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      He was going to break. Jack hadn’t seen Andrew in four days. On Monday, he’d kissed Andrew in the bathroom. They hadn’t talked after that. People asked about his bruises, questioning why he’d been beaten up. He lied, telling them that he’d gone jogging in the park and had been jumped. Everyone kind of bought his story, but he did get questioning looks from his teachers. When he saw Coach Johnson, the lie had been hard to tell. Johnson threatened to call his parents. He told the coach that calling his dad wouldn’t do any good.

      “Boy, if you ever show up here again with bruises like that, I’m going to do more than call your dad.”

      “Trust me, I’ll be fine.”

      “You don’t look fine.” Coach sat back in his chair and narrowed his eyes. “I don’t like this one bit. Do you think you’ll be good for the game?”

      “Yes, sir. I’ll play like my life depends on it.” He couldn’t explain to Coach that his life did depend on winning. A good post-season would almost guarantee his admittance into Auburn with a scholarship to cover his bills or at least some of his bills.

      During the middle of practice, he saw his dad in the stands. His heart sank, leaving him feeling empty. Talking to Andrew today was out of the question. After practice, he’d wanted to go to the Kemps and see Andrew; instead, he went straight home.

      On Tuesday, he wasn’t able to touch Andrew at all, though he did say hi to him. It was torture to be so close to his boyfriend and not kiss him or hold his hand. Wednesday, Andrew didn’t show up for school. The sickness struck Jack on Thursday. He woke feeling like a truck had run over him. He stayed home and spent the day flat on his back. On Friday, they had the last regular season game. All day long, he’d hoped Andrew would be on the bus with the team, but he wasn’t. Sadness seeped in, leaving him half wanting to skip the game. He wondered what was up with his boyfriend and if he could do anything to help.

      They’d won their game, but it hadn’t meant anything to Jack since he couldn’t see Andrew. He was glad they’d beaten the other team, but only so he could eventually leave Sweet, Georgia for good. Had he had his phone, he would have called Andrew, but his parents had confiscated it once they realized he still had it. He didn’t dare call where anyone else in his family might hear him. A full week had passed since his dad had figured out he was gay. The bruises had faded, and the cuts had healed, but his heart would never soften toward Nathaniel again. The bastard had threatened Billy, and that wasn’t okay.

      They were at lunch, eating food one of the new church members had cooked, but he honestly didn’t know the woman’s name. He hadn’t cared when she’d been introduced, and he wasn’t going to ask her name now. Without Andrew, he couldn’t muster the energy to be concerned.

      He sat at the kids’ table with Billy, David, Amanda, Lisa, Matthew, Mark, and Luke. The couple had no children. They were about the same age as his parents, and his dad questioned their lack of offspring. Jack wondered why his dad didn’t just shut up. It wasn’t any of his parents’ business why the couple was childless. Even Jack sensed that, but it didn’t stop his dad from saying it was such a shame that the couple had been left childless, implying that they’d brought it on through sin. Jack hated that about his dad. Everything everyone else did was a sin, but Nathaniel could lie like a dog, never feeling a twinge of guilt about his immorality. The woman looked mildly offended when Nathaniel finished his diatribe about how children were God’s gift to couples. Her husband gave a quick shake of his head, and somehow that was enough to keep her quiet. There was no way this couple would stay at his father’s church for long. At least he hoped they didn’t. He wanted to tell them to break free now, that they didn’t need the negativity in their lives. The absurdity of his father’s rules wore on his nerves. But one thing Jack knew from his recent issues was that he couldn’t fight everyone’s battle, only his own. Right now, with Andrew being kept from him, he was losing.

      Without the distraction of other children, his brothers and sisters behaved for the most part. Billy noticed something was wrong and came to sit on his lap. The other kids dashed off to the backyard, leaving him alone with Billy. The adults were at the front of the house, along with Lucy and Amy. The dining room was separated from the kitchen by a study. His dad had made a snide comment on that, too.

      Billy cupped Jack’s cheeks, tilting his head so he had to meet Billy’s gaze. “Andrew will be fine. I told him that you loved him. He knows.”

      Tears spilled out of Jack’s eyes and raced down his face. He pulled Billy close and held him tight. “I’ll be fine.”

