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        To Brett: From the moment we first spoke, I was inspired by you. Your sense of humor, your openness, your strength...all of these things allowed me to see your heart and I knew from the beginning what a special young man you truly are. Because of your honesty and willingness to answer my five thousand questions (I’m sure to you it seemed like more!), Sawyer’s story has come to life. For that, and for just being you, Sawyer and I both say thank you.

      

        

      
        To Renee.

        Thank you for being generous enough to share him with me. He is an amazing man today because he had an amazing momma to learn from. Thank you both. I’m honored to call you both my friends.
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        Let love in, let love win.
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        “You can’t help who you love.”

        ~Nicky Morgan
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      Trigger Warning- this story contains scenes of homophobia, derogatory language, a hate crime, and sexual abuse.

      Author’s Note:

      Sadly, I am very well aware, as I’m sure many readers are, that a large number of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender individuals are not met with love, support, or acceptance. Sawyer, along with many of his gay friends, deal with discrimination, misconceptions, fear, and hatred throughout the book. The way this story played out came completely from Sawyer and the other characters, I just wrote the tale they wanted to tell. It may be a much rougher story than the ones some readers have heard or experienced; it may be a much happier version of what some readers have heard or lived through. But either way, it’s a realistic story focusing on acceptance, hope, and love.

      If you or someone you love need information or support in issues surrounding sexuality, please connect with one of the many organizations available to assist. Here are two such organizations:

      PFLAG

      http://community.pflag.org/getsupport

      GLBT National Help Center

      http://www.glbthotline.org/

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      For those who like a little narrative along with a family tree. Here are the families of Torey Hope. Meet the Morgans, the Jordans, the Deckers, and the Martins.

      John and Cindy Morgan have twin boys Nate and Nicky Morgan.

      Nicky Morgan married Carly Malone and had children Zachary Malone Morgan and Alyson Elizabeth Morgan.

      Nate Morgan married Libby Decker and had children Abigail Emerson Morgan and twins Decker Nathaniel and Sawyer Nicholas Morgan.

      Libby Decker is sister to Audrey Decker, both are daughters of Captain Robert Decker and the late Lois Decker. Robert later married Janie.

      Audrey Decker married Jeremiah Jordan. Jeremiah had a son, Beckett, from a previous marriage. Jeremiah and Audrey had Megan Elise Jordan and Kendrick Robert Jordan. Beckett got married in the first book of this series to a girl named Kenja.

      Jeremiah is the son of Jack and Judy Jordan.

      Captain Robert Decker had an estranged brother, Richard who was married to Corrine and they had a daughter named Josie. Josie married Jeremiah Jordan’s best friend, Kyle Martin and they had children Zoey Belle Martin and Asher Jeremiah Jordan.
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      Sawyer, age 16

      Shirts discarded and arms entangled around torsos, the young men rolled around the bed as if wrestling. Hidden, she watched from the doorway in fascination, not disgust or horror. Her mind struggled to make sense of something her heart had already accepted. As the boys’ lips met in a sensual kiss, she brought her hand up to cover her surprise. She knew, instinctively, the act happening in front of her was what Sawyer had been missing, seeking, craving.

      Knowing she should look away, afford them privacy, she couldn’t unglue her eyes from the awkwardly arousing scene transpiring before her. Hands roamed, cupping ass cheeks; hips and tongues thrust in simultaneous dances. Red basketball shorts and tight gray boxer briefs slid down firm, muscular legs followed quickly by black shorts and black briefs moving down a second pair of toned legs. She’d seen the male anatomy in Health class, but the young men on the bed were aroused from their sensuous exploration and she felt her eyes widening in impressed awe at the size of their...male anatomy. Sawyer, the dark haired one, reached a hand down and grasped the other boy; the act was reciprocated and a delightful display began to play out before her. Mouths, teeth, and tongues clashed as hips thrust and fists pumped; rough breaths, sexually charged, resonated in the otherwise silent room.

      She knew she should have left, should have allowed him this intimate moment, but it was too late; an ill-timed sneeze, obstructed by a quick pinch to the nose, but not thwarted completely, literally blew her cover.

