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The calendar said one thing, still a couple of swipes away from the J months of summer. An unusually bright and balmy Sunday morning held a different promise, though, and put me into a romantic mindset.

I’d pulled out short shorts, tight ones, because Alejo often complimented my legs and my ass. Rolled up sleeves on a designer polo shirt meant my biceps wouldn’t go unnoticed, either. I didn’t need to win Alejo over. He’d already referred to me as mi novio when making introductions at an informal Gutierez Easter lunch a week or so back. I called him nichkowes when we got back to my place that night. According to the internet, it meant lover in the language my Potawatomi ancestors spoke. I hadn’t had the opportunity to run it by anyone for accuracy, since I’d distanced myself from my parents who would know for sure. Technically, they’d distanced themselves from me first, shoving me off on a relative to raise when I was five.

Just before sunrise, I let myself into that relative’s home without calling first, managing to turn the key in the lock and twist the knob without tripping her alarm, also known as Gremlin, the black and white shih tzu. Aunt Winnie had named her dog that because his cute little face looked exactly like the faces of the adorable but mischievous titular creatures in the well-known film.

“Poor dog is probably embarrassed by that name every time you call him.” Teasing was my love language.

“Dogs don’t care what you call them as long as there’s love in your tone when you do it...stupid ass.” Aunt Winnie spoke the same one, that line, like most of her jabs, delivered with a smile and all the warmth of homemade waffles. “See how that works, Nik?” She was as wise as any revered Potawatomi ancestor out there.

I went by Nikan now instead of Nik, wanting to finally embrace my heritage since seeing firsthand how people who shared Alejo’s ancestry were being harassed, or worse yet, hunted because of it. The area we called home wasn’t far from the most volatile when it came to immigration and governmental overreach. Alejo threw himself into the cause, doing anything he could for anyone being stripped of human rights or basic human dignity. It was one of the things I admired most about him.

I knew what I was looking for at Aunt Winnie’s but had no idea where she kept it. The kitchen seemed logical, so, with my shoes left in the mudroom just inside the back door, that was where I started.

Tiptoeing about, despite outdoor warmth, indoor tile was cold beneath my bare feet. I checked the row of bottom cupboards, searched the pantry, and peeked inside the bench seat on the banquet below the picture window.

“Nada.”

A smile spread across my face knowing that little bit of everyday Spanish mastery would make my teacher proud. I made a mental note to be sure to tell him later that morning while we fucked.

The cookie jar beckoned. The picnic set I sought wouldn’t fit in there, but Oreos would, or, if I was lucky, homemade whoopie pies. All I’d had so far that morning was coffee.

Resisting temptation not my strongest attribute, I gave in. The slightest clink of ceramic roused the dog.

Yip! Yip! Yip! Yip! Yip!

He came running, and not far behind was Aunt Winnie.

Her colorful caftan flapped and fluttered like the pride flag that hung year-round from a pole affixed to a post on her front porch. Less festive in nature, the golf club she brandished level with my skull caught the pink light of dawn coming through the skylight over the kitchen island.

“Don’t hit me!” I raised both hands in surrender—or maybe to protect my face. A shallow kind of guy, I figured it my greatest asset.

“Nikan! Gichi-manidoo!”

Aunt Winnie and I were trying to learn Algonquian together, the main language of our Potawatomi tribe. Literally translated as great spirit according to the site we’d discovered, it was often used as an interjection denoting surprise and, in this case, obvious annoyance as well.

“Sorry. I was looking for that picnic set I got you a few birthdays ago.”

“You know tech week is a bear.” Aunt Winnie leaned the golf club against the oven, then pressed both hands to her chest.

“I do. Gremlin, stop.” I always took a chance wearing shorts around him. Why the dog still thought he could climb my legs after so many failed attempts was a mystery to me. “Come here.” I scooped him up, which is what he wanted all along.

Oh.

Maybe the dog was the smart one.

“I never got to bed until after three this morning.” Fresh off a stellar run as Ethal McCormack in a production of Footloose, the Musical in the next town over last month, Aunt Winnie was in final rehearsals for sixteen performances as the first Native American Madame Thénardier in stage musical history. She was promoting the show and her part that way, whether or not it was true. Participation in the theater was down, which meant Aunt Winnie was also in charge of costumes. Her role plus fitting sixty-three main actors and extras would have overwhelmed the less hardy.

“I didn’t mean to wake you,” I said, “but doesn’t a Sunday morning brunch with chocolate croissants, strawberries and melon, and champagne mimosas sound perfect?”

“I’d rather be sleeping.”