      He heard his mom call out, asking if anyone needed anything in the front room. Jack swiped his arm over his face, drying his tears. Billy jumped up and grabbed his hand, tugging him out the back door. He didn’t even look back at his mom to see if she needed anything. The last few years, he’d been overly helpful, but none of that mattered now. If his parents couldn’t accept him, they didn’t need his help.

      By some miracle, he still had the use of his truck, but his dad kept a tight rein on him. The threat of punishing Billy forced him to toe the line. After lunch, he contemplated finding Andrew, but his dad had followed him. Jack guessed that he was trying to catch him visiting his boyfriend. But the last thing he would ever do was put Andrew in a bad place.

      When he got home, he raced up to his room, shutting and locking the door. The tears fell, dampening his pillow. Seven long months loomed before him. Hope seemed like too hard of an emotion to produce.

      Sleep came quickly as his thoughts quieted. He had no idea how long he’d slept when a knock sounded on his door. He didn’t want to answer. The knock sounded again, louder this time, and he rolled out of bed, shuffling slowly across his room. He stared at the lock for a few seconds before popping it. The door opened, and his dad stepped in.

      “Why didn’t you sit at the adults’ table today?”

      Jack had a hard time meeting his dad’s gaze. Not because he was afraid, but anger churned hot in his belly, and he didn’t want to fight—not really. “Billy wanted me to sit with him.”

      “You need to sit with the adults from now on. We’re babying him too much. He needs to grow up.”

      Fuck off! The words were on the tip of his tongue; instead, he nodded as he wished for the impossible. Maybe he needed to change his plans. Billy wouldn’t survive this type of intense scrutiny. His shoulders sagged, and his stomach turned. The pressure to be perfect was making him sick. How long could he keep this up? Then there was Billy. His little brother would be destroyed if his dad didn’t change, and there wasn’t anything Jack could do. He only had to wait a few months for freedom, but Billy would be stuck with this shit for years. And once Jack came out, Billy’s life would be over. He’d have to hide everything from his dad. Even when he was out of this shit hole, he’d have to worry about Billy.

      He hadn’t really considered that, not to the depth that now struck him. The idea of leaving Billy to Nathaniel’s scheming freaked him out. He didn’t know why he hadn’t realized it before, but Billy being unprotected for the long stretches where he’d be away at college would leave the boy too vulnerable.

      “In five minutes, we’re going to start a prayer session in my office. You can expect to stay there for a few hours.”

      His dad walked out of his room, but Jack didn’t breathe a sigh of relief. The trap was real, the terror all planned out. Nathaniel Miller would pray away the gay, forcing both him and Billy to conform to his standards of life. Beaten down and buried under a barrage of lies backed up by a book that wasn’t even the original, a book that had been translated by men who put their own spin on the message thousands of years ago, Billy would die.

      Billy couldn’t see the lies for what they were. He was too young to understand the truth. Now that his father was on to Jack, he’d not escape the man’s wrath. And there was no way under the sun that they’d allow Billy to move in with him. He needed a new plan, something that would save them both. Escape seemed so far away, lost to him by the machinations of men hell-bent on proving they were right.

      Each day of the next week progressed the same. If he wasn’t in school, at practice, or doing homework, his parents had him praying. The words from the scriptures he read were twisted and steeped in a culture that wasn’t relevant to his life. Though the scriptures told him not to wear clothes of mixed fabrics, his parents told him to ignore those rules and only focus on the decrees they deemed important.

      The hoops his father was having Jack jump through were bullshit. By Friday, he was ready to play ball and win. His motivation stemmed from the utter lies he’d been fed. He had to be spectacular, amazing beyond belief if he wanted to get that damn scholarship. It was the only thing he thought would save him. Billy would be with him as soon as he figured out a way to be a parent to him. It wouldn’t be perfect, but he’d make it work.

      He and Andrew hadn’t been able to talk much. They’d exchanged glances between classes and a few words at practice, but they hadn’t touched. His life was so much dimmer without Andrew. He did know that Andrew was still with the Kemps, but that could change when the hearing took place in the middle of the month. Aaron and Nancy were taking all the right steps to get their child back, but Jack doubted they’d change—not really, and never to the point of actually accepting Andrew as a gay man.