      She froze in the doorway as two heads, rosy-cheeked and breathing heavily, popped up and fists quickly abandoned that which they craved to hold tightly.

      The lip she bit and the tears which sprang to her eyes weren’t for herself; her heart broke for Sawyer. She knew he had worked to cover up the feelings and longings in his heart; she knew he strived for normal and easy and drama-free. Her heart was hurt for him, not because he was her boyfriend and had been caught making out with another guy, but because she knew he was already struggling and the challenging, uphill strife he faced would be a burden on his beautiful heart.

      With shorts quickly replaced and shirts pulled over heads, the two young men stood awkwardly in the middle of the room, warily observing her. She wondered who would speak first and what those infamous first words would be.

      “So, um, Josh, this is Katie. My girlfriend. Katie, this is Josh.” Sawyer had the decency to look embarrassed, but Katie wanted to ease his discomfort. She had fancied herself in love with him for a while, but in her heart she’d known there was something missing when they were together. Watching him at that moment, she knew she’d never seen her best friend look so alive, so interested, so radiant.

      “Hi, Josh, it’s nice to meet you.” Katie smiled at Josh who seemed a bit more freaked out by the situation unfolding in front of him than Sawyer or Katie. Turning to her boyfriend, Katie spoke, “Hey, maybe you and I could have some time to talk and you could call Josh later?”

      As if roused from a hypnotic state, Sawyer blushed and nodded. “Yeah, um, that would be good. So, I’ll see you at school tomorrow, Josh. Um, maybe we could, um....yeah, bye.” Sawyer’s stumbled words were enough of a reason for Josh to hightail it from the room without a backward glance.

      “Okay, so that was awkward all around. Want to get out of here and talk about what just went down?” Katie held her hand out to Sawyer and he knew in that exact moment that he would love her for the rest of his life; aside from his twin brother and cousins, she was his heart and best friend.

      They left his house with him wondering in absolute horror what would have happened if his brother or parents had been the ones to walk in on him in bed with another guy. Reaching the main park in Torey Hope, they walked to the shelter house and perched themselves on top of a picnic table. Facing each other, sitting cross-legged, their knees touching, Katie reached for his hands.

      “So, you know I love you, Sawyer, and that will never change. I think if I can witness what I just saw and still profess my love, I’m pretty solid in this relationship.” He smirked and saw her smile at him in relief. “However, I think there are some things we need to get out in the open. First, I’m sure this is pretty obvious, I’m breaking up with you.”

      Sawyer threw his head back and laughed. Feeling the pent up frustration and anxiety leave his body calmed him. “Katie, I’m sorry for what you just saw...no, I’m not sorry you saw it, and I’m not sorry it happened; I’m sorry I didn’t share my feelings with you before you had to walk in on it.” He leaned in and kissed her gently. “I will forever love you, as my best friend, Katie. But you’re right, we can’t be together, not in that way; it wouldn’t be fair to either of us.”

      They sat silently for a moment. Sawyer, deep in thought, his dark eyes focused on their hands. He appreciated Katie giving him the time he needed to gather his thoughts.

      “So, I think I like guys; I think I’m gay, Katie-girl,” he said it on a whoosh and then sat apprehensively as if the universe was going to strike him down. In a strangled whisper he repeated, “I think I’m gay.”

      She felt those words in her soul; the relief he felt in speaking them, the fear he felt in admitting them. But the words from his mouth spoke of more to her heart; she heard his despair, his doubt, his dismay.

      “Sawyer Morgan, look at me. You are gay. You’re not a murderer or a pedophile or a thief; you have a great family and friends, they will support you no matter what. It will be harder for some of them at first, but they will come around. If they don’t, you’ll always have me.”

      She was taken aback at the vehement shaking of his head and his quick, “No! I’m not ready to tell anyone else.”

      She rubbed his hands in hers and raised an eyebrow. “Why not? Your family loves you like none other; they are one of the most loved families in Torey Hope. They would never not stand behind you.”

