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Hi! It’s Daryl Banner!
All you gotta do is answer me one thing: Are you ready to pull on your boots and flannel shirt and reunite with all your friends in a sassy little town called Spruce, Texas?
REBEL AT SPRUCE HIGH is a slow-burn coming-of-age “mature young adult” romance that follows Toby, an introverted teenager at Spruce High, who is about to have his senior year flipped on its booty by the arrival of a hot new bad boy in town. This story, told from the unique perspectives of two very different teenagers, is going to give you a whole new view of this little town called Spruce, Texas. Get ready to reunite with old friends – and make a whole bunch of new ones!
Strap in, brave reader: It’s going to be one crazy-ass ride!
And if this is your first time joinin’ us, well gosh dang it, where’ve ya been?? And for those of you who know your way around already, thanks for comin’ back. This place sure missed you!
Happy Reading, my friend, and welcome back to Spruce! :-)
xxoo ~ Daryl
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A Note About 2020 And The State Of The World In Spruce
This book was written during the trying and difficult times of the Covid-19 pandemic, but it intentionally does not include the pandemic in its plot. The fictional town of Spruce, Texas has always been intended as a “safe space” piece of small-town escapism from the real world and all its stresses. You, as the reader, have the choice whether to assume this story is set before the pandemic, or in some alternate universe where the pandemic never happened. Either interpretation is perfectly valid. So feel free to kick back, de-stress, and enjoy reuniting with your old friends (as well as some new ones) here in Spruce, Texas.
 
 



Sexual Content Disclaimer
This book details an 18-year-old coming to terms with his sexual identity in a small town. While it has mature content and scenes of intimacy, every sexual act performed is safe and consensual, and they are not graphic or vulgar in description. While it may be okay for mature 15-year-olds and older to read, reader discretion is still advised.
Other Content Disclaimer
Spruce is generally a pleasant place, but it is not perfect. While this book approaches the subject of bullying, it is primarily focused on the budding love between two teenagers and their individual journeys to self-discovery. This book does not claim to be an authority on the subject of teen bullying nor does it seek to provide answers. It is a work of fiction.
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PROLOGUE
Yep, that’s me, the big loser on the cafeteria floor painted in yogurt and mashed potatoes. Shouts and screams ring out. Lunch trays fly overhead like big plastic seagulls in slow motion. Distant fire alarms blare, unnoticed, lost in the cacophony of noise.
I can’t say this is my proudest moment.
Nor is this how I expected my first day of senior year to go.
But Spruce High is as unpredictable as it is ruthless. And when a gorgeous, leather-jacket-clad Adonis struts in through its doors, the new bad boy in town, owning the halls and taking names, you kinda don’t expect to fall in love with him at first sight.
And then for him to pelt you in the face with a cup of yogurt.
Is it too soon to call it true love?
To get the full picture of what’s going on in this lunch-room explosion of creamy proportions, we have to rewind back to how this dumpster fire of a day began. Before the stunning bad boy attacks me with dairy product. Before the first bell rang. Before I even stepped foot in this school for the first day of my senior year.
Indeed, long before that fire alarm screeched out, a different alarm started this whole mess—the one on my nightstand, which I’m about to unintentionally bitch-slap in three … two … one …
 



01 | TOBY
When the alarm clock screams at 5:45 AM, my hand acts all on its own in whacking the innocent little thing off the nightstand, sending it flying halfway across the room.
I lift my head off the pillow. “Sorry,” I croak at it.
It’s not its fault the first day of school is already here.
And I intend to make short work of it as I peel myself out of bed in just a pair of black briefs and pad over to the window to get a look across the yard. The looming, eerie darkness from the main house indicates no one’s up yet.
I take it for a sign that I ought to hurry through my morning routine before someone else’s alarm clock goes off. Avoiding the stepbrother and his toxically-masculine beef-for-brains dad is a goal I just might be able to make—if I’m efficient with my time.
After pulling on a pair of hopefully-clean socks I fish out of a pile on the floor, it suddenly hits me that I haven’t checked my go-to Gaymer forum in days. Figuring I have a minute to spare, I drop into my desk chair, flick on the monitor, and navigate to the site. Ugh, still no news of when Dread Knight II will be released, which is frustrating, since DarkClone Games was supposed to announce the date two months ago. Now the whole summer has come and gone, and still nothing. I swear, if I ever run my own gaming company, I’ll never leave my loyal fans in the dust for so long like this.
Maybe if I had my own company, that could be my ticket out of this charming tar pit of a town that is Spruce, Texas.