      On Friday, when the team loaded on the bus, he was excited to see Andrew sitting with the other water boys and trainers. Since he was captain and expected to lead the team, he couldn’t sit with Andrew on the way to the game. He had to focus and make sure his guys focused, too. The school had rented them a nice bus for the two-hour drive for the first playoff game. On the ride there, he imagined riding out of Sweet in a bus like this, moving somewhere he and Andrew would be accepted and could show their love.

      The energy was high on the field. Every time before the snap, Jack glanced to the sidelines, spying Andrew. That kept his head in the game and his mind on winning for his future. Jack easily connected with his receivers, passing enough yards to earn a record. The team they were up against was good but not good enough. At the end of the game, he hugged everyone, including Andrew. Having his arms around his boyfriend was amazing. He didn’t care that they were being watched or that he couldn’t kiss Andrew. Just being with him was a relief.

      “Save me a seat on the bus. I need to touch you,” Jack said as they clung to each other.

      Andrew stepped back because people were pulling at Jack, seeking his attention to congratulate him. Andrew nodded, and the corners of his lips turned up in a smile. It would be okay if they could touch. He missed that most of all. If he were lucky, he’d be able to hold Andrew’s hand. The desire to sneak a kiss was strong, but it would probably be too much.

      The team celebrated in the locker room with sandwiches and cookies made by the booster club. Over and over again, Jack’s gaze sought out Andrew, taking pleasure in the guy’s smile. He and Mike had called a truce, and though Andrew still looked a little hesitant around him, they seemed to be getting along. Ed was his normal, boisterous self. It was funny that Ed had become such good friends with Andrew. They looked odd standing next to each other, with Ed being so big and Andrew so skinny. Ed said something, and Andrew doubled over laughing. Jack made his way closer, and Ed called out to him.

      “Come here, Jack. You have to hear this.”

      It was his opportunity to sit by Andrew. When he was only a few feet away from Andrew, their gazes connected, and a chill swept over him. He shivered, and Ed shot him a strange look.

      “You cold?”

      “No, I’m fine.”

      “Okay, so I was telling Andrew about my cat and dog. They both hate when my dad brings out his grinder. The other night, he needed to sharpen a few tools, so he brought it out. Both the dog and the cat ran to the back bedroom and crawled under the bed. After an hour, my dad was finished, but we couldn’t find the dog or the cat. I went looking for them. They’d wound up trapped in the closet, wrapped in a laundry bag that somehow got closed. The dog was crying, and the cat was snuggled up underneath him. Anyway, I open the bag to set them free. The dog wouldn’t come out. Apparently, he liked being so close to the damn cat that he wanted to stay. He wasn’t crying. We figured out later that the cat was licking the dog’s underarm, and he was laughing or something like that.”

      Jack chuckled, but he was too distracted by Andrew to laugh. He moved to stand behind Andrew, resting his hand on his boyfriend’s shoulder. It felt like home. Being connected to Andrew calmed him. This, not anything else, was right. He had no doubt in his mind that him being gay was exactly how he was supposed to be. No scripture or prayer would change the truth.

      “Hey, you played a great game tonight.” Andrew’s voice was music to his ears.

      Andrew tilted his head back, exposing his neck to Jack. A rush of desire filled him, and he felt his dick begin to harden. After showering, he’d slipped on a pair of jeans and tight underwear so he wasn’t in loose shorts, which would have tented, exposing his desire. Jack wasn’t too worried about his wood showing, but one of the guys would notice how he was staring at Andrew if he wasn’t careful.

      “Thanks. Hey, I haven’t talked to you much this last week. I’ll sit by you on the bus ride home. We can catch up.” Jack couldn’t believe that he’d said that in front of the other guys. He’d planned on just wandering back to Andrew, hopefully finding the seat next to him still empty since he’d asked Andrew to save it. Now, he had claimed the space, giving him access to his boyfriend.

      “Sure. I usually sit at the back. It’s quieter back there.”

      “‘K. I’ll see you on the bus.”

      The coach called for them to clean up their gear. He usually stored his gear in his bag after a game, so he was ready to go. A few of the other guys were messy and took a few minutes gathering their things while he stood there waiting. The team loaded onto the bus, their excitement dying down as they began to settle.