“Well, you can go back to bed as soon as I leave. The picnic brunch is for Alejo. I’ll need your champagne flutes, too.”

“Hmpf,” Aunt Winnie scoffed before moving a stepstool around to position it in front of the refrigerator. “You don’t own champagne flutes?”

“Yours are nicer. I can—”

She raised a hand when I tried to step in front of her. “Oh. You have Gremlin.”

“Otherwise, you would have slapped me?”

“If I managed to refrain from slapping you when you were suspended from middle school for bringing a copy of Unzipped to algebra and arrested a year later when you stole a car from the casino, I think you’re safe for life.”

“How dare you try to squelch and shame my nephew’s natural biological urges!” I mimicked. “True shame falls upon you! And you, and you as well!” My aunt always had a flair for the dramatic. “You sure set Mr. Ballow straight. Plus, my guidance counselor and the principal.”

“And smoothed things over with your parents.”

“Hmm.” I didn’t want to open that box.

“And the owner of the car you took. Now, move. I’m not a hundred. I can do it.”

Three rungs up, Aunt Winnie was still only slightly taller than I.

“It’s funny you remember that...All the times I got in trouble.”

“I remember the good stuff, too. Your high school valedictory speech, acceptance packets from every university you applied to, your law school graduation, telling me you were moving back here and not staying in Boston after...”

“And that made all the bad stuff worth it?”

“Pass the bar exam, and we’ll see.”

“In other words, the return window for keeping me around is still open.”

“Thirty days or until you become a lawyer, whichever takes longer.”

Close enough to spot Aunt Winnie in case she stumbled, I got a brush on the cheek in place of the smack. But then she turned snarky again.

“Is that why you bought me this picnic set, so you could take it back to seduce your Latin lover?”

“I bought it as a reminder of the living room picnics we’d have when I was younger. Movie night—DVDs—everything eighties. I loved those nights.”

“Yes, Nikan. I’m pulling your chain, as the kids say.”

“I don’t think they say that anymore.”

“Six/seven, then.” Aunt Winnie swayed when she did the accompanying hand gesture.

“Careful.”

“I’m not a hundred,” she repeated. “Just because I lived through the eighties the first time around.”

“But you are precious and should therefore be handled with care.”

“Save your sweet nothings for Alejo.” Aunt Winnie was cranky in the morning.

“There’s a whole wellspring up here.” I tapped my forehead. “Enough for both of you.”

“Hmm.” She passed down the green wicker basket, then took my elbow to safely descend the stepstool. Luckily, Gremlin was a one-arm bundle.

“Not that I need to seduce Alejo,” I added once she was down. “He’s already crazy about me.”

Alejo and I connected ten weeks earlier. In what felt like a last-ditch effort to meet the man of my dreams or just someone to fuck, I’d been coerced by Aunt Winnie into following the hottest guy I could find into a night school classroom at the local community center. Imagine my surprise when the blond stud I’d chosen took his place in front of the room as the instructor and announced we’d be studying English as a second language.

It bummed me out to discover Sam the teacher was married, but it did make the decision to quit the class I had no use for easier. English was my first and only language, save for a few words of high school French that managed to stay in my brain despite a great deal of college weed and the legalese I’d picked up once I got serious about life and further education.

Finding out a few weeks into night school that Sam and his wife were expecting their first child was less of a blow, as I’d already moved on by then, not from the class, but to the man seated just to my right.

Luck, fate, Cupido, perhaps Gichi-manidoo, someone or something was on my side that very first night when I chose a study partner—Alejo—whose idea of studying included reading erotic gay romance novel passages to one another. It didn’t take much convincing after that to get me to stick it out for the entire semester.

Feelings between us developed quickly, faster than Victor Gonzolaz, Jr’s Chevy Camero circling the NASCAR track. I learned about Gonzolez being the first Puerto Rican to break onto the NASCAR scene by reading an essay Alejo wrote for class.

“At least five-hundred words on a celebrity with similar lineage.”

This was the assignment Sam gave us, a warmup for the essay we’d have to write as part of our midterm exam. Alejo got an A+ on his, while my musings about Elvis Presley being part Cherokee only earned a C-.

Ironically, English actually was Alejo’s second language.

Sam asked if I’d written my report in ten minutes an hour before it was due after picking the first person to come up in a Google search for Famous Native Americans.

I’d asked Sam if he was psychic.

“No,” he told me. “I’m a teacher who knows lazy when he sees it.”

Ouch.

He told me again he had no problem with me taking the course just to find a man and then to be around the one I’d found. He did, however, expect me to respect everyone else’s effort and put forth some myself.

