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Dave Preston pointed at a laden basket sitting just inside the coffee shop doorway. “Oh, my God! Is that...?” Right in the open. A rubber rainbow!

“They’re condoms. Now, stop pointing and pick your jaw up off the floor. This is Asheville, not Podunk. We have things like this here.” Billy Henderson stepped into the shop behind Dave and closed the door. 

None of the people waiting in line to place orders seemed to pay the basket any attention. Several pairs of eyes, however, focused on Dave. Oops. He shoved both hands into his pockets and closed his mouth. Billy’s bemused smile wasn’t necessary. Not at all. “I can’t help it I’m from the country. Things are different here.” Dave fought the urge to poke his lip out. 

“Here” being Asheville, North Carolina—a haven of enlightenment and open-mindedness. That is, if his Aunt Lisa was anything to go by. She’d lived in the city since leaving the family farm at age eighteen to sell pottery and artwork. Dave’s mom called her a hippie. Dave called her cool. 

Billy’s, “What’ll you have?” gave Dave an excuse to ignore the basket, though his face still flamed.

“I don’t know. What’s good?” Back home the closest coffee shop was a twenty minute drive. Asheville sported one on every corner, it seemed. Dave wouldn’t dare tell Billy that this was his first encounter with a barista. 

Moving hadn’t been something Dave had planned, or even wanted.  His coming out had gotten him trounced by homophobic rednecks at school, earning him a one-way ticket to Coolville, or rather, his aunt’s loft apartment in the city. 

He and Billy had met a month ago on Dave’s first day at a new school, and so far, Billy’d called him a virgin about one hundred times. Never rode a crosstown bus, never ordered a burger and fries at school, never bought ink pens and paper from a vending machine...

Billy gave him knowing smirk number four-hundred forty-seven. Or was it forty-eight? 

“Hey, I can’t help it if my parents raised me in the woods instead of civilization.” Sometimes Dave’s heart ached to be home, but he wasn’t going to tell that to Billy. Mr. City Boy had never gone hiking in the mountains, never trout fished in the streams, and considered a night at Motel 6 “roughing it”. He wouldn’t understand. 

“I’ll order for both of us,” Billy said. 

Dave didn’t wave a rainbow flag or let himself get caught ogling guys. Hell, if he hadn’t opened his big, fat mouth back at home, he could still be there, quietly blending in and slowly going insane, dressing in flannel shirts, boots, and jeans as part of his “homo camo”. 

His motto: Don’t call attention to yourself and they’ll never know. Only, he had, they did, and now he lived with his aunt. 

Billy talking to a kid behind the counter left Dave free to shoot discreet glances at the basket again. Condoms. Right in plain sight, not offered by a well-meaning older cousin, or acquired by a friend of a friend bold enough to march into the local health clinic and make demands. Hell, soon Dave would graduate high school and he’d never even used one—for its intended purpose, that is. Water balloons didn’t count. 

“Here you go. One caramel macchiato.” Billy handed him a lidded cup and sighed. “If I was a shrimp like you, I could have one too. I got a skinny vanilla.” 

Billy had what Dave’s mom called “puppy fat,” though he was no longer a puppy at eighteen. He was also the first openly gay teenager Dave had ever met, only because he’d been the one handing out fliers at the door for the Gay/Straight Alliance meeting Aunt Lisa had insisted Dave go to, “To meet other nice young men your age.” Five minutes after arriving, Dave had met more gay guys than he knew existed—and many had shoved phone numbers into his pockets. 

Billy had gone one step further, offering to walk Dave home and sorting through the phone numbers to weed out the losers. Funny how all the guys who’d given their numbers had wound up discarded. But Billy and Dave had been best friends ever since. 

They sat at a back table, away from the couples, older ladies, and a group of women chatting while trying to entertain small kids. Dave’s eyes kept straying to the basket. “I can’t believe they put them out like that, in a coffee shop!”

“A lot of stores here have them, doing their part to prevent pregnancy, the spread of HIV and other infectious diseases.” Billy popped the lid off his coffee and slurped the dark liquid. 

Dave shot a glare at Billy. 

“Hey! It says so, right on the card.”

Sure enough, a placard above the basket said, “Doing our part to prevent pregnancy, the spread of HIV and other infectious diseases,” followed by, in smaller letters, “please help yourself.”

“I bet no one has the nerve to take them.” If only Dave had the guts to grab a handful. One day soon he’d find the right guy and have sex for the very first time. At least he could have his own supplies and not come across as a total goober. 

His Aunt Lisa had stammered through a short version of “the talk”, blushed bright red, then brought in reinforcements in the form of the gay couple down the street who’d pretty much told him, “No glove, no love” and “you can skimp on some things, but never buy cheap lube.” So much for having gay spiritual guides. Of course, the men were in their forties and probably didn’t lecture teenagers much. 

