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Yes, Darling



BAKER BROCKTON winced at the piercing creak of the attic door and braced himself for an avalanche of discarded items to land at his feet, but none came. The books, piles of summer clothes, old shoes, toys, linens, and hat boxes were simply packed too tightly in the small entrance for anything to tumble anywhere. He sighed deeply and stepped over the clutter facing him, uncertainly placing a foot on the first step of a stairway to his right.

I had a lot more room when I was eight, he thought as he turned his broad shoulders sideways and struggled up the narrow attic steps. If he were moving more quickly to farcical music, smiling, and waving a top hat ahead of himself, hed be making an extravagant entrance on a Vaudeville stage, but as it was, Baker was trying his best not to bang his knees or shins or head in the awkward space.

When he exited into the attic proper, the first things he noticed were the heat, the cobwebs, and mustiness. God knows what Im breathing up here. He shuddered and reached for the chain that would switch on the bare bulb hanging from a rafter. After giving the chain a quick tug, the bulb flared to life, though not enough to reach into the far corners of the space. Glancing around nervously, he watched and listened for any signs of creepy life.

Littered around his feet were piles of old, once-fancy outfits: long, elegant gloves; taffeta dresses; now dingy patent-leather shoes; and hat boxes without lids, their former occupants scattered hither and yon across the floor. There were also remnants of his sisters baby dollsan odd, disembodied leg and a doll head with mangled hair and one eye that wouldnt open, while the other seemed to follow his every movement from a shadowed corner.

Baker!

Jesus! His heart stuttered at the sound of his mothers voice just below him in the closet doorway.

Y-yes, Mama?

You find them, dear?

Im looking, Mama. Baker eyed the floor beams apprehensively. Are those gonna hold me? He hated the balancing act hed have to accomplish to reach the box he was afterthe one he now noticed far across the room, under the eaves. Why the hell is it over there? It should be sitting right at the top of these stairs. He tried to imagine his mother hauling that box up the stairs, but he realized shed probably roped some other big, clumsy boob into risking his life. 

Hed agreed because his father was busy and Baker was a good son. He couldnt imagine what his mother could have promised a neighbor to do it. Probably food. Shes a great cook.

You need help? she called from below.

Baker held his breath and stepped on the first floor joist, trying his best to keep his big foot from slipping off onto the insulation between and possibly cracking through the ceiling below. 

The Darlings are here.

What good will Mr. Darling do me? Baker managed a smile as he imagined the two of them crashing through the ceiling and, with Darlings added bulk, continuing on to the first floor. Thatd put a damper on the party.

Cobys a bit smaller than you, honey.

He took another step and grinned, letting out his breath in relief. One advantage to his taller frame was his wingspan. He bent at the waist and reached for all he was worth, trying to snag the box marked Xmas Tree Stuff with his middle finger.

They brought a big dish of that oven-baked macaroni you love.

Im fine, Mawait, did you say Coby is here? he asked, teetering for a moment before regaining his balance.

What, dear? Her voice sounded farther away, as if she were leaving the bedroom as she spoke.

Cobys here? Why the fuck is Coby here?

Baker got a grip on the box and dragged it toward him, stirring up a colony of dust bunnies. He lifted it and tried to simply follow his footsteps backward and escape the stuffy attic.

Got it! he shouted.

Good job, BB, said a deep, male voice directly behind him.

Huh? Baker tried to turn, realized he didnt know where to place his feet and nearly fell over backward and down the stairs, but luckily, Coby Darling caught him in his arms and steadied him.

You okay, dude?

Y-yeah, Baker managed as his heart raced. Uh… lets get out of here, huh? He turned carefully to face his old friend.

Watch the light, Coby warned as he reached up to move the bulb away from Bakers head just in time, causing the light to swing back and forth between themlight, shadow, light, shadow. Baker just stared, examining the mans face in the changing light, Cobys pupils shrinking slightly every time the blub swung back between them. 

Mama had been right. Coby was a bit smaller than himan inch shorter and not as broad in the shoulders, with more of a slender, runners buildand probably could have navigated the attic much easier, but he was a lot stronger than Baker remembered. 

