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To Noah, the reader who suggested I write this

and

To Andrew, who loves a queer love story 



SNOW DAY

(the fifth date)

On the day of Avery and Ryan’s fifth date, it snows.

This is not out of the ordinary—it snows a lot in the towns where they live. But this is the first snowfall, and that always occasions a certain amount of surprise. Winter is no longer deniable, even though there are still some leaves that refuse to abdicate from the trees. The days have already been shortening, a minute or two of sunlight leaking away each evening, but that isn’t as noticeable as the sudden shift to snow.

If Avery and Ryan lived in the same town, the snow wouldn’t have much impact on their date. Their progress toward each other would be a measure slower, a measure more thoughtful, but everything would go as planned. As it happens, Ryan is driving to Avery. They might have met midway, but for them there is nothing midway, nor is there anything, really, within a fifty-mile radius. A pair of movie theaters. A few diners. A mall that has seen better days. A Walmart where you were sure to bump into at least three people you didn’t want to see while out on a date. Places you could hang out, but you wouldn’t necessarily want to, at least not for a special occasion. And at this point, for Avery and Ryan, each date is a special occasion.

They met at a dance—a gay prom—the blue-haired boy (Ryan) and the pink-haired boy (Avery) spotting one another and filling one another’s minds with music and color, shyness and an inexplicable but powerful urge to overcome shyness. It has progressed at a pace neither Ryan nor Avery has any reference point for. Are they going fast? Slow? The speed limit? Ryan has now met Avery’s parents; Avery has yet to meet Ryan’s parents, but at least he knows the reason has nothing to do with him and everything to do with the fact that Ryan’s parents aren’t quite ready for their blue-haired son to bring home a pink-haired boyfriend (or a boyfriend with any other hair color, for that matter).

Avery’s parents have always been understanding—even before he realized he was a boy and should be recognized by the world as a boy. When he shared this truth with them, they didn’t dismiss it or try to persuade him otherwise. And when Ryan appeared in Avery’s life, and Avery let him appear in his parents’ lives as well, they were nothing short of welcoming. Avery isn’t particularly surprised by this, even if it still feels like he’s sharing a new chapter with them as it’s being written, and he’s a little nervous about how they’ll read it. Ryan, meanwhile, is unfamiliar with this level of acceptance. He doesn’t know how to act around anyone’s parents, because his own are so negating.

Ryan does not check the weather forecast as he grabs his keys and leaves his house. There might have been murmurs about snow at school, but Ryan has learned to tune out all murmuring when he’s there; most murmurs are nastier and less important than the weather report. When the first flakes hit his windshield, it’s so gradual that it looks as if small, translucent spiders are dropping from the sky, filaments in their wake. It’s only when he’s ten minutes from Avery’s house that the wipers need to be turned on and the truck needs to slow. The snowflakes have begun to crowd the sky, and Ryan can’t help but smile at the way something solid can materialize from air, as if it has been summoned by a gentle spell.

He feels he already knows the route by heart . . . but sometimes the heart makes wrong turns. He could call Avery to ask for directions, but he chooses to rely on his phone’s navigational skills instead, since he wants Avery to believe he can find his way from memory. (On the fifth date, you are always looking for ways to prove the path to the sixth, seventh, and eighth.)

Avery is waiting by his window, so he is aware of the snow, too. It isn’t so dense that his delight needs to skid and swerve into worry. No, as he watches the downward drift, he doesn’t picture Ryan in any wreck, or even imagine Ryan forced to turn back home. Instead he feels that elemental wonder that comes from seeing the world so casually altered, the transfixing sensation of watching something so intricately patternless fall.

When Ryan’s pickup appears within the snowfall, Avery’s heart becomes the opposite of snowfall—that strange, windblown moment when you look and see the snow is actually drifting upward. Snowrise. When Avery sees Ryan pulling into his driveway, his heart is snowrise.

He is trying to guard this heart of his, but the guards are distracted. He is trying to cage his excitement, but he keeps leaving the door unlatched. He knows it is dangerous to like someone so much.