      “That’s just it, Katie. I can’t tell them right now. This is brand-new to me; I’m just admitting it and accepting it. If I tell them now, they will have to deal with the stress and possible embarrassment and drama it may bring; I can’t do that to them right now. What if it causes problems at The Center? Let me figure this out within myself a little more first, then I can break it to them.” His dark brown eyes pleaded with hers.

      “Well, I want it stated on record that I think you’re making a mistake, but I promise to support you; as long as you’re not endangering yourself, I’ll let you keep your secret. And it will be my secret, too.” She squeezed his hand and felt his body relax. “So, how about you tell me about this revelation. How long have you known?”

      “I think I started suspecting when I was about twelve. I remember seeing some guys at The Center who had taken their shirts off to play basketball, and I thought they were absolutely beautiful. I’d seen girls and women in swimsuits and felt nothing, but an attractive guy with his shirt off made my heart beat faster.” Sawyer’s eyes had a faraway look as he recalled the vast difference in feelings he’d had for males and females.

      “Then, I met you and I wanted so badly to just fall in love and be normal. I’m so sorry, Katie, I really haven’t been fair to you at all. It’s not that kissing you isn’t nice, but it doesn’t light me on fire like kissing Josh does. I’m so very sorry you had to find out this way.” Sawyer’s head hung in shame.

      “Sawyer, don’t apologize.” She felt tears build in her own eyes as the tears began to spill out of his. “I’ll admit it was a bit of a shock to walk in and see that. But if I’m being honest with myself, I really wasn’t that surprised. I love you and kissing you was nice, but I never felt all the butterflies and glitter that the girls talk about when they’re gossiping about kissing boys. Seeing you with Josh, the way your body responded to his, knowing that our bodies had never responded to each other in that way, I knew in my heart that you were meant to just be my best friend.” They dried their tears; they both erupted in laughter when Katie quipped, “At least you were gay before me; I’m not sure I could stand the social outcasting if the rumor started that I turned you gay.”

      Walking arm-in-arm, they headed back toward his house. “So, Josh, huh? Do you want him to be, like, your boyfriend?” Katie nudged Sawyer’s hip in teasingly playful way.

      “I like Josh, but I think I like him because he’s the first guy I’ve kissed. I like his body next to mine; I like to have my hands on him; I like to kiss him. Do I like him? I don’t know. I don’t think he’s any closer to admitting or accepting his sexuality than I am, so I don’t see us becoming a couple and publicly outing ourselves. If anything, we’ll spend time behind closed doors and try to figure things out for ourselves, individually.”

      Katie blushed at the mention of closed doors.

      “Hey, bud, that door was practically wide open. I probably should have just walked away, but you two were astonishingly beautiful in your sexy little coupling, and I couldn’t help myself. You should thank your lucky stars it was me and not your mom or dad or brother!” Katie wagged a finger sternly in front of his face.

      Sawyer blanched yet again at the thought of his parents or twin brother, Decker, finding him in a compromising position with another man. He knew in his heart that his parents and brother would accept him no matter what, but he didn’t want to bring undue stress or drama into their lives; for now, he’d keep it secret, but he’d tell them once he was a little more comfortable with it himself.

      But the thing with keeping secrets and not being truthful with those who love you is that it gets harder and harder with each day. As the years passed, Sawyer realized he’d missed several prime opportunities to be upfront with his parents and Decker.

      There were the numerous chances he had when he and Decker were alone. Playing video games, basketball, going for a run. He couldn’t count the number of times he ended up with a bloody tongue from biting it so hard. The words were right there, he wanted so badly to say them, but his fear always got the best of him.

      Helping his dad in the evenings or summers. He’d find himself painting a fence, cleaning out the garage, changing the oil in the car with his father.

      “How’s Kendrick and that girlfriend of his?” His dad would ask.

      “Which one?” Sawyer and his father would laugh.

      “What about you, you got your eye on anyone special?” Nate would give him the perfect opening, yet Sawyer would swig some water or get super busy in finding a rag to clean up the oil.

      “Nah, no one in particular.” The chance to tell the truth buzzed around his head like a bumblebee, but then it was gone, flying off to another flower.

