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My watch tells me I just turned 18. You see, the time has gone past midnight.

I check it every 30 seconds or so but that's because I'm waiting for the bus coming in from Yuma.

I'm waiting on a stranger. I need to talk to him really bad.

I'm a boy who wants to tell my side of the story to someone who doesn't know me. He would be about my age and for his own reasons this would be the desert where he finds himself tonight.

No, we have never met. He exists because I need him to. I have never told my story to anyone before and that's when a stranger has got to enter your life. I want it to be a boy who is about where I'm at in the world, lost.

I am going to tell him the truth, which is that I don't belong here or anywhere else. Love can do that to you.

It will be easy to talk to him when you've got nothing left to lose. But first we need to get away from this restaurant located off of Interstate 8.

The bus stops here for dinner. I don't think I'm gonna have any trouble meeting the boy. I'll just say hi and then I'll suggest we go for a walk.

If he agrees, the plan is on. So I suppose I should tell him why I disappeared from home on the night I graduated.

I did it to get away from all the expectations. For instance, you are supposed to fit in with your class at school and you should form one or more happy relationships. But it isn't that easy to get close to somebody. In fact, I've always found it impossible.

I will take this boy to the desert about a mile from here, a walk I like to do for thinking about stuff that's real to me, including him.

When we get there, I'll tell him what I want to about all the stuff that happened to me in high school - the personal stuff, not the fact that the girls liked my so-called cute ears.

After the journey in the desert we will walk back to town, or at least this part of it on the business loop.

He will get on his bus and go wherever he is going. True, he might miss dinner but I'll give him some food to take along.

And until they find me I'll be doing the same thing I'm doing now.

I work in this restaurant called the French Toast Cafe. So I'll just serve more French toast. But I will never forget that guy or what I said to him about these boys I really wanted in high school.

So the payoff is, the stranger will be the one person out there who knows that it was all real to me.

He might not be on this particular bus. Or maybe he is. I kind of feel like it's destiny for me to find him. After all, it's my birthday.

Yeah, I imagine how they are looking for me back home but I guess I made a pretty clean break from there when the graduation ceremony was over. I didn't do anything wrong. I'm not a wanted man, just a missing one.

I'm 18 now. Therefore, I can call myself a man.

The bus is getting closer. I'm getting kind of excited. I'm trying to figure out the very first thing I should say. A simple hello just doesn't sound like enough. And other stuff sounds too rehearsed, all that stuff like, "Welcome to hell."

It's a standard line we use for the customers since this part of Arizona is about the hottest place in the United States. Plus this is late July.

No, I've been thinking of better lines for a few weeks now. At first I wasn't going to say anything to any of the bus riders. I just wanted to see who was coming in. But I would daydream about conversations.

"This place isn't really hell," I would say. "It just seems like it."

I dropped that idea. I wasn't doing stand-up comedy.

"I need to talk to you," I could say. "It won't take that long."

It was true how much I needed to talk to the stranger but it would probably scare off anybody who was the least bit cautious.

Sure, I tried to make connections back home. There was this one guy when I was a sophomore.

I'm sure he liked me. And I'm pretty sure he knew that I liked him. But you could tell it wasn't going to be more than that. I wanted to believe we had a lot in common, but mainly the fact we had blond hair. His name was Ivan, another sophomore.

Me and him were standing side by side in this doorway at school. For some reason we were the only two around. I put my arm across his shoulder and pretended it wasn't really there. I was talking about something stupid and just kept on talking about it like nothing was different. Who knows what it was - probably monster movies or something.

But everything was different when I couldn't string the words out any longer. The next words would have been the real ones about what I wanted, which was him. I wanted to tell him we needed to meet somewhere, a place where we could be alone.

My arm across his shoulder was supposed to say a lot. It was supposed to tell him all that stuff about liking him without having to say it out loud. I had never told that to anybody, either in words or by touching them.

I was going to hold on as long as I could. It would be great if he did it to me, too. But the minutes, or maybe they were seconds, were going by. If he didn't like it, then it was getting to the point of going wrong.

I had never held on so long. I had punched a few boys on the shoulder. It was nice to touch them but it was nothing like this. I was in a situation where I could put both arms around him, and kiss him.

Luckily, he wasn't pulling away. I kept hoping he would put an arm around me. It would tell me everything I needed to know about how he felt.

This was where I wanted to be, almost in the arms of a boy like Ivan. It looked like he was starting to see how I felt about him. If he liked it, he would do something. What if that was the moment that was coming.

Then it hit me like a flash flood, cold, that he didn't want me, that my touch was disgusting to him. It wasn't like he did anything other than freeze up.

Neither one of us knew what to do.

I thought I should take my arm away, only that was like saying all of this was real important stuff. I needed to make it look like it was so casual that I didn't even know where my arm was.

Ivan kind of unwound himself like it was time to go. His lips held their line, not that I was expecting him to say anything. It's just that the beauty of his face had gone to a light gray marble.

When he stepped outside he looked back at me, his blue eyes black, or maybe white. And like me he was pretending, too, that everything was normal.

"I'll see you around," he said.

"Yeah, I'll see you around."

And that was where I learned to say I would see somebody around and to not let them know that I liked them. I did see Ivan around in our junior and senior years but we didn't talk, not even about stupid things. I didn't make any other mistakes like that even though there were a couple other guys. What I mean is, I never touched them like I touched Ivan.

I finally got the message that I did not fit in with my class. You didn't go around trying to like other boys. When you make it obvious how you feel about them, you are already over the line. They will not like that, which I had suspected since middle school.

It comes at you in a look. It's in the eyes that look past you. The eyes have a way of telling you that you don't exist. And the real message of high school was, you have to hide the way you feel.

I ended up standing next to Ivan on graduation night. Me and him were the same height, which gave me a level gaze in his changing eyes. They changed color with the season and this was the season of love.

Things felt really weird, like you could show affection toward someone. I put my hand on his shoulder but quickly caught myself. I took it off and gave him a light punch instead.

He punched me back, then we talked about stupid things that I brought up. The name of Gila Bend, Arizona, came up, for example, because we were talking about Gila monsters. Eventually we said, "See you around," and that was the end of that.

I imagined all the things that were never said in that last meeting, like telling him in plain English how I felt about him. I did it in my head while riding the bus out of town that night.

Ivan, I want you. So bad.

What I really think is that the guy has no idea I am even gone. I wonder what he's doing now. I wonder if he ever thinks about me.

The bus from Yuma pulls in like it always does and when the engine shuts down, a disturbing silence follows. It gives me too much room to think. This is the silence that comes when buses have arrived and the passengers are still on board.

What if the stranger I'm looking for does not get off. I tell myself I want him to. I need to go through with this. Somebody in the world is going to know who I am.

I don't know what he will look like except he's tall. When you are telling your story, they always put the judge higher than you. But I see him more as a friend. I
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