There is nervousness, too. Avery has control of his room, but he doesn’t have control over the whole house. His mother likes to hang up family pictures, and as a result there are lots of photos of Avery as a kid, Avery before everything was known, Avery before everything was understood. His mother had been very clear about this: It would hurt more to erase the past. Better, she said, to come to peace with it. There was no reason to hide it, no reason to disown the child Avery had been. Avery thought it was much more complicated than this, but at the same time, his parents had been so cool with everything else that he didn’t think it would be fair to tell them to take down all the photographs of the time before. In some of the photographs, Avery looks very happy. On some of those days, he was. On others, not as much. Only Avery has access to the feelings that lived underneath. Even when he was just a kid.

He certainly can’t ask his parents to take down the photos now, just because Ryan is coming over. He knows it isn’t worth it to try to curate his past, to try to present it to Ryan as if it had been otherwise. One of the most exciting and intimidating things about Ryan is the fact that Avery wants to tell him the truth. This is what they’ve recognized in each other. No pretending. They will talk to each other undisguised.

This makes Ryan anxious, too, but it’s an anxiety he’s willing to navigate, the same way he’s willing to step into the snow and walk through the wind in order to get inside. He can see Avery in the window as he pulls into the driveway, can see his pink hair and the lamp right next to him, the way it beacons out on such a dimming day. Ryan once heard the phrase Leave a light on for me and thought it was one of the most romantic requests ever made. He liked the idea that when you fall in love with someone, the other person becomes your lighthouse keeper, even if it means staying up all night, even if it means staring out into the darkness until the darkness assumes the shape of your love and comes back to you.

Ryan turns off the truck and almost immediately the windshield is covered. He turns off the headlights and for a moment there is the sincere silence of an entirely natural world. Even though his lighthouse keeper waits, he sits for a few seconds and listens to the music of the snow, to the slight tintinnabulation of snowflakes conversing with glass. He opens the door and lets his sneaker sink into the sparse accumulation that covers the driveway. The cold immediately attaches itself to his ears, his fingers. He races up the steps, inaugural footprints marking his trail. When he gets to the door, it is already open. When he gets to the door, he finds Avery in a blue sweater, Avery smiling as if Ryan’s arrival is the greatest gift a boy could ever want.

They stop and look at each other. A little more snow falls on Ryan’s shoulder and dusts his hair. He doesn’t notice. Not until he is inside and Avery is brushing it off, using it as an excuse for immediate touch, a welcome that starts at the top of Ryan’s head and works its way to the side of his face and down his neck.

“I’m so glad you’re here,” Avery says.

“And I’m so glad to be here,” Ryan answers.

Avery, having been inside the past couple of hours, has no idea how warm his house is, how it feels to Ryan as if cookies are being baked a few feet away. It is the kind of warmth you want to nestle into.

There are footsteps from another room, Avery’s mother calling out, “Is he here?” Ryan stomps his shoes on the mat, takes off his coat, and hands it to Avery, who hangs it on a doorknob to dangle until it is dry enough for the closet. Avery’s mother appears from her home office, welcoming Ryan and asking him about his drive. Ryan isn’t used to this kind of chitchat from a parent—maybe his father would have given him an “Is the truck driving okay?” but he wouldn’t have wanted to know anything beyond that. For Avery’s mother, it seems like the chitchat is meant as an entryway into more conversations, more topics.

She asks Ryan to leave his sneakers by the door, but she makes it feel like a favor rather than a command. Ryan complies, then worries he is broadcasting the hole in the heel of his left sock. If Avery’s mother notices, she doesn’t say anything.

(Ryan’s mother would have said something, and it wouldn’t have been very nice.)

“Well, I won’t get in your way,” Avery’s mother promises, getting in their way a little bit longer. “If you need anything, you know where I’ll be. There should be muffins in the kitchen. I think we have blueberry, maybe some carrot—or that might be bran. I’m not sure how you feel about bran, Ryan. Or about raisins—I think those have rai—”

“We’ve got it, Mom,” Avery interrupts. Ryan is amused to see him so exasperated by prolonged muffin talk.

Avery’s mother laughs, holds up her hand in surrender.

“As I said, I’ll be in my office if you need anything.”

She shoots Avery one last look—I love you even when you’re rude to me in front of your friend—and skedaddles.