      He’d packed a sweatshirt and a small blanket in his bag, anticipating seeing Andrew and sitting with him. They found an empty row at the back of the bus. The bathrooms were right beside them, so people would be walking past until they settled in to sleep. But he didn’t mind too much. Just being able to touch Andrew was enough.

      Ten minutes after the bus pulled out of the parking lot, most of the team was quiet. Andrew worked his hand under the blanket and touched him. Jack responded by twining his fingers with Andrew’s. His emotions were thick as he finally held hands with his boyfriend after waiting for this moment for almost two weeks. They didn’t say much, other than little things about the game until they hit the freeway headed toward Sweet.

      Jack turned, and he hoped it looked like he was staring out the window, but really, he was focused on Andrew’s face. Then Andrew looked at him, and their gazes met. He felt like he’d been socked in the gut.

      “I love you,” Jack whispered.

      Andrew drew in a deep breath and leaned in close, his lips right next to Jack’s ear. “I missed you so fucking much.”

      “I know.” He wanted to sob, screaming how unfair life was; instead, he moved and leaned his head on Andrew’s shoulder, breathing deeply so he could catch Andrew’s scent.

      He heard someone moving at the front of the bus, and he sat up just in time. Scott, a guy on defense, went into the bathroom, and Jack looked around, seeing that no one was watching. The opportunity was too important to waste. He leaned over and brushed his lips over Andrew’s. They both jerked back and then settled in the seat as they held hands.

      Jack closed his eyes, and Andrew leaned against him, his head resting on Jack’s shoulder. Exhaustion threatened to force him to sleep, but he fought to stay awake. He turned just a little so he could lay his cheek on Andrew’s soft hair. In a year, this is how they’d be together watching TV. He could imagine pulling Andrew onto his lap, tickling the guy until he screamed for mercy. Then he’d push Andrew to the couch and kiss him until he begged to be fucked. They’d roll around together, kissing and touching until one of them couldn’t stand it anymore, and they combusted, shooting their loads.

      “I’ll love you forever. Just wait for me,” Jack whispered.

      Andrew squeezed his hand. The bathroom door opened, and Scott came out, glancing down at Jack and Andrew. Jack had sat up just in time, separating enough so it looked like they were just two guys sitting beside each other, close but not leaning against each other. This was how their life would be for the foreseeable future. Small touches, quick kisses, and whispered words when they could get a minute or two alone.

      No matter how innocent their love was, how pure their hearts were, they wouldn’t be accepted in Sweet. Determination swelled inside of him. He would make a better life for him and Andrew in another city where they could show their love.
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      Andrew kept his hand on Jack all the way home. During the last week, he’d wondered if their love was real. Would Jack actually wait for him? It would be so much easier if Jack just picked a girl and dated her. It would be a lie, but Jack’s dad had upped the pressure on him, and he wouldn’t blame Jack for caving. But touching Jack, holding his hand, and kissing him, showed Andrew that he had nothing to worry about. Jack held him close and whispered promises in his ear, soothing his worries and quieting his fear. Nothing his parents said, nothing from the bible or any other person could make him lose his desire and love for Jack.

      His parents didn’t understand the truth. No matter how many times he tried to deny his attraction to men, it never went away. He’d accepted that he was gay, and now he and Jack just needed to move to a city where they’d be able to live openly.

      “Hey, before we get off the bus, I want to make sure you know I’m still here for you. I don’t know how we can communicate freely, but we need to figure something out. My dad is watching everything I do, but there has to be something.”

      “It won’t last.”

      “What?” Jack sat up straighter and turned toward him, the hurt in his eyes evident.

      “Babe, your dad is keeping watch over you. We’ll last, of course. You can’t get rid of me that easy. Forever, remember?”

      “Oh, yeah. I don’t know why I thought you were talking about us.” Jack looked around and then turned back to him. “One more kiss,” he whispered before their lips met.

      It was excruciating, pleasurable, and mind-blowing all at the same time. He wanted more. One kiss wasn’t enough. He needed to run his hands over Jack’s body and kiss his warm flesh, licking and tasting him. He didn’t see any way of that happening in the near future. They wouldn’t be alone together long enough for them to do any of the things he wanted to do.