      The evenings in the kitchen helping his mom cook supper, setting the table, cleaning up the dishes. She’d lay down the cloth she was using to clean and cock her head in that special way that only she had. “Sawyer, you know we love you, right? Always.”

      Over the years he’d swallowed many baseball sized lumps trying to control his emotions. Fear, shame, guilt. It was like his mom knew he had a secret, but she didn’t want to force it out of him.

      He could picture himself telling her, “Mom, I’m gay.”

      But then he’d think of an analogy he’d once heard, Words are like toothpaste. Once you squeeze the paste from the tube, you can’t put it back in. Our words are like that, once we speak them, we can’t take them back no matter how hard we try.

      Sawyer knew the analogy was meant for speaking harmful words, but he still couldn’t get away from the hard truth, Once you tell them, there’s no taking it back. No matter what their reactions, you can’t ever change things.

      He knew he wasn’t ready to tell the entire family, but his brother and parents deserved to know the truth, he knew this. Yet he continued to keep it from them. After a while, it was a lie of omission which had been hidden so deep he feared Decker would be pissed that he’d kept it from him for so long. Would his parents be hurt that he’d lied to them on top of the disappointment in finding out their son was gay?

      It all became too much. He’d dug himself so deep, he wasn’t sure there was a shovel in the world that could save him. So Sawyer got by, he searched for himself, he longed for love, and he kept his secret hidden deep within.
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      Present day, Torey Hope

      Pensive brown eyes stared back at him as he regarded himself in the mirror. Part of him felt ready for this next step, another part of him wanted to keep plodding along, keeping his secret, hiding. He was so tired of hiding, but staying hidden brought him comfort. He was tired of secrets, but those secrets were his shield.

      If he followed through with his plan, he would no longer be shielded, no longer able to protect himself and others from the truth. And that scared the fuck out of him. If he did this, he opened himself and his family up to ridicule, shame, embarrassment; the family business, The Center+, could suffer.

      But if he didn’t do this, he knew he’d sink back into the black hole he’d been in until recently. One person had known his secret for years, but that didn’t save him from the derogatory names thrown at him in the halls and locker room when his brothers or cousins weren’t around.

      “Come on, man up, Morgan. The guys took it fine, Mom and Dad were supportive; it’s time to let the rest of the family in on your secret.” He smiled as he recalled the conversations he’d had not long ago with his twin brother and cousins. He’d assembled them all on a camping trip and broke the news, years after he should have opened up to them.

      I’m gay.

      His brother, Decker, had taken the news fairly well. He’d needed a solo walk through the woods to gather his thoughts; Sawyer suspected his always-in-control, serious, black and white brother also needed to come to grips with the fact that he’d never suspected his brother’s sexuality was different than his own. How ironic that the one person Sawyer was the closest to in the whole world was the one person who was the most clueless.

      Sawyer had held his breath practically the whole time Decker had been walking through the woods. A deluge of rain poured down as the dark sky broke open, yet Sawyer still sat alone at the campfire. His head had started playing tricks on him. You disgust him...he can’t stand the thought of having a gay brother...you’ve lost him...he’s not coming back. But Sawyer held out hope that Decker was just doing his usual thinking things through.

      He had breathed a sigh of relief when Decker emerged, soaking wet, from the woods. Walking towards him with purpose, his twin had stopped in front of him and spoke the most heartwarming, sincere words Sawyer had ever heard from him.

      “You’re my brother, always have been, always will be. I wish you could have told me sooner, but nothing has changed between us. I’ll be there in any and every way that I can.” Decker grabbed Sawyer and pulled him into a deep embrace, communicating his love and acceptance through his touch.

      Telling his cousins, Zach and Kendrick, had been less emotional, and a lot more entertaining. Sawyer had to laugh at the questions his admission had stirred up.

      “I’m gay.” Two words that held such power. Would they laugh? Would they walk away in disgust? Would they be angry?

      Zach smiled and nodded. “I think I’ve known that for a long time, man, but thanks for telling me.”

      “Wait, you knew? Why didn’t you ever say something? Why did you joke with me about girls?”