When Avery’s mother leaves the room, Ryan steps away from the door and takes up Avery’s old position at the window. The snow is now blowing in gusts, clouds dissolving in the midst of a fight. The branches of the trees are beginning to bow and sway, as if beckoning the snow to fall even faster.

I’m lucky to have made it, Ryan thinks.

Avery walks up behind him, and for a moment doesn’t know where to put his hands. To have Ryan so close after spending so much time imagining him close . . . Gently, he moves his arm under Ryan’s arm, moves his hand across Ryan’s chest. Then he presses his own chest against Ryan’s back, peeking over Ryan’s shoulder so they can look at the snow together.

Neither one of them says out loud how beautiful it is, but both of them think it is quite beautiful.

Avery feels Ryan tense for a second, then realizes why. Mrs. Parker from across the street is coming out of her house, as she has every twenty minutes for the past two hours, to spread salt on her path. It is the same motion she uses to scatter seed for birds in the summertime.

She is not looking up, but Ryan is tensing at the idea of her looking up. Seeing them. Taking this moment that is theirs and making it into something else in her head.

Avery knows she wouldn’t care, might even find it sweet, to see the blue-haired boy and the pink-haired boy entwined like journal and clasp. But there is no way for Ryan to know that.

Ryan turns. Avery loosens his grip, to allow another hold to form. Now they are face to face, moving back into the hallway, blocked from the outside by the door.

“I’ve missed you,” Ryan says.

Avery leans in and kisses him. Once, but lingeringly.

“I’ve missed you, too.”

Ryan and Avery talk every day, and text nearly every hour they’re awake and allowed to have phones out. They chat for long spells each evening, a running commentary that often ripples into digression. But none of that can cure the missingness they’ve felt; if anything, it makes the missingness more acute. As Avery put it to Ryan late one night, long after they were supposed to have gone to sleep: What we’re doing right now is watermelon-flavored. When we’re together, it’s watermelon. This made sense to Ryan then, and it makes even more sense to him now. Kissing Avery is watermelon. Having his arms around him is watermelon. Being able to see the look on his face as he talks is watermelon.

“What do you want to do?” Avery asks.

And Ryan thinks, This. Watermelon.

Here, in the fifth date, another precious inkling of a truth about love: That there is a point you reach when it doesn’t really matter what you do, that the question of what to do becomes beside the point for long stretches. The answer reduces to the smallest, most important words:

You.

Here.

Us.

This.

All so easy to fit into the equally small word Now, and the slightly longer word Love.

But Ryan is sixteen. He doesn’t realize that any of these small words are worthy answers, just as Avery at the same age doesn’t know it’s alright to not have a plan for what to do next.

Not knowing what the answer should be, Ryan replies, “It’s your house. You lead the way.”

Avery would love to stay right here, kissing Ryan for a few minutes more. But there is always the risk that his mother will remember another flavor of muffin in the kitchen, and will return to tell them about it.

“How about my bedroom?” he proposes. Then, blushing, he feels compelled to add, “Not because it has a bed, but because it’s, uh, my room.”

Ryan smiles. “Sounds good.”

This is the geography of a house, at five in the afternoon on a fifth date:

In one room, a mother types. Every now and then, she stops to think about what she’s typing, but her thoughts rarely stray farther than that. In the kitchen, the refrigerator and the clock have a barely audible conversation. The garage waits like a sleeping whale; when a father comes home in an hour, it will open its mouth with a bellow that everyone else in the house will notice. For its part, the family room gently offers some spilled lamplight to the growing night. The front hall is damp with footprints; a pair of sneakers waits by the door. In the hallway, two boys walk single file, both in socks, both looking at one another far more than they are looking at their steps or anything lining the walls. Ahead of them, a bedroom waits for the flick of a switch to bring it to life. Beyond that, there’s another bedroom, currently resting. In the bathroom, a faucet drips, as if trying to imitate the precipitation outside. A toilet seat has been left up. Three toothbrushes stand at attention; since they aren’t speaking, we must assume they are listening to everything else that goes on in the house.

All of this is surrounded by snow. The roof is now covered. The truck in the driveway is as white as the driveway. Were you looking from above, you would have to look closely to see a house at all.

But you are not looking from above.