Everything else was the same: his hair the familiar, unruly tangle of light brown waves, ending just at the bottom of his ears, his eyes a deep brown and framed by long, curling eyelashes, his grin teasing, and a light dusting of facial hair.

Uh… you go down first, Baker said. Ill get the light and pass you this cursed box.

Coby laughed. Deal.

They made it down the stairs without destroying each other and stumbled through the closet doorway and into the second-floor guestroom.

So, uh… what are you doing here? Baker asked as he set the decorations on the floor. 

Tricia, my evil stepmom, gave me an ultimatum, and I caved. 

Your stepmother is not evil.

Coby laughed. I know. His eyes narrowed as his gaze slid up and down Baker. You look good, BB.

Baker grinned. Uh

Coby reached up and ran his palm over Bakers head. I like your hair super short like this. It tickles when I touch it, and somehow it looks even blacker, which sets off those baby blues of yours. Good choice.

Jesus! Hes flirting with me. Uh

Baker? His mothers voice drifted up the stairs from the first floor now, coming between them. My God, she has a set of lungs on her. Did you find them, honey, the lights and the bulbs?

Yes, Mama, he answered, too softly for her to hear, never taking his eyes off Coby.

Baker? she shouted again.

His old… friend took a step closer to him, straightened Bakers collar, and brushed Lord knows what out of his hair. Why dont I take these down while you collect yourself? Coby asked, his voice deep and husky.

I… d-dont need… collecting.

Really? You look a bit overheated to me. 

Baker watched him heft the box of decorations into his arms and trot down the stairs to join the rest of the guests. Once he lost sight of him, Baker sat heavily on the bed, falling on his back and staring at the ceiling as the room spun around him.

Talk about a Christmas miracle: Cobys back in town.



BAKER made his way downstairs and slowly worked through the gathering of relatives and friends who had come to his parents for dinner, drinks, and decoratinga group effort of festivities.

There you are, Big Bad, Elaina Lacey said, taking his arm and pressing her abundant breasts against him. I wondered where youd gotten to.

Please dont call me that, El. I dont play anymore. Baker searched the area for Cobys tousled locks, but he didnt spot him. From where they stood in the hallway, he could see into the living room, part of the dining room, and some of the kitchen. 

But you do coach. Is the team looking good? she asked.

Baker blinked at her in surprise. I didnt know you followed high school football, El.

Of course I do! Whatever gave you that idea?

Oh, maybe the fact that Ive known you for fifteen years, and youve never shown any interest in the game.

Theyre good boys. Hard workers, he said, tugging his arm free. Did you happen to see Coby pass this way?

Elaina grimaced and shook her head. Nope. Her eyes narrowed. Im surprised he came home.

Oh yeah? Why? Baker asked as he continued to scan the rooms. His pulse raced as he caught a flash of light brown waves beyond them in the kitchen.

Well, hes been away for years

About one year.

and he left town in disgrace.

Baker looked into her wide, innocent blue eyes and was surprised to find she had hold of his arm again. His fingers were starting to tingle. Coby got a full-time teaching position at the University in Richmond. Whats disgraceful about that?

You were his best friend, Baker. You know as well as I do the rumors that started about him being a… homosexual and all. Her eyes narrowed a bit. In fact, Im surprised you didnt guess…. Anyway, she said, waving a dismissive hand and tossing her hair, after that, what was he going to do but leave town, right?

Condon would have been lucky to have him, he said, not even trying to soften his tone. He didnt need to leave. Maybe he did, thanks to me.

Baker, could you give Coby a hand with those lights? his mother asked as she walked up to them. Theyre a tangled mess.

Yes, Mama. Where is he?

Let him go, child, she said, slapping at Elainas hand. Youre bout cutting off his circulation. Elaina released him immediately, her face turning a bit pink. 

Sorry, Mrs. Brockton, she said sheepishly.

Cobys on the back porch, honey. His mother patted Bakers hand, and he fled. Were gonna be eating soon as your daddy gets back here with your sister, she shouted after him. Baker excused his way through the hallway to the kitchen and then onto the back porch.