More awake now, I turn off my computer with a huff, then quickly dive into my closet in search of something to wear. It isn’t so much of a closet as it is a stack of shelves and a dresser shoved into the corner, right next to a few hooks in the wall that used to house a shovel, rake, and rusty hoe, but now hold a few of my clothes on wire hangers.
Voluntarily banishing oneself to the makeshift “guesthouse” (it’s actually a renovated toolshed) has its perks. Namely: I feel like I’m living on my own, and I can come and go as I please. Not that anyone notices if I’m here anyway. It only gets bad in the winter, since these thin walls aren’t exactly braced for cold weather. But except for not having a bathroom or kitchen, it’s basically a one-room tiny house all on its own, complete with electricity, a small flat-screen TV and computer, my twin bed, a Super Mario rug in the shape of Mario’s giant mustached face, a ceiling fan that only sometimes chooses not to work, a skinny single-pane window, and a creaky red door with a functioning lock. How sweet is that? I barely even miss my old bedroom in the main house, which is … regrettably occupied by someone else now.
I have to remind myself sometimes that I chose this. I wanted my own space. I wanted out of that house. I gave my room to my stepbrother. Like I said: barely even miss it. Barely.
I push aside my Biggie’s Bites apron (my weekend job), brush away a red-and-black Mortal Kombat hoodie I won’t touch until December, and finally find a pair of black shorts to wear. I select a light blue Tetris t-shirt as well, then finish today’s look with my favorite pair of matching high-top sneakers. With a glimpse in a body-length mirror leaning against the wall with a couple pairs of striped socks hanging over its top, I decide I look generic enough to fade into the crowd. I stuff everything I need into my backpack, including my lucky plush moogle doll, which is a creature that looks like a chubby white tailless cat with a pudgy pink nose, tiny purple bat wings, and a yellow pompom bobbing over its cute head from a whisker-like antenna. I flick off my lights and shove my way out of the shed.
The morning air is a pleasant yet fleeting gift I know will turn hellish the second the sun breaks the horizon. The only noise at this hour (other than a distant neighbor’s yapping dog) is the soft crunch of grass beneath my feet. I trip on the first step of the back porch, nearly eating wood as I catch myself. After opening the sliding glass door into the dark house, the panting of a dog heats my exposed calves at once, her wet tongue lapping at them gleefully. “There, there, shh, you poor neglected thing,” I mutter quietly at her as I slip into the kitchen, where a single light is on.
I stop at the sight of my slender mom standing by the sink, a mug of coffee in one hand, a paperback curled in the other. She reads with needle-eyed focus, her pencil-thin eyebrows pulled together pensively between a curtain of long, beautiful, flowing blonde hair I most definitely did not inherit. Her oversized white sleep t-shirt hangs off a shoulder and comes so low, there’s no telling whether she’s got anything on underneath. I guess there’s a reason or two she’s constantly mistaken for my older sister.
I thought I’d get through my morning undetected. At least she’s not my stepdad. “I thought you kicked the habit.”
My words cause her to jump and drop her book. “Goodness, Toby! Make a sound, will you?” she hisses, clutching at her chest.
I wince apologetically. “It was the hair, huh?” I ask lightly, as if to blame my appearance for the fright. “I haven’t fixed it yet.”
Her shock collapses into choked laughter. “I swear. You’re as quiet as—Hey, hey, that’s not yours.” She recollects her book from off the floor before Winona, the attention-starved dog, gets ahold of it. My mom abandons whatever it was she was about to compare me to and instead nods at the fridge. “There’s a little milk left in the carton if you want to pour yourself some cereal, sweetie.”
“I just might.” I come up to the counter next to her. “What book is sooo good it’s got you up this early?”
“Oh, the butt crack of dawn is the only time I can read. And no, it isn’t anything you’d have the least bit of interest in,” my mother adds with a playful sneer. “It doesn’t have a single dragon or sword-wielding princess.”
I smile, leaning against the counter. “Well, maybe I’m more into the sorcery-wielding villains lately.”
“With sexy eyes and a dark, brooding demeanor? Yes, I know you so well,” she teases. Then she frowns suddenly. “Why do you look so nervous? Are there auditions after school today? You have that look in your eye, like you’re expecting certain doom.”
That might be a perfectly accurate depiction of how I suspect my first day back might be like. “No. Auditions are Friday. And I’m not auditioning,” I remind her, furrowing my brow. 
“Toby …”
“No, I told you. I just want to paint the set and maybe run the soundboard for the first show … if Ms. Joy will let me.”