Ryan examines Avery’s room with an affectionately curious eye. The posters on the wall belong to artists, not bands. The bookshelves have been arranged in stripes of color—blue then red then blue then red then green then red then green then yellow then green, and so on. The bed is in the corner, the room’s single window at its head.

Ryan walks over there and looks out. In a few minutes it will be too dark to see the snow, but now it can still be traced and tracked. Avery joins him, and together they watch the snowflakes fall like punctuation marks shaken from a sentence.

Avery sits down on the floor, his back against the bed. Ryan follows, sitting right next to him so their legs touch and their arms overlap. It’s weird, Avery thinks, how this works. When someone stares at you, you can feel so much like a body, with all your flaws obnoxiously blaring. But when someone is next to you, when someone is as much of a body to you as you are to them, it becomes more comfortable, more valuable. Feeling Ryan’s skin and knowing that at the very same time Ryan is feeling his skin. Knowing they are different, but maybe the sensation of it is the same, just like breathing is the same, like a heartbeat is the same. Avery leans into that. Feels.

“So how was your day?” Ryan asks, and for the next few minutes they talk about school, about friends, about the snow first appearing in the sky. This is part of what they need, too—to be like everyone else, to have the time to lean like this and recount the time since they last spoke. There are no revelations here. The most exciting part of their day has been anticipating this, being excited about this very sharing.

“Is that a yearbook?” Ryan asks, looking at the bottom of Avery’s bookshelf. He moves to pull it over.

“No!” Avery says. “No you don’t!”

Ryan makes an exaggerated grab for it. Avery makes an exaggerated tackle. Conceding with a playful lack of resistance, Ryan stretches out on the floor. Avery pins him anyway.

This is where it can turn from playfulness. This is where heat can subsume warmth. But neither Ryan nor Avery wants that—not now, not yet, not this early in the date. So instead they keep it playful—Avery leaning down for a kiss, then pulling back right at the moment their lips should meet. Laughing. Then going down for a real kiss, Ryan arching up to meet it.

Avery loosens his grip. They kiss some more, conversationally. Ryan reaches out, as if he’s about to mess with Avery’s hair or trace the curve of his shoulder. But it’s another fake-out—Ryan’s arm extends just long enough to get to the yearbook, to take it from the shelf.

Avery groans, but doesn’t fight it. Not even when Ryan sits up and starts to thumb through. It’s last year’s yearbook, and since Avery was a sophomore then, he didn’t make much of an impression in its pages.

As Ryan thumbs through, Avery watches him do it, notices small things he hasn’t noticed before—the places where Ryan’s blue hair is starting to revert to bleach, the Little Dipper of birthmarks on his arm. Ryan asks a few questions about a few of the people in the photos, and Avery answers when he can—his school is too big for him to know everyone, and he isn’t attitudinally inclined to know everyone, anyway. He has his small pod of friends and all the kids he’s doing the school play with, and that’s where he spends most of his time.

Ryan finally comes to the page where Avery’s sophomore picture resides, part of the mosaic of stamp-sized malcontents forced by the class photographer into their frames. The photo is too small for Avery to really hate it, although the person in it already feels like a skin he’s shed.

“Nice haircut,” Ryan says, with no real meanness in the tease.

“I was experimenting!”

“With what?”

“Bad haircuts!”

It is a black-and-white photo (only upperclassmen got color), so you can’t really see the pathetic orange that Avery had occasioned for photo day—it was something that looked like marmalade when he’d been aiming for jack-o’-lantern. Pink had soon followed.

“I used to wear mine down to my shoulders,” Ryan confesses. “I was twelve or thirteen, and I thought it made me tough. Like, if I could have grown a beard then, I would’ve done that, too. I look back now and know it was camouflage—and not even good camouflage. My mother caught me tossing it over my shoulder one day, total supermodel mimic, and asked me point-blank, ‘Why are you doing that?’ And I thought, Oh, right. The next time we went to the barber, she didn’t have to say a thing. I told him to cut it off, and he called out to the rest of the guys in the barbershop for a round of applause.”

“Do you miss it?” Avery asks.

Ryan snorts. “Not at all. I probably could have wrung the grease out and bottled it, it was getting so gross.”

Avery instinctively itches his hair. Ryan notices and smiles.