      “I don’t know, I guess I figured you’d tell me when you were ready. I didn’t want to bring it up if I was wrong and it offended you. I think I joked about girls thinking it would give you the opportunity to bring it up if you wanted to.” Zach stood and walked to his cousin, reaching a hand down, he pulled the other man up into a hug. “Nothing changes, I’ve got your back, man.”

      Kendrick sat with his hand rubbing his chin. Would he be the one who couldn’t accept it?

      Eyes twinkling and a shit-eatin’ grin on his face, he finally spoke. “What’s it like to suck cock?”

      The other three burst out laughing.

      “Come on, I’m serious. Maybe I’m ‘bi-curious,’ who knows. I know I like burying myself deep in a girl, the tighter the better; I’m assuming being deep in a guy’s ass has to feel pretty much like heaven on earth, right?”

      Sawyer felt like he was having an out-of-body experience as he attempted to shake off his utter shock and awe at his cousin’s words.

      “Um, yeah, it’s pretty close to heaven.”

      “See, I’ve always thought guys would probably suck cock better than girls; just like a girl could probably eat pussy better than most guys. Why? Well, as a guy, I know exactly what feels good, just like a girl knows exactly what feels good. I don’t know if I’d ever actually do it, but I’d likely consider doing a guy; I don’t know if I could let a guy fuck me though.”

      Kendrick paused in his musings and glanced at his cousins’ open-mouthed expressions. “What? It’s just stuff I’ve thought about before. Don’t get me wrong, I love women, but being with a guy intrigues me a bit.”

      And with that, all the worries Sawyer had about telling his cousins he was gay floated off into the night air.

      Later that night, they had settled in to their sleeping bags, relaxed and happy from the many beers they had consumed.

      “So, really, what’s it like?” Decker asked into the darkness.

      “What? Sex with a guy?” Sawyer smiled as he spoke, finding it amusing that his brother and cousins were so interested.

      “Yeah, man. I don’t see myself or Zach ever sleeping with a guy; Kendrick, maybe. But, what’s it like? How’s it work?” At the snorts of laughter, Decker huffed, “I know how it works, I just wonder if it’s that different from being with a girl.”

      “For me, it’s different because it feels right. Being with girls felt wrong, awkward, strange. Being with a guy makes my heart flutter, my skin tingle, and my body grow warm.” Sawyer began to get lost in thought, but he pulled himself back to the group.

      “Kissing. Kissing is awesome. Soft lips, slick tongue, roaming hands, a little hair pulling, kissing is perfect.” He closed his eyes and pictured the soft lips of a man who made his heart flutter.

      Kendrick rolled to his back and propped his head on his bent elbows behind his head. “What about sex?”

      “Depends on the person you’re with and what you’re both comfortable with. Oral, anal, jacking each other off, like I said, it just depends.”

      “Are you the one on top or the one on bottom?” Kendrick asked.

      “Again, it depends. Some guys will only do top, some will only do bottom, some like to take turns. Some couples don’t do anal, only oral and mutual masturbation. It’s very much like sex with a woman, you have preferences; guys just have different options.”

      “Does it feel good? Top or bottom, does it feel good either way?” Zach cocked his head to the side and waited.

      “If the guy is big, it can hurt at first; if he’s rougher, it can be painful.”

      “Alright, enough gay sex talk tonight, boys. I’m beat.” Kendrick laughed at his own words. “Can you imagine the earful someone would have gotten if they’d been outside the windows tonight?”

      They all chuckled.

      “Guys, thanks so much for being okay with this,” Sawyer said. “Your reactions wouldn’t have changed who I am, but it’s good to know that I have you on my side.”

      His mouth curved into another soft smile as he replayed the conversation they’d had. He knew that not all people got such acceptance from family and friends when they came out; he was lucky his brother and cousins had taken it in stride.

      Shortly thereafter, knowing he owed it to his parents and to himself to be honest after so many years of hiding, he had sat at the kitchen table with Decker there for support, and told his mom and dad his secret.

      “I’m gay.”

      His mom, Libby, had cried, but quickly dried her tears and smiled at him.

      “Momma, why don’t you look shocked? Dad, why aren’t you surprised?” Sawyer had expected more of a reaction from them.