“Well, if she doesn’t, I’ll give that joyless Ms. Joy a piece of my mind. It’s your senior year,” she announces, as if we’ve forgotten. “You ought to get everything you want and then some!”
If only it worked that way. My mom has always been a fierce and loyal fighter in my corner ever since I could walk. When my bio-dad left however many years ago, it had been just the two of us facing the world. The stepdad came into the picture surprisingly soon after that, paired with a boy my age who was assigned as my new best friend and protector. Oh, how very fast hopes and plans die in this sad little house.
Then, as if summoned by Satan himself from the archway behind me, comes a deep voice. “Or you could take up a sport your senior year, grow some man-hair on them boy-balls of yours.”
Meet my stepfather Carl, a charming man who always has an intelligent pearl of wisdom to contribute to any conversation.
I address him blithely. “You mean like you did?”
“Better bet I did. It’s the only way a boy learns to be a man.”
I nod somberly. “Guess I’ll be doomed to hairless balls. At least my future boyfriends won’t complain about getting my man-hair stuck in their teeth.”
Carl squints at me, not getting it.
He doesn’t have to. The jab alone gives me a private moment of satisfaction.
I turn back to my mom with a smug smile, ready to resume our morning chat, but find her staring critically at me, clearly not appreciating my behavior.
My smile crumbles away, and after a moment’s resentment, I soften my attitude. “As nice as a sport sounds, I just don’t think it’s up my alley. I prefer something more creative, like painting.”
“Painting.” Carl gives my mom a look, then seems to hold his tongue as he yanks open the fridge, grabs the milk, and downs all that remains straight from the carton. I watch his neck dance as he gulps every bit of it. Then he tosses the emptied carton at the trashcan. It misses and tumbles onto the tile.
My mom doesn’t so much as flinch. She probably forgot she even suggested cereal to me at all. That’s alright. I can’t stomach a bowl this morning anyway. “Basketball obviously wasn’t your sport,” I note, staring at the carton Carl makes no effort in picking up.
He gives me a sharp look, then marches right up to me. A curly smile twists his face apart—a smile that my mother could easily take as friendly and well-meaning, despite the mockery in his eyes. “My sport of choice was football.” He punches that word. Football. “Full-contact sport. All muscle. All strength. All man.”
I squint at him. “Sounds pretty gay to me.”
“Sorry, my little man, but you can’t play that gay card with football here in Spruce,” he fires back, prepared already for my admittedly childish, antagonistic retort. “Coach Tanner Strong heads the team, and he’s gay as all get-out, and he’s all man, too. He just proves you can be gay and tough.”
My mother, who mistakenly (or deliberately) takes this for some kind of awkward male bonding, lets out a light and buttery giggle before abandoning her spot by the sink. “You two, I swear, if I had a nickel,” is all she says as she passes us by, taking her book and her mug of coffee with her.
The atmosphere in the kitchen chills in her departure. Carl’s friendly mask drops, and his eyes turn to ice. “You demean me like that in front of Marly again, I’ll make your life hell. I can make your life hell. Every day, every night. You want your life to be hell?”
We have had many disagreements over the years. And the one thing I’ve come to learn is that my stepdad is all bark and no bite. These very unveiled threats are a part of his regular vocabulary.
I lift my chin to him. “Her name’s Marlene. She hates it when you call her Marly.” I smirk. “Isn’t that a dog’s name, anyway?”
He squints challengingly at me. “You can throw me all the lip you want, little man, little scrawny man … but if you had tougher skin on that wireframe body of yours back in the seventh grade when you needed it, you would have graduated last year with all your friends instead of starting your senior year as an eighteen-year-old wonder. You know it. I know it. Your mom knows it.”
I hadn’t expected him to pull out that particular weapon. He’s been sharpening it all summer, that much I can tell from the way they slice straight out of his chapped, uneven, half-snarled lips.
And the cut stings, just how he meant it to.
Good thing I’m a pro at wearing a blank face. “At least I will be graduating high school,” I casually point out, “which is more than you can say for yourself. Is that a streak of grease on your cheek from the auto shop, or have you not showered yet this week?”
“There isn’t any damn grease on my face,” the man scoffs at my back as I depart the kitchen, but I know he’ll check his face in the refrigerator’s reflective surface anyway. And that thought is almost satisfying enough to mend the wound his little jab tried to open, as I make my way right out of the house.
Besides, seventh grade was ages ago. I was someone else. The bullies had their worst with me, and they won, and I crumbled like a sugar cookie. I failed four of my classes and had to repeat that year while all of my friends advanced to eighth grade without me. And now, they’ve all graduated, and I’m left to fend for myself all on my own this final year of school—as if I needed another reason for my stomach to turn this morning.