“Sorry,” Ryan continues. “I guess it’s my way of saying we’ve all got bad haircuts in our past. Or bad lack-of-haircuts.”

The garage opens its mouth at this point, filling the house with its call. Avery looks at the clock—it’s a little early for his father to be home.

“They must’ve closed his office because of the snow,” he says to Ryan, acknowledging the noise. “It must be getting pretty bad out.”

They leave the implications of this unsaid. If it is bad enough for Avery’s dad to leave early, it probably means Ryan should be making an emergency exit. But Ryan decides he has no intention of doing that.

(It doesn’t even occur to Avery that Ryan might have to leave early.)

“Boys!” Avery’s mother calls out. “Half-hour warning for dinner!”

It wasn’t Avery’s plan for them to have dinner with his parents. He thought they’d go out, even if it was just Burger King. He stands up to look back out the window and sees that, yes, it’s going to be an eating-in night. Their road is not on the priority list to be plowed, and by now it’s hard to tell where the curb stops and the road begins. Ryan’s truck is starting to look like an igloo.

It still doesn’t occur to Avery that Ryan might have to leave early. Or has already lost his chance to leave early.

“A half hour,” Ryan comes over and whispers in Avery’s ear. “What can we do with a half hour?”

The answer?

His hands are on Avery’s hips.

The answer?

Kisses. Variations of kisses. Repetitions of kisses. Learning each other through kisses.

The answer?

Clothes staying on, because there are parents walking in the hall, because this isn’t that, not yet. But just because clothes stay on, it doesn’t mean there aren’t bodies to be felt through fabric, skin to feel the pressure, feel the touch.

The answer?

It doesn’t really matter what they do.

There is food in the pantry, food in the refrigerator, and even candles and matches waiting on the kitchen counter, just in case the power goes out. There is also the constant narration of the Weather Channel from the television in the family room, the entire storm looking like a single cloud marauding over a quarter of the country.

Ryan and Avery act as one another’s mirrors, making sure all their clothing looks settled before heading to the kitchen. If Avery’s parents notice anything is off, they don’t say a word. Plus, Avery’s mother is busy with dinner and Avery’s father is busy with the weather. Since it is now dark out, the television is his window.

“There you are,” Avery’s mother says when Ryan and Avery walk into the room, as if she hadn’t known where they were all along. “I think we need to have a talk. First off, I realized I didn’t ask you if you have any allergies or food restrictions, Ryan.”

“I’m good with whatever,” Ryan replies. There are about a hundred foods he hates, but he figures this isn’t what she’s asking. His position here is untested enough that he’ll eat anything she makes.

“Great. We’re having chicken, potatoes, and broccoli—I figured that wouldn’t be very controversial. The bigger issue is the snow. They’re saying the highways are a complete mess, and the storm’s not going to slow down until midnight at the earliest. So it’s looking like you’re going to have to spend the night here. There’s no way I’m letting you drive home in this. I’d like to talk to your mother, if that’s okay. Explain what’s going on. I can’t imagine there’s going to be school tomorrow.”

Avery tries unsuccessfully to suppress a yip of joy, afraid that if the universe knows how pleased he is by this turn of events, it will send a sudden heat wave. Then he realizes this is silly, and allows his mom to take some satisfaction in the way he buzzes and beams.

Ryan’s spirits can’t bounce quite as high as Avery’s. He is sure that Avery’s mother is right, and that there is no feasible, safe way for him to get home. He even knows his parents will concede that. But there will still be the matter of why he came here in the first place, why he hadn’t turned back at the first glimmer of trouble. There won’t be hell to pay so much as he’ll get a bigger weekly allowance of hell.

“I can just call her,” he tells Avery’s mom. “Explain the situation.”

“Trust me,” comes the reply, “I’m a mother. She’s going to want to talk to me.”

Sure enough, after Ryan calls and tells his mother what’s up, and that what was supposed to be a date (he doesn’t use the word date) has turned into a sleepover (he goes nowhere near the word sleepover), she immediately asks to talk to Avery’s mother. As if the blizzard is some moon landing he’s shooting on a sound stage.