      Andrew moved his head so he could whisper in Jack’s ear. “I’ll give you my forever. Never doubt that. We’ll figure this out. I’m not sure how, but in time, nothing will keep us apart.”

      “I love you.”

      The bus slowed and changed gears. Andrew heard people moving. The two guys who’d been sitting right in front of them sat up and stretched. Reluctantly, Andrew followed suit, moving away from Jack. They shared a look, emotionally connecting as the other football players woke and stood to gather their bags.

      People started to talk, and a few guys threw things, waking up their friends and just being normal guys. He was normal too, and the fact that other people didn’t see him as normal pissed him off.

      So what if he didn’t like girls? Who cared if sometimes he enjoyed dressing in girl’s underwear? He still horsed around with other guys and had fun, just like the football players. But sometimes, the horsing around with guys got him excited. Really, it wasn’t a big deal. He didn’t expect to fuck, or even touch everyone, just the few guys he liked. For some strange reason, some people thought he really wanted to be with all men. He had standards, and though he found some guys attractive, that didn’t mean he found all of them attractive enough to want to be with them. If straight guys could just get that gay men didn’t want them all, maybe they’d not be so homophobic.

      He’d been lost in his thoughts and hadn’t realized that they’d pulled into the school lot. The lights on the bus turned on, and guys groaned, voicing their displeasure. He wanted more time with Jack, but the lights meant that the people outside the bus could see in. He hoped his dad didn’t notice that he was sitting with Jack. Hell, his dad would freak out about him sitting next to any of the guys. Then it hit Andrew. His dad wouldn’t be in the parking lot. His heart soared but then crashed when he realized that Jack’s dad would be in the lot waiting for their return.

      Jack stood and grabbed his bag from the storage above them. He didn’t look back at Andrew and that hurt. He understood that Jack would always protect him, even if that meant they had to ignore each other, but he didn’t like it. Ed was sitting near them in his own row, and when Andrew walked past, Ed placed his hand on Andrew’s shoulder and pulled him into a hug.

      “Hey,” Ed whispered, “you’re good for Jack. He needs someone. Don’t leave him.”

      Andrew’s whole body went hot, and the denial was on his tongue when Ed let go and pushed him back into the line of people getting off the bus. How the hell did Ed know he was gay? Fuck! How did Ed know Jack was gay? He had to talk to Jack, but Nathaniel Miller was standing by his son’s truck when he got off the bus, watching as Jack stowed his gear. They were trapped, and he had no way of getting close to Jack anytime soon.

      Andrew saw his foster father, Cole, and shuffled over to his car. “I need to help stow the gear.”

      “Do you want any help?” Cole asked.

      “No, sir. There isn’t much, and we’ll have it done soon.”

      The coach had to feel sorry for him. That’s the only reason he’d been added as a water boy. They had plenty of guys to do the work, but Coach Johnson had asked him to travel with them for some reason. He only had to carry one bag into the field house, and the work was done. The coach told them to wait until Monday to finish cleaning up and putting things away. It bugged him a little that he was rarely called on to do actual work. He enjoyed helping and wouldn’t trade being with the team for anything in the world, but he actually did want to help. During the last few games, he’d watched the trainers and wondered if he’d like to do that in college. Once, when he was standing next to the bench, one of the guys had twisted his ankle. He’d helped the trainer wrap the injury, enjoying the interaction and trust between the trainer and the player. He liked that. It hadn’t been sexual at all like some people would twist it if they knew he was gay. Actually, his desire to be around the football players wasn’t sexual at all—except for Jack.

      Him touching guys would be too much for his dad to understand. This was where the homophobes got it wrong. They assumed that every touch from a gay guy was meant to be sexual. Jack’s absence from his life had left him time to do some soul searching. When Jack had more freedom, and they could spend time together, they really needed to talk. He wanted Jack to understand how committed he was.

      Andrew walked out to Cole’s car, wishing that Jack was still around, but he’d already left. Cole and his wife Melinda had asked about Jack, but he’d provided little information. There wasn’t anything they could do since Jack wouldn’t admit that his dad had hit him. His dad hadn’t touched him since that one incident, but it should have been enough to get Jack out of their home. At first, he’d tried to get Jack to talk to Dan, the social worker, but Jack had said that his dad would hurt Billy, and he couldn’t allow that to happen.