      “Oh, baby boy, we’ve known for a while. Well, I wouldn’t say we’ve known, but we’ve suspected for about 10-12 years now.” Libby’s smile was shaky, but she didn’t appear devastated.

      “Why didn’t you say anything?” Sawyer questioned.

      “Your mom brought it up to me several years ago. I think in the beginning we both hoped she was wrong, we didn’t want you to have to suffer through the emotions and reactions. Then, when we were more sure about it, we talked and decided it was something you needed to come to on your own and all we could do was be here loving you until you were ready to talk to us.” His dad, Nate, stood and walked to his son. “I love you no matter what. I don’t like the idea of you being hurt or ridiculed, but nothing will ever change the fact that you’re my son and I love you.”

      Libby sniffled and hugged Sawyer into her arms. “You’ll always be my baby boy and I will love you until my dying breath. I hate that not everyone in your life and in this town will be as open about your sexuality, but you’ve got us on your side, no matter what.”

      He was two-for-two in the coming out department. Would his luck hold when he told the rest of his family? Eyeing his reflection in the mirror again, he sighed and leaned his hands on the bathroom counter. Apprehension bubbled inside mixing with fear and excitement. Telling the rest of his family held so much uncertainty. Knowing the numbers just weren’t on his side, he knew in his heart he’d face objection and possible rejection from at least one, if not more, of his family members. Who would it be? Who would look at him with disgust or hatred?

      Recently, years longer than it should have taken him, and as a promise kept to his college friend, he had admitted he was depressed and had started seeing a therapist. Dr. Parks specialized in counseling lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender patients. He had made Sawyer comb through memories, some that Sawyer would have rather kept buried. He detested the pain and hurt that came from sifting through the memories and feelings, but with the pain and hurt came realization that hiding and keeping secrets wasn’t fair to himself or those around him.

      He wanted to be free from it all. Admitting it only to Dr. Parks, there were times when he waffled between “freeing” himself by coming out to all the people in his life and living as an openly gay man, and “freeing” himself from the pain and heaviness of the burden by just ending it all. Dr. Parks made him talk more about that than he really wanted to.

      “You’re scared of rejection from your family. You’re worried about causing them stress or embarrassment or shame. Speak to me about how you think they’d feel if you commit suicide.” Dr. Parks was always very direct, never sugarcoating anything.

      “Doc, I’d never do it; sometimes it’s just nice to think about what a relief it would be if none of this existed for me anymore.” Sawyer had tried to avoid the question, but Dr. Parks hadn’t let it go.

      “So, how do you think your family would feel if you committed suicide?” He never strayed from the path he was on.

      Head hanging and words whispered straight from his heart, Sawyer spoke, “They’d be devastated.” Tears glistened in his eyes thinking of the pain his suicide would cause to those he loved.

      “And what would that devastation be like for them if they later found out you’re gay and you killed yourself rather than opening up to them?” Dr. Parks wasn’t trying to cause more pain, but the question hurt.

      Drawing a deep breath and closing his eyes, Sawyer tried to imagine how distraught his family would be if they found out he’d taken his own life because he felt like he couldn’t be open with them. “It would absolutely destroy them.”

      He knew with certainty that he had to open up to them. He wanted to rid himself of the weight of this secret, he wanted love and support to help him navigate what had already proved to be rough waters. He feared rejection, but he knew he already had his parents and brother and cousins on his side, so he didn’t fear absolute abandonment.

      As he prepared to gather his family around to make his announcement, he allowed the past to play through his mind; his journey to this point had been filled with family and friends, but the confusion, heartache, and uncertainty were never far away.
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      Sawyer, age 16

      The ball swooshed through the hoop as the four young men played a game of basketball on the courts outside The Center after school. The rule in their family was homework could come after some downtime and physical activity as long as grades didn’t falter.

      “You going to the school dance this weekend?” Zach asked the question of all of his cousins.

      “I wasn’t planning on it; those things are always just couples practically having sex on the dance floor or groups of guys standing around shootin’ the shit. I don’t have a girl to kiss and no way I’m dancing, so I figured I’d get homework done so I’d be free the rest of the weekend.” Decker dribbled around Sawyer and made an easy lay-up; he flashed a look of concern at his brother, knowing Sawyer was off his game.