Ryan has no idea what, if anything, Avery has told his mom about Ryan’s parents, but Avery’s mom ups the cheer factor in her voice by at least three whorls when she says, “Hi there!” at the start of their conversation. Then there is a serious “Yes” and an empathetic “Oh, believe me, I understand.” After that—Ryan has no idea, because Avery’s mom walks out of the kitchen, and stays out of the kitchen for another five minutes.

“Clearly, they’re arranging our marriage,” Avery comments in the interim.

“If I weren’t so terrified, I’d find that funny,” Ryan replies.

Avery’s father comes into the kitchen, plucks a grape from the refrigerator, and pops it into his mouth.

“Smells good,” he says.

“We’ll be sure to pass that on to Mom,” Avery vows.

Avery’s father looks around. “Oh. Where is she?”

“Talking to Ryan’s mom. He’s staying tonight.”

“Good deal,” Avery’s father says. Then he turns to Ryan. “You don’t mind sleeping in the backyard, do you? We’ve got a great sleeping bag somewhere in the basement. I think it’s insulated.”

“Dad. Not cool.”

“I wasn’t aiming for cool. I was aiming for frigid.”

Avery’s mother returns to the kitchen. Avery thinks she looks a little less carefree than before. Ryan thinks she looks like she’s just talked to his mother.

“Well—that’s all sorted out. Apparently, Ryan, your father wanted to drive over here to pick you up—but I convinced your mother that would be a bad idea. I don’t think they understood how far away we live. But no matter—they’re now on board. I promised to take care of you, so please, no knife juggling or tying each other up.” (She does not mean this as a sexual reference. Ryan and Avery totally hear it as a sexual reference.)

“And,” she continues, “I also promised that you’ll stay in the guest room. Which in this house means the couch. The good news is that it opens up.”

Avery knows better than to challenge this decision, but is already strategizing ways around it. The idea of sharing sleep with Ryan is undeniably appealing.

Ryan wonders if he should call his parents back, apologize. What would make it better?

Nothing, his instincts inform him. Just be happy you’re not there. Be happy you’re here.

Avery touches him on the back and he startles. He can’t appreciate Avery’s affection as much with Avery’s parents watching. It feels . . . wrong. Not bad—just something that has to be worked up to.

Sensing this, Avery puts his hand down. His mom, meanwhile, curses loudly and makes a lunge for the oven, sighing with relief when no smoke billows out as she opens it.

“Dinner,” she says, “will soon be served.”

***

During dinner, Ryan observes the way that family shorthand can be used not for accusation but for humor. There are things they are saying that are perfectly understandable on their own— Where’s the avocado?—but don’t make much sense for an outsider within the context of the conversation.

During dinner, Avery observes how shy Ryan becomes, how reactive. Avery is keenly aware of how ridiculous his family is, and he makes sure to fill Ryan in whenever what they are saying makes no sense. (“There was this deeply unfortunate period when I was eight when I wanted avocado on everything. Since avocados are not cheap, and are not something you just pick up at 7-Eleven, this was a royal pain for Mom and Dad. They’d give me a steak and I’d say, ‘Where’s the avocado?’ Or spaghetti. Or, I don’t know, a hot dog.”)

During dinner, Avery’s mother also observes how shy Ryan becomes, although she has much less to compare it to.

During dinner, Avery’s father tries to wrap his mind around the fact that Avery has brought a boyfriend home for them to meet. It feels like a big step, but since Avery isn’t acting like it’s a big step, his father tries to keep his pride to himself.

Outside, it continues to snow.

When dinner is over, Ryan stands to clear the table. Everyone else tells him he doesn’t have to, that he’s the guest. But he refuses their refusal, unable to explain to them that he feels he has to contribute in some way. Avery and his parents back down, working Ryan into their routine of clearing and scraping and rinsing and drying. There are some hiccups (a spoon down the sink, a prolonged search for the Saran Wrap’s tongue), but for the most part, Ryan works in well. And in this way, he stops feeling like such a guest. In this way, he starts to feel like he belongs in this kitchen, with these people. They talk to each other instead of watching TV as they do the dishes. He answers questions when he is asked, but doesn’t have any questions he feels comfortable asking in return.