      On Monday, Dan had him pulled from first period to chat. The hearing was about a week away, and Dan wanted to make sure Andrew hadn’t been in contact with his parents.

      “I haven’t seen them unless you were there.” Andrew ran his finger over a spot on the table. The last thing in the world he wanted was to see his mom or dad.

      “Good. I want you to know that I’m here for you. Really, I’m not going to leave you or go away just because you go back to your parents.”

      Andrew shivered. Goose pimples broke out over his arms and legs. “Do you think that’s a possibility?”

      Dan nodded. “The district attorney always wants family reunification.”

      “Oh.”

      “But don’t worry about that right now. I want you to understand that I’ll be seeing you more. I need you to tell me everything. So like, if your parents try to keep food from you, you call. It doesn’t matter the time or what day, but you have to call.”

      Andrew nodded, hoping he could follow through on calling if his parents did something stupid. “I will.”

      “I need you to be safe.”

      “Why?” Andrew found it odd that anyone cared about him. He’d tried to get used to Jack caring, but having Dan care for him seemed to be so far-fetched that he almost couldn’t believe this man wanted him to be happy.

      “Andrew, not every adult is like your parents. I care. The Kemps care. Don’t ever think that you’re alone. You have people willing to support you. We all want you to be happy and healthy.”

      He nodded and thought about mentioning Jack’s issues. If he did, Jack would be pissed because he believed he had to stay with his family so he could take care of Billy.

      “What else is bugging you?”

      Andrew glanced up, Dan’s question catching him by surprise. “Nothing.”

      “I’ll let you get away with that today. You do know you can tell me anything.”

      He nodded and wondered how Dan would respond to Jack’s situation. He didn’t like being in this position, but he didn’t think there was anything he could do to solve the problems both he and Jack were facing.

      “I need to get back to class.”

      “You do that. And Andrew, don’t hesitate to call me. Ever.”

      “Thank you.”

      Andrew made his way back to class, hesitating outside the boy’s bathroom. He needed to talk to Jack. Maybe they could figure out a system to talk to each other. The bathroom would be dangerous. It was too closed off, and if they were caught in the bathroom too many times together, people would start to talk. Already, Ed knew they were a couple. That worried him. He returned to class, trying to pay attention to the teachers during the rest of the morning, but the task proved difficult.

      When Lunch hit, he was relieved to be out of class where he wouldn’t have to think. After homecoming, Suzanne, one of Jack’s friends who was supposed to sit with him at lunch, had started to ignore him. That was fine with him since he didn’t really like her. She was too flashy and talked way too much. It did mean that Andrew ate alone most days. He sat at a table at the back of the cafeteria, ignoring everyone. Melinda had started to make his lunch some days. He liked the food she prepared. Most days, she gave him cookies and chips along with a big sandwich. Special messages were left, along with a dollar or two. He pulled out the cookies first and took a bite. Someone sat down beside him, and he glanced up.

      “Hey, what’s up?”

      “Mike, I didn’t know you had early lunch.”

      “I don’t, but I have a meeting with my college advisor later, and they adjusted my schedule today.”

      “Oh.”

      “Hey, I wanted to tell you that I’m sorry I scared you the other day. I did come on kind of hot and heavy.”

      Andrew glanced around, searching the area for anyone who could have overheard them.

      “Don’t worry, no one is around us. You’re kind of over here by yourself. You should sit with other kids.”

      “I don’t really know anyone. Most of the football team has late lunch.”

      “Yeah, not sure why. Hey, do you think that guy who keeps staring at me is gay?” Mike asked.

      Andrew glanced to where Mike had gestured, finding a tall, slightly overweight kid staring their way. The guy didn’t look anything like him, and it made him wonder why Mike had hit on him the other night. “Possibly. You should go talk to him.”

      “Yeah, come with me,” Mike said.

      “What?”

      “Come on, I don’t know him, and you eat lunch with him every day.”

      “I don’t know him either.” Andrew glanced back at the guy and noticed him starting to clear away his food. He didn’t want to go talk to the dude, but if he didn’t, Mike might lose his chance. “Fine.” Andrew tossed his food back in his bag and stood. The guy got up from his seat and tried to race away
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