I have to keep telling myself that in the end, I get last laughs.
Those bullying boys grow up some day, and they become men like my stepdad—dissatisfied, jealous, and full of worthless steam. As dark as the notion may be, I have to take solace in the fact that I will not allow myself to turn out like them, no matter what they do to me. I have to be better, and I have to do better.
Just when I’ve got one foot out the front door ready to make an early departure for school, Winona appears at my legs, panting. I crouch down and give her a moment’s love and a scratch behind her big brownish ears, right where she likes it. “At least someone in this old house loves me,” I murmur to her, smiling. “Bark away the baddies from my shed out back while I’m gone, you hear?”
Winona’s adorably tongue-lolled face is my response.
I’ll pretend she understands she’s my unpaid bodyguard.
It’s a minute later when I’m halfway to the curb that my mom calls out from the front porch: “Toby, wait for your brother! He’s just finishing up in the bathroom! Five minutes, sweetie!”
I stop, suppress a groan, then turn. “Mom, I’ve got to get to school. There’s this …” The lie doesn’t come quick enough. “… this, this thing in the theater … this thing with, with my friends …”
“You can wait five dang minutes,” she sings from the porch with a light laugh, not buying a word of it. Perhaps suggesting I actually have friends was taking it one step too far.
And twelve minutes later—not five—my stepbrother emerges from the house to join me, but not before getting a goodbye kiss on the cheek from my mother. “You two have a great first day back!” she calls out, nearly giddy. “Watch over each other, boys! I already can’t wait to hear how your days went!”
My stepbrother somehow manages to make his deep, droning voice sound halfway cheery when he calls back: “Thanks, Marly!”
Then I’m finally off, making my way to Spruce High—with my dull-eyed telephone pole of a stepbrother Lee. He towers over me by a whole foot, has broad shoulders off which a curtain could hang, and feet that seem to crush the pavement with every step. Despite his arms being noodles comparable to my own, his father boasts of his son’s skill on the football field and insists he’s Coach Strong’s star player. I couldn’t even tell you what position he plays, only that from the one or two games I was forced to attend, Lee looks more like a misplaced wall painted the school colors than an actual player. And that’s not even counting how he looks in the spring when he hangs up the football uniform to don the baseball one. Talk about an awkward cluster of limbs guarding first base …
The morning sky swells a dark, bitter blue with the not-quite-risen sun by the time we finish our twelve-minute trek down the winding roads, across Main Street, and onto the school grounds. All the usual popular cliques are gathered by the trees and on the front steps leading up to the front of the school. The fuzzy noise of chatter sends my stomach turning over with expected anxiety. Did I mention how much I hate first days back?
That’s when Lee stops and faces me. “You know the drill.”
Neither of us have uttered a word to each other the whole way here. “Yes.”
“You don’t know me,” Lee goes on anyway, “and I don’t know you. Keep out of my way, I keep out of yours. Got it?”
“It’s weird that you call Mom ‘Marly’.”
He flinches, his face wrinkling up. Then, I guess deciding to dismiss my words outright, he repeats himself. “Got it?”
“I mean, your dad calls her Marly. And now you call her that? When did this start? Is there a group chat I wasn’t invited into?”
“You’re so … freakin’ weird,” he mumbles, grips the strap of his backpack tighter, then trudges off, ditching me by the road.
I smirk victoriously. Like father, like son. Except Lee has never threatened me, put a hand on me, or done anything except be a boring lump of meat with an equally monotonous voice. But being on the Spruce football team, he’s in with the crowd of puffed-up, muscled morons I’ve been trying to avoid for years—a crowd who has gained no sense of character regardless of who their coach is.
I don’t seek out anyone in the yard, as there is no one there for me anyway, with my only friends having graduated last year. I go straight through the doors of the school, navigate the echoing halls full of laughter, and locate my locker in the front hall. After putting away some things (and placing my moogle doll on the top shelf to guard everything while I’m gone, like a prince of my metal cave), I shut the locker and head off. A door just a few paces down the hall brings me to my first period class—which isn’t a class at all. I was selected as an office aide for my first hour of the day. It’s like having a free period to do whatever I want, unless my immediate supervisor and Master-of-the-Phone Becky actually has a note I need to run to a classroom, or an Excel spreadsheet to help fill in, or some other kind of mind-numbing, paper-stapling-and-filing busywork.