It was darker and much colder out there. Through the bank of windows he faced, he could see beyond into the backyard, thanks to the motion lights attached to the house. For a moment, Baker wondered what was moving out there to set them off, but then he spotted several people bundled in their winter coats and huddled together at the old picnic table, smoking. They stomped their booted-feet in the snow to stay warm while they indulged their addiction.

Looking for me?

Startled, Baker looked to his right and found Coby sitting on the carpet, a large chaotic mass of blinking, multicolored Christmas lights in his lap.

Uh… Mama said you could use some help?

Coby stared up at Baker for several moments. Sure. Have a seat. Coby smiled, and Baker nearly tripped before taking a seat on the floor in front of him. He grabbed a separate collection of lights and began searching for the end of the string. While he worked, he glanced at Coby and the way the lights bathed his face in festive, colorful warmth. 

Is the tree up yet? Coby asked.

I didnt notice, he said. 

Though alone on the back porch, the muffled voices of the dinner guests and some holiday tune Baker couldnt name drifted out to them, making them feel part of it all. 

So Elaina seems as into you as ever, Coby ventured.

She eased up on me a couple months ago when Ed Paukett proposed, but that fell through just last week.

Why?

I think he caught her making out with one of his potential groomsmen. Not sure.

Baker grinned in delight upon locating the plug end of his lights and quickly inserted it into the outlet next to Cobys. The string of light came alive.

Nicely done, sir.

Thanks, Baker laughed. His lights were white and added an ethereal element to the glow bathing them as they worked. So… you came back because your mother made you, huh?

Hardly. I came back for you, BB. Bakers fingers froze, and he lifted his gaze to Cobys. Didnt you know I would?

Baker concentrated on his knot of lights. I thought you made things fairly clear when you left last year.

Coby sighed. I was angry, BB, you know that.

I havent changed, C

No?

Baker hesitated. I… Ive missed you.

Well, thats something.

Look! You broke it off. You decided to leave the state. And you did it because you didnt think I could be the man you said you needed me to be. Dont stroll back in here expecting me to have had some revelation about giving up everything I have for you. The moment he said it, he regretted it. Even in the dim light he saw the wince of pain around Cobys eyes. He blinked and it was gone.

In the ensuing silence, a distant chorus of White Christmas drifted out to them, and little progress was made with the lights. Then Coby whispered, I love you.

Coby

More importantly, I came back because I know you love me. 

Ahh! I give up! Baker yanked his string of lights free of the outlet and got to his feet. This is hopeless.

W-what are you doing?

Going shopping. He stared down into Cobys eyes. Wanna come with?



THEY grabbed their coats from the hall closet and rushed out the front door, running right into Bakers father and younger sister.

Hello, Mr. Brockton, Coby said.

Where you off to, boys?

Coby and I are picking up new lights for the tree, Daddy.

Hi, Coby, Bethany singsonged.

Good to see you again, Bethany.

In the harsh porch light, Baker could see the color rise up his sisters neck. Oh, for Petes sake. She tossed her long fire-red ringlets coquettishly. Apparently she hadnt been privy to the rumors about Coby. Or she had and decided she was just the cure for him. Baker seethed in silence.

Hows the degree coming? Coby asked her as Mr. Brockton hustled past him into the warm house, carrying Bethanys suitcase.

I cant really settle on one thing yet. Theres so much to learn… and do. She smiled wistfully.

I remember, Coby laughed. Turning to Baker, he said, We better get going if were going to get back in time to snag some dinner.

Boys, why arent you wearing your hats? Mrs. Brockton asked, suddenly appearing in the doorway. Your daddy says you boys are off to Target?

Yes, Mama.

Pick me up some marshmallows… mini marshmallows. I need them for the sweet potatoes.

Ill remember, maam, Coby said.

Good boy. And be careful on those roads, ya hear?

Yes, Mama. Baker snagged Cobys collar and dragged him off the porch and toward Bakers SUV. He revved the engine and had the car hurtling forward before Coby could buckle himself in properly. The car fishtailed as they turned onto the main road off his parents property.

Any particular reason
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