This changes when it goes back to being him and Avery, back to them alone. Avery’s mother and father beat their retreat—even though it isn’t even eight o’clock, they say they’re going to turn in. Probably watch a movie. Go to sleep early. Avery’s father jokes that he’ll be waking them up at dawn to help dig out the driveway. Ryan is ready to say that’s alright with him—it only seems fair to reciprocate the hospitality—but Avery, sensing this voluntary spirit, says, loudly, “No, I don’t think that’s going to happen.”

Ryan would never talk to his father like that.

Avery’s father laughs.

“Alright, alright,” Avery’s mother says, shooing him out of the room. Then she turns to Avery and says, “I’ve put out towels for Ryan in the bathroom and sheets for the sofa in the family room—I mean, guest room.” Then she gets more thoughtful, and looks at them both in turn. “I’m right to trust you two, correct? Keep it PG. Maybe PG-13. You’re just getting to know each other and—”

“We know!” Avery is mortified. “PG-13!”

(For his part, Ryan wants to sink through the floor.) “Okay,” Avery’s mother says. “We have an understanding.” She looks squarely at Ryan, who somehow manages to meet her eye. “Here’s the thing—I promised your mother that you would sleep in the guest room. So you have to sleep in the guest room.” Then she turns to Avery. “I did not, however, make any promises about where you would sleep. Because I trust you both to . . . take it slow.”

“Mom! We get it!”

Avery’s mother smiles. “Good. And if you go outside, for heaven’s sake, wear boots.”

They do not go outside at first. Instead they go to the family room, as if that’s what is expected of them. They sit on the couch and watch the Weather Channel on mute, face to face with the satellites’ rendering of the storm. Avery picks up the remote control and is about to ask Ryan what he wants to watch . . . but Ryan is already watching something: a photograph of Avery and his family at Disneyland, the summer before third grade. Avery is wearing Mickey Mouse ears and his expression is, frankly, goofy. He has no idea who took the photo, who allowed their molecular family to retain its formation— Avery the middle smile, bookended by his parents’.

“It’s so corny,” he says now. “I begged them to take it down, but they like to taunt me.”

“I like it,” Ryan says quietly. “It looks like you had fun.”

We learn each other by listening, and in this moment, Avery remembers that Ryan’s time at Disneyland wasn’t nearly as fun. He learns that the things that might be embarrassing to Avery might not be embarrassing to Ryan. He learns that while he doesn’t have to be careful with Ryan, he does have to try to avoid being careless.

“It was fun,” he admits. “I kept correcting people— they wanted me to be Minnie and I was like, no, do you see any bow on this head? I’m Mickey.”

Ryan reaches for his hand. Holds it.

“But you’re so much cuter than Mickey.”

Avery laughs. “Oh, thanks!”

The photograph no longer has their attention. Now it’s their hands, their fingers. The epicenter of their calm, the point of most connection.

Each in his own way experiences a small shock of surprise within the comfort of their pleasure. When you have to fight for your identity and win your identity, there is always a part of you that thinks there has to be a trade-off, that by stepping away from the norm you have been sentenced, you risk stepping away from happiness as well. You feel you will have to fight harder for someone to love you. You feel you will have to bear the risk of more loneliness in order to be who you need to be.

And yet.

Much more often than not, with that small shock of surprise, the fight will come loose, and the risk will fall aside like a broken cocoon, and you will find yourself completely unalone, not only seen by someone else, but felt. This was part of what you were trying to get to, and now it is here.

Avery closes his eyes and leans into Ryan. Ryan closes his eyes and leans into Avery. For a few minutes, they let that be their lives. From the parents’ bedroom, there is the indistinct sound of some TV show. Outside, there are the fairy footsteps of snow. Avery can feel Ryan breathing. Ryan’s eyes are closed, but in his mind, he is seeing them on the couch, is imagining what it looks like with Avery’s head on his shoulder.

Then: a squeeze on Ryan’s hand. Avery sitting up. Ryan opens his eyes, turns to him, and sees him smiling.

“Outside,” Avery says. “We need to go outside.”

There is no way Avery’s old boots will fit Ryan, so Ryan borrows Avery’s father’s. (Avery swears it’s okay.) They bundle one another as best they can—Avery wrapping the scarf around Ryan so fervently that his neck is temporarily mummified; Ryan insisting on zipping Avery up, on putting the hat on his head. Just so his hands can linger on Avery’s cheeks. Just so it can lead to a kiss.