“Just because you graduated college and law school, Nikan, that doesn’t mean you have nothing left to learn.”

Even if I hadn’t made a good impression on Sam, I had on Alejo. If not my mind, definitely my body. Maybe my mind, too. I hoped so. And now, with this picnic brunch, I could remind him of my romantic side, too.

“You’re a good catch.” Aunt Winnie had gone to the dining room hutch for the crystal stemware that would certainly help. “Even if you are a Y2K kid, born in the mid-nineties, a two-thousand-tens teen.”

“Is that a bad thing?” Carpet felt better between my toes.

“You can’t help it.”

“Help what?”

Far too quickly, we were back on cold tile in the kitchen where Aunt Winnie rinsed the champagne flutes at the sink before finally offering an answer. “The fault lies in the movies.”

Sort of.

“What do you mean?” I set Gremlin down on the banquet. “Look for the mailman.”

He didn’t know it was Sunday, just like he didn’t know his name was dumb.

“What fault?” Three large steps brought me back to the refrigerator, where Aunt Winnie snatched a dishtowel from the handle she then tossed toward my face.

“Dry.” At least she didn’t throw the glasses, instead choosing to gently pass them to me one at a time while finishing her speech. “What lessons were to be learned from Dumb and Dumber or Thelma and Louise? When life hands you lemons, drive off a cliff?”

“I think Thelma and Louise came out before I was born.” The thing I remembered most from watching it on TV was half-naked Brad Pitt.

“Fine. What was the main lesson in...The Hobbit?”

“If you like it, put a ring on it?”

Aunt Winne scoffed.

“Looks fade, jewelry is forever.”

That one got a smile.

“The first movie you took me to see in a theatre was Lilo and Stitch when I was six.”

“You remember that?”

“I do.”

“You had the attention span of someone much older back then.” Touch was another love language she often used. She liked to pick through my hair like a mama gorilla even if she had to stretch to her full height and arm length to do it. “You could sit through an entire movie without squirming, sometimes two if we went to a drive-in.”

Fortunately, it was just for affection, unless she found lint from my pillowcase or a bit of crumbled mortar the time Alejo and I got carried away kissing against the side of the community center brick after class.

“Now, you fidget.”

“Ow.”

Sometimes, she pulled a little too hard to show dominance. “Hormones, I suppose.”

“There’s a lot more on my mind now than when I was little.”

“A good distraction can quiet the mind. Sometimes, that’s what we need most.”

Aunt Winnie’s words reminded me of some Alejo once said on the basketball court before trouncing me in a game of Horse.

“That’s why I do theater. The crap will still be there after. It might be easier to handle with a bit of inner peace and some joy in your heart, though.” She took the glasses from me and secured them in the place designed to hold stemware in the lid of the picnic basket. “Life lessons like that...”

“Come from eighties films?”

“Exactly. And the soundtracks...Show me one movie soundtrack after 1989 that had the same cultural impact as those from the decade before. You can’t, can you?”

“Maybe if given a second to answer. Also, what have I learned from Kevin Bacon, Molly Ringwald, or Andrew McCarthy that’s going to help me in life?”

“You might be surprised.” Aunt Winnie grabbed the towel and snapped it against my thigh.

“You learn that from Porkies?”

“I never showed you Porkies!”

“That’s why I pulled it from the shelf and watched it one night after you went to bed.”

I saw dick in an eighties flick—that one—before I saw one on the internet.

“You were a precocious little shit.”

“Now, I’m a precocious really big shit.”

Aunt Winnie pinched my cheek. “Just as I raised you to be. I should have gone easier on the spinach, though. Made you too tall.”

“If the law thing doesn’t work out, maybe I can join the NBA.”

“Or get a job brushing giraffes.”

I laughed. “I haven’t thought of that in forever.”

Aunt Winnie used to tell me it was the only job I could get if I didn’t stop growing.

“You all set, then?”

“I am...unless you have champagne, orange juice, and fresh fruit?”

She snatched the picnic basket from my grasp. “Why don’t I just show up to Alejo’s in your place?”

“Never mind.” I took it back. “I’ll go the store. And what about The Bodyguard?”

“I will always love you.”

“Same.”

“Then let me go back to bed. Gremlin, come.”

The dog immediately obeyed.

Stop N Shop opened at seven. After a quick detour there, I was on my way to Alejo’s with my delectable brunch, a bouquet of purple chrysanthemums because purple was his favorite color, and a smile.

“Hey.” Alejo greeted me in just a pair of tight navy Grana brand boxer briefs.

