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As the car rounded the corner and approached the familiar street, Elliott’s nerves rose.  It hadn’t been very long since he had last called the place home, but so much had happened that it seemed as if it were a lifetime ago.  

“And, they know I’m coming?” Elliott asked Ms. Darcy, who had also been his social worker the last time he was living with the Lacheys.  She had straightened her mid-length black hair, but otherwise she hadn’t changed much.

“Yes, Elliott, they know you’re coming,” Ms. Darcy confirmed for about the fifth time.  She felt bad about all that had happened to Elliott since his supposed uncle showed up and took him to Atlantic City, so she worked hard to make sure he was placed back in the same foster home he already knew and loved.  She knew it wasn’t her fault.  He had all the appropriate documents, identification and court orders.  Not in her wildest dreams would she ever had guessed that Tim Spicoli was just pretending to be Elliott’s uncle to get a hold of the life insurance that Elliott’s dad had left in a trust when he died.  

Elliott stared out the window as the house came into view.  He wondered how much had possibly changed.  Although he had been writing his old roommate, Hunter, it had been a few months since the last letter.  He wasn’t even sure if Hunter still lived there, or if he would have a new roommate.  

He didn’t have to wonder long.  As soon as Ms. Darcy pulled the car up to the house, the front door opened and Mrs. Lachey stepped out, along with Hunter, Sammy and Scarlett.  They all had big smiles on their faces and in that instant, Elliott felt as though he had never left.  

“We missed you so much!” Mrs. Lachey exclaimed as she grabbed Elliott and hugged him tightly...so tightly he found it hard to breath.  

“I missed all of you, too,” Elliott laughed and gave everyone else a quick hug.  

Within an hour, Elliott was all moved back into his room.  He was surprised that there wasn’t already another boy living there, but Hunter explained there had been three other boys since Elliott left, but two of them were able to go live with relatives and the other one got removed to another place for disciplinary reasons.  

“Are you going to come out to the living room?” Sammy asked, sticking her head in through the partially opened bedroom door.  She did look a little different to Elliott.  It was one of the few things that reminded Elliott that he did, indeed, move to Atlantic City several months earlier.  Sammy still looked like a mini-Mrs. Lachey, but some of her baby fat had begun to disappear.  Everyone else looked about the same to Elliott, though.  

“I’ll be out there in a few minutes,” Elliott answered as he attempted to put the last of his clothes back into the dresser drawers and closet.  

“They probably want to hear all about what it was like for you in New Jersey,” Hunter explained.  “But, you don’t have to tell us anything you don’t want to.”  Elliott didn’t mind talking about it anymore, not after all of the times he had to go over and over it with the police and social workers.  Still, he didn’t think the two young girls in the house needed to hear the details of what his uncle had done to him.  He would just skip that for the time being and tell them about his friends and teacher, instead, maybe.

As Elliott stepped into the living room, he was surprised when Mrs. Lachey and the two girls jumped up and yelled, “Surprise!”

“What’s this?” he asked, through his laughter, as he looked around the room.  There was a cake that said ‘WELCOME HOME’ on it, as well as a table set up with some two-liters of various sodas and cups and napkins.  

“It’s a welcome home party, stupid,” Hunter answered as he put on a pointed, cone-shaped hat on Elliott’s head.  Elliott was touched.  Even though he was going to miss his friends, Andrea and Matt, back in Atlantic City, he was happy to be home.

Just as Elliott was about to thank everyone, the doorbell rang.  “That would be the rest of your surprise,” Mrs. Lachey announced and asked Elliott if he would get the door.  

“Welcome home!” Jodi and Ryan yelled as Elliott opened the door.

“Can we come in?” Jodi asked impatiently, but with a smile.  “We’ve been waiting out here for twenty minutes.”

Elliott was so happy to see his old friends.  He and Jodi had been so close.  A part of him wondered if he’d ever see her again when he moved away.  Both Jodi and her brother Ryan looked great and Elliott gave them both long hugs before inviting them inside.  

Everyone spend the next two hours eating cake and laughing, listening to Elliott’s stories.  He tried to tell mainly the fun or exciting things.  He didn’t want anyone feeling uncomfortable or having Jodi, Ryan or Hunter jealous over his other friends.  

As the party came to an end, Jodi asked if Elliott would be in class the next day.  “I don’t know,” he answered looking to Mrs. Lachey to see if he had been re-enrolled in school.  Then it occurred to him that it was a new school year.  He wasn’t positive that he’d even be in the same class with Jodi.  Both Hunter and Ryan went to a different school now that they were in seventh grade, so if he wasn’t in a class with Jodi, he wouldn’t see any of his friends during the school day.  

Mrs. Lachey confirmed that she would be taking Elliott to school but she didn’t know anything about his class yet.  “We’ll have to talk to the principal about that,” she told Elliott and Jodi.  

“Well, try to get Mrs. Gardner’s class,” Jodi said emphatically as her brother reminded her that they needed to get back home.  

It had been a good day for Elliott.  He didn’t realize how tense he had been living with his pseudo-uncle until he got into bed and realized how relaxed he was being back in his old room, without stress or worry.  If he could manage to get into Mrs. Gardner’s class with Jodi, everything would be perfect.  
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As perfect as things seemed the day Elliott returned to the Lachey’s, before he knew it everything was complicated and different.  

Three years had passed, and he still shared a rom with Hunter at the Lacheys, but Hunter had changed and gotten into drugs.  Jodi was less of a tomboy and more of a girly-girl, and even the closeness he once shared with her brother, Ryan, was all but gone as he dated one girl after another from the high school’s cheerleading team.  All in all, it was a normal life, but Elliott couldn’t help wish for the past a little bit.  

“Are we still getting together after school?” Jodi asked Elliott as they finished up their lunch of a bag of chips and a soda.  The two were still best friends in spite of Jodi’s growing interest in boys and they spent every day at lunch time walking through the school’s halls.  After lunch, they both had gym, but the boys and girls were kept in separate areas.  When they chose their classes, they picked as many of the same ones as they could, but the school still managed to keep them apart the entire second half of the day.  

“Yeah, I promised Mrs. Lachey I would pick up some things from the mall for her.”  Neither Elliott of Jodi had a license, but Jodi always managed to find them rides from one of her many admirers.  Elliott found it amusing that when they were younger, Jodi was beating up some of the same guys that currently drooled every time they saw her.  Even he had to admit, though, that she had become a very beautiful girl.

Gym class in high school was very similar to the P.E. Elliott had in New Jersey.  Basically, the guys all dressed out in shorts and t-shirts and then headed into the gym where they would do a roll-call and then a short set of jumping jacks or sit-ups followed basically by free play.  As long as you were moving and in the right colored outfit, you got an ‘A’ for the day.  The problem, for Elliott, came after class was over.  Everyone was required to take showers.  That was somewhat of a problem for him because he was fully aware that he was attracted to boys.  But, at the same time, he didn’t want the other boys in class to know or feel uncomfortable around him.  Usually he waited to shower until right at the last minute so the showers and the locker room would mostly be empty.

After a while, he suspected other boys had noticed he was procrastinating in the shower room, so he began volunteering to gather all of the basketballs in the gym as the other boys headed in to take their showers.
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