All the paths—even the driveway—have disappeared with the hours. When Avery and Ryan step outside, it is into a crystalline silence, a white darkness. The snow still falls, but almost as an afterthought, a gentle patter.

Avery takes Ryan’s mitten in his own mitten and leads him into the yard. Ryan thinks for a moment of the neighbor across the street, of any neighbor . . . but then he chooses to put those thoughts aside. He focuses on the way his boots sink into the surface with every step. He focuses on the frosty filaments that land on his cheek. He focuses on mittens, and Avery, and the depth of the quiet around them. This is a world without cars, a world without any alarms set for the next morning.

Avery lets go. He can’t help himself—the snow is just too perfect to be ignored. Ryan doesn’t understand until too late what he’s doing. By the time Avery has formed the snowball, Ryan is only just reaching for his own scoop of ammunition. Avery takes aim. Fires.

Bull’s-eye.

Ryan retaliates, but Avery dodges, then fires again and hits. Ryan assembles a snow boulder and moves closer to pounce. Avery tries to wrangle away, but is only half successful. More salvos are lobbed. More footsteps cover the yard.

Finally, Ryan can’t take it any longer, and tackles Avery to the ground. Their coats are so thick, it’s almost like a pillow fight, only with the boys acting as the pillows. It’s a soft landing, a soft tackle. Avery tries to wriggle out of Ryan’s grip, and then he stops trying. He lies there in the snow and Ryan lies there next to him, and then they are kissing again, snowflake eyelashes and cold-flush cheeks.

Ryan rolls onto his back and they both face the sky, watching the snowflakes fall. Like stargazing, only the stars come when they are called. Ryan’s head is next to Avery’s head, his hip next to Avery’s hip. Avery puts his legs together, in the shape of one leg. And Ryan, knowing what Avery is doing, does the same. His left mitten finds Avery’s right mitten and they hold. Then, on the count of three, they extend their other arms, lift their way to wings. A single snow angel, larger than either of them could be on their own.

“This is not what I thought I’d be doing right now,” Ryan says. On a regular night, he probably would have been driving back at this hour.

“I know,” Avery whispers.

Ryan can feel the damp cold seeping into his jeans. He can tell his nose is unpleased and ready to run. The crack between the back of his hat and the back of his coat is allowing an unkind chill to set in at the back of his neck, despite the scarf. But still, he has no desire to move.

Avery blinks away the snow that gathers around his eyes. He listens hard and can’t hear anything but snow language (faint), tree language (fainter), and the tiny rustle of Ryan’s jacket against his.

“We are the only people in the world,” he says.

“We are,” Ryan agrees.

They move their legs. They pull in their wings. They turn in to each other. And as they do, they lightly alter the surface of the ground, the shape of the world. They don’t realize this, not in these terms. But they feel it nonetheless.

Strands of pink hair peek out from underneath Avery’s hat. Damp pieces of blue hair cling to the side of Ryan’s face, curving around his right eye. Ryan wants to kiss Avery again, but his nose is now too runny. Avery is happy to listen to the quiet, to look at this boy in front of him.

They hold there.

Snow absorbs into their jeans. Snow gathers on their coats and their hats. Ryan wipes his nose with his mitten, then wipes his mitten off in the snow.

“If I’m not mistaken,” Avery says, “I think this is how people die of hypothermia.”

He sounds exactly like his mother. He does not notice this. Ryan does, in a good way.

“Time to return to the real world,” Ryan says.

“No,” Avery corrects. “This is the real world, too.”

Is it? Ryan asks himself, not entirely free from doubt.

“It is,” he answers aloud.

Avery stands up, then extends a mitten to help Ryan up. Ryan doesn’t really need the boost, but takes it anyway.

He also uses it as a decoy to take Avery’s attention away from the snowball he’s formed in his other hand.

Coming in from the snow: At no other time does home seem so much like hearth. Avery and Ryan don’t appreciate how wet and bedraggled they are until the door is closed and they are shucking off their coats and slicking off their boots. Their shirts are fine—maybe a little sweaty—but their jeans and socks are soaked through.

“Let’s get those pants off you,” Avery purrs, and they both laugh, because neither of them aspires to turn this particular
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