      “What about you, Kendrick? You’ve been in quite the funk since Jenny moved away; you going to the dance to find a new girl to make out with?” Zach laughed as his question threw Kendrick off long enough for his cousin to steal the ball from him and land a three-point shot.

      “Fuck off, man. I don’t want to talk about Jenny, and I don’t need a dance to find girls to make out with.” Kendrick wiped sweat from his brow, then grabbed his bag. “I gotta head out, guys; Mom is expecting me home to eat supper. Later.” The slump of his shoulders and weariness in his voice as he walked off the court, gave away much more than his words.

      Decker contemplated his cousin as he walked away. “What the hell is his problem lately? I know he and Jenny were pretty serious, and it sucks that she up and moved so suddenly, but he’s never been this upset over a girl before.”

      “I don’t know, man, but I’m ready for him to pull his head out of his ass and get over his pissy attitude; he’s been a complete douche lately.” With the game obviously wrapping up since one of the players had left, Zach stood at the free-throw line bouncing the ball. “What about you, Sawyer? You and Katie going to the dance? You guys have all the fancy moves since you’ve been practicing for that dance competition; you two could totally rule the dance floor. Get her all hot and sweaty and worked up and then take her back home for some hot and heavy makin’ out.” Zach waggled his eyebrows at Sawyer, always the tease and jokester.

      “Nah, Katie and I broke up. We’re just going to be friends.” Sawyer tried to come across as nonchalant. Truth was, he wasn’t hurting over losing Katie; they were great as best friends, even better than when they’d tried dating. His sadness and looming depression came from the war inside his head and heart.

      He wanted to be honest with himself, his family, his friends. But he wasn’t sure how everyone would react; he was more worried about the people around town causing issues for his parents, aunts and uncles, grandparents, and The Center.

      Sawyer watched “normal” couples around school hold hands and kiss. He saw the love his parents shared; his entire family was one big happy love fest most of the time. His heart craved to find that, and his body longed for the physical touch of a man; instead, he hung out with Katie or his brother and cousins. It was safer this way, but it wasn’t the way he wanted to live.

      Maybe once he got out of Torey Hope for a while, went to college, he could explore and experiment more freely. He felt like he was Sawyer Morgan on the outside, but it was just a façade. The real Sawyer was gay, but he was being hidden away. He longed for the courage to be himself.
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      Sawyer, age 17

      “Hey man, what was up with that guy? It looked like he was itching to fight; everything okay?” Decker’s concern for him touched his heart and eased the pain from the ugly words he heard rattling in his brain.

      “Faggot.”

      “You gay little fag.”

      “You really are a cocksucker.”

      “Fucking queer.”

      Aside from Katie and the few guys he’d messed around with over the past year, Sawyer had told no one about his sexuality. He knew Katie wasn’t talking, and the guys weren’t ready to out themselves as gay or even curious, so he figured they weren’t spreading rumors. But the fact that he took Art, Theater, Music, and Choir classes in high school sort of attracted the local homophobic bullies to give him a rough time. He also participated in, and sometimes instructed, painting, pottery, dance, and acting classes at The Center in his free time. Close-minded, hateful people took that to mean it was open season on him.

      Sawyer and Decker looked 100% exactly alike, but there was always something softer, more sensitive about Sawyer. Add that to the classes and hobbies he enjoyed, narrow-minded, fearful people were going to talk. Only two guys gave him a hard time at school; it wasn’t unbearable, but it was enough to wear on him some days.

      “Sawyer? Was that guy giving you a rough time?” Decker pulled him from his thoughts. Decker didn’t know Sawyer’s secret, he was just always protective of his family.

      Bringing himself back to the present, Sawyer shook his head and zipped up his bag. “Nah, man. Just a douche bag from one of my classes; he’s mad because I won’t give him my notes. He slept through most of the class and skipped it two days last week; expects me to just hand over my hard work because he screwed up. He’s not a friend, so I don’t feel like I owe him anything.”
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