“Hey.” I hunched at the waist to help him reach my lips. “You open the door to everyone like that?”

Alejo called himself short. I told him I was just tall.

“Only you.”

He had lots of hair, starting at his head where it was long and thick, wavy when dry and curly when wet. From there, he had the most beautiful eyebrows, two miniatures of the mustache that tickled when we kissed. His beard was neat and soft, as was the hair everywhere else, chest, gut, arms, legs, even on his toes.

“I didn’t even have the underwear on when I saw your car pull up.” Alejo’s thick Puerto Rican accent was as beautiful as his body. A turn on, for sure, I told him once he could probably make me come just by talking to me.

“You should have kept it that way.” My shirt buttons never engaged, I pulled it off over my head. “Lose ‘em. I’ll catch up.”

“Come in, so I can shut the door.”

Instead, I set down the picnic basket and flowers then undid the snap at my waist.

“Stop, Nikan. I can’t.”

Accent or none, I didn’t like the sound of that.

“You weren’t planning on a surprise picnic, I hope.”

I really didn’t like the sound of that. “Brunch. You and me. Naked on your balcony.”

“It’s early for brunch.”

“It won’t be after we fuck for three hours.”

“¡Mierde! ¡Lo siento! I wish I could. Riza went into labor.”

Riza was Sam’s wife.

“That’s nice,” I said. “We can take flowers after.” When I let my shorts fall to the rug in the hallway, Alejo pulled me inside.

“Sam was supposed to tutor a class this morning.” He closed the door.

“On a Sunday?” I had to slip out of my shoes to get the shorts all the way off.

“You’re not listening to me, papito. You’re also not wearing underwear.”

“True on both counts.” I was now fully naked.

“Night school midterms are tomorrow night.” Alejo picked up my shorts.

“I remember.” He tried to hand them to me, but my hands were busy tugging down his Granas.

“There’s a group of students in his other class who need a little extra help with the essay portion, and they chose this morning as the best and frankly last possible moment to get together, so...”

I was foiled when Alejo turned and pressed his ass to the door.

“You’re the best student Sam has in either class. You don’t need help.” Lucky me, I still had access to the front.

“No.” Alejo trapped my hands with his, not a complete bummer, since mine were down his boxer briefs. “Sam asked if I could take his place as the teacher. I said of course.”

“Oh.”

“I have to be there by eight-thirty.”

“Oh.”

It was already ten of, so I freed Alejo’s junk, and he freed my hands.

“Come with me.” Alejo seemed genuinely excited by that idea. “Yeah. Five students and two teachers is better than five against one.” He headed for the bedroom I knew well. “Had I known you were awake, I’d have called as soon as I was done talking to Sam. I’m going to need all the help I can get.”

“Will I be help?” I used words like gonna, shoulda, coulda, and woulda said, “If I’d-a known you were awake.”

“¡Por supuesto!”

Not quite sure what the two words hollered from the bedroom meant, they sounded positive, so while Alejo dressed, so did I.

“Nice.” He approved when he returned to the living room. “You ready?”

“I look okay to teach?”

“So handsome.” The leather bag Alejo picked up was the same one he brought to our night class. “They’ll hang on your every word.”

“Can I borrow some underwear? I feel like good teachers wear underwear.”

Alejo chuckled. “Sure.”

Out of the shorts again, into a pair of way too tight trunk style undies, the shorts zipped and fastened, “Now, I’m ready,” I said.

“Bring the picnic.” Alejo was already out the door. “We’ll definitely find time to eat.”

“How long is this study session?”

“Five hours.”

“Fuck me.”

“What’s that?” Alejo’s words echoed from the stairwell. He never used the elevator, which was why his legs and ass rivaled mine.

“Nothing.” I had to shout to be heard and jog to catch up.

The community center was around twenty-five minutes from Alejo’s apartment. We took my Kia. I drove.

The American flag that greeted us as we strolled up the walkway held special meaning for me since I’d met so many people who wanted to be in the United States—who had every right to be here—but were treated like they didn’t belong. Not two months earlier, based solely on our pigment, my aunt and I were told to go back where we came from, even though our ancestors had been in America before it was even called that. Alejo heard and faced worse far too often. Certain vehicles, certain articles of clothing prevalent in the area of late put him on edge.

“I went twenty-seven years without seeing an Immigration and Customs Enforcement jacket in person,” he once told me. “Now, I see one almost every fucking day.”

Alejo seemed oddly relaxed as we approached the community center’s front entrance that morning, though.

“I like holding your hand,” he said.

I feared my palms were sweaty. “I like holding your hand, too,” I told him
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