Before Billy answered, two guys blocked the view. One threw a cup in the trash and the other reached toward the basket. When he straightened he shoved his hand into his pocket. “Oh, he’s hoping to get lucky,” Billy remarked. The guy withdrew his hand to place it on the other man’s back. 

Dave’s raging teenage libido declared a field day. He shifted in his chair to hide a semi-erection. And yet, once the lust died, other things came to his attention. Regardless of age or gender, no one seemed to bat an eye at an openly gay couple touching in public and snagging free rubbers. Dave had died and gone to heaven. And despite what Reverend Scott used to say back at his mom’s church, there were homosexuals here. Lots of ‘em. Dave no longer had to worry about being gay; he just had to worry about the condoms in the basket and that he’d never had the occasion use one. 

He had questions, and his choices for answers boiled down to: a) asking Aunt Lisa and praying she didn’t break any speed limits while escaping, b) hoping the gay neighbors wouldn’t mind a game of “Twenty Questions”, c) opening a forum at the Gay/Straight Alliance (so not happening) or d) asking Billy. He wasn’t sure if Billy had any more experience than he did, but Billy’d been out of the closet longer, so therefore had just earned the title of Dave’s Gay Guide.

“Ever use one?” Dave asked, keeping his voice low even though no one was close enough to eavesdrop. 

“Sure,” Billy replied. “Haven’t you?”

Damn. He was more experienced. “Yeah, well ...um... no.” Unless Dave counted a certain water-balloon incident when he was eight and didn’t know the packs he’d found in his cousin’s Mustang weren’t really balloons. They’d tasted funny and made his lips greasy when he’d tried to blow them up. 

Billy’s eyes took on a “plotting” gleam. “Let’s grab a handful on the way out.”

“What?” Oh, no way in hell! Yet, one day Dave hoped to have a sex life. He’d listened to enough lectures to know that sex required a condom. Even his parents had told him that. 

The day he’d come out, his Mom had hugged him, cried, treated his cuts and black eye, and told him he’d be safer at Aunt Lisa’s. Dad had paid a visit to the high school to “open a can of whoop-ass”, tried not to let his feelings show otherwise, then sniffled and hugged the stuffing out of Dave the day he left. 

His folks had come to visit twice since he’d left, and he chatted with his mom online nearly every day. Dad sent a text every two or three days. As slow as he typed, he’d probably burned up the rest of that time hunting and pecking on his cell phone. 

They loved him. They wanted him safe. But they had a farm, forty head of cattle, and three more kids in Podunk—also known as Spruce Hollow, North Carolina, population 1,400 if you counted pigs and chickens. Moving the entire family to Asheville wasn’t much of an option.

Billy’s grin widened, shooting straight past mere “plotting” to “plotting world domination.” “Why not? No one cares. That’s what they’re there for. So young people like us don’t have to take chances.” 

The coffee drink Billy had gotten Dave tasted like heaven. Okay, he could trust Billy with coffee, but what about other things? A girl about their age snagged a few condoms, face coloring to match her copper hair. No one said a word. 

Whatever Billy blathered on about went straight over Dave’s head. That innocuous-looking basket, nothing special on its own, held his full attention. 

“C’mon, let’s go hang out at my house until Mom gets home,” shook Dave out of his reverie.

This was it! He took a deep breath, determined not to wimp out. Maybe Billy could create a diversion while Dave grabbed a few packs. He stood and made a beeline for the basket, by way of a trashcan, so as not to seem too obvious. 

The trashcan was two feet away. If he tossed his cup just right, then kept the forward movement, he could... His world turned upside down. Green, blue and red wrappers came closer, so fast he couldn’t track. Smack! On the floor he went. A shower of condom packs rained down. 

“Oh my God! I’m so sorry. I didn’t see you there.” A young woman with a bag the size of Milwaukee slung over her shoulder stood above him, holding a kid in her arms.

“He’s all right,” Billy interjected, grabbing Dave’s upper arm and hauling him to his feet. 

The condoms lay in a rainbow of plastic at Dave’s feet. The elusive prizes he’d been hell bent on taking. He did the only thing he could think of to do. He ran. 

“Dave! Dave!” Billy huffed and puffed behind him, dodging folks on the sidewalk. He finally caught up, only because Dave stopped. “What’d you take off for?”

How could Dave tell him he was ashamed of his own cowardice? Under the guise of picking up the packs, he could have stuffed his pockets. Stupid, stupid, stupid. “I can’t believe I got knocked down into a pile of condoms.”

Billy grinned. He had a big, goofy grin now, the kind that made Dave want to grin too. “You got some, right?”

“No.” Dave hung his head. The perfect opportunity, wasted.

“That’s okay. I’ve got enough for us both.” Billy reached into the pocket of his hoodie just enough for Dave to see what he’d hidden inside. Holy fuck! Billy had struck the mother lode! 

Heat crept all the way up Dave’s face to his ears. “Your house?” he
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