After the first bell rings, signaling the start of class, Becky has me put to work right away finishing something tedious she started (and is clearly relieved I’m here to do instead). Once the obligatory “How was your summer?” questions are over with, Becky wastes no time launching into a lengthy, gossipy phone call, and the minutes pass quickly. The monotony puts me at ease, and it isn’t long before all my anxieties about the rest of the day melt away.
I’m in the middle of mindlessly cross-checking names on two lists when I overhear Becky, perched at the cluttered front desk, utter on the phone: “… new senior who’s a heaping bag of trouble. A transfer. Doesn’t know Eve from Adam.”
My highlighter hesitates, hovering in place as I listen.
“Yes, a big, big bag of trouble, that’s what I said, Nadine. Oh, he caused a headline-making ruckus at his old school, knocked some poor kid out, sent some other kid to the hospital, and now he’s been transferred over here to our very own Spruce High!” Becky lets out a dramatic sigh, toying with a white feather pen between her long, ring-adorned fingers. “No, I can’t believe it either. As if we need someone like that here in our precious town, stirring up trouble and making us worry. Oh, yes, they’ll hear a word or two from me. Mm-hmm! You bet. I wouldn’t be surprised if this new kid was a devil worshipper. Or listened to the Marlin Manson! Marlin Manson, yes, that’s what I said. Am I sayin’ that right? Marlin?”
I bite my lip as I resume highlighting, wondering who the hell this “bag of heaping trouble” is. I sure haven’t heard anything.
It’s an ugly twist of fate that after the bell rings and tosses me out of the office, I head down the long main hall, take a turn, and arrive at my second period English class to find none other than Hoyt-freakin’-Nowak in the back row. The cocky ringleader of the football douchebags, he’s got a foot up on the desk in front of him, an arm slung over the back of his own chair, and he’s twirling a pencil skillfully between his fingers. He’s wearing gray, stylish skinny jeans, a varsity letterman jacket, and big athletic sneakers, and his hair is always an annoyingly perfect model-boy sweep that never seems to be disturbed, no matter if it’s wet, dry, or caught in a tornado. Even by himself with none of his lackeys around, he’s wearing a smug, satisfied smirk like he’s just won someone over. I’m not convinced that tool wins anyone over.
Hoyt spots me right away. “Yo, Tobes!” he shouts out over the otherwise quietly murmuring students who have also gotten here on-time. “Lucky you! I saved a special seat in case my best pal was in this class! Right here, buddy boy!” He taps the chair of the desk in front of him with his big, obnoxious foot. “Come on! Let’s be a pair of English pals this year, you and me! Don’t be scared!”
Anxious eyes and faces turn my way, awaiting my reaction.
Everyone knows we’ve been basically mortal enemies since middle school. That’s how this wicked little town works: everyone in all of Spruce knows every damned thing about everyone.
I don’t give Hoyt the satisfaction. I ignore him outright and make way for the only other available seat—which is at once taken by a faster girl with curly hair and braces, who dives right into conversation with a nearby friend of hers.
A frown darkens my face. Can anything go right today?
The bell rings. Ms. Bean, who seems to have materialized out of thin air, clicks her tongue impatiently at the chalkboard, and I am resigned to tramping my way to the back, where I grudgingly sit at the desk in front of Hoyt. No, he doesn’t remove his feet from the back of my chair, and I give the self-important punk no indication that I’m bothered in the least by it. All of English period is spent with Hoyt innocently inching his big feet closer and closer to the side of my head, at one point daring to prop one of them on my shoulder. When he gets bored of that, he starts giving the back of my chair intermittent kicks, distracting enough for me to miss several things the teacher says. Once or twice, I even hear Hoyt snickering privately to himself, entertained by his childishness.
Ms. Bean never tells him to put his feet down. And she likely won’t; I doubt the poor lady can see anything past the second row.
It’s when Ms. Bean has her back turned to the class that I hear the girl across the aisle from me whisper to her friend: “Did you see him? The new guy?”
“I did, right outside the cafeteria before first period. He’s so hot!”
“And scary! I heard he’s from a big city, I forget which one, and he killed one of his classmates, so now he—”
“No, you’re makin’ that up! He didn’t kill nobody. He’d be in jail!”
“But that’s what I heard! And also he rode a motorcycle to school, but I didn’t get to see it myself. It was probably a Harley. Did you see it?”
“Nope. I saw that sleeveless leather jacket he was wearing, though.”
“With the spiked studs on the shoulders? You bet I saw it, too.”
“Ooh, someone’s got a crush on him.”
“I do not! You’re the one who called him hot. He looks … dangerous.”
“Exactly. You got yourself a taste for the bad boys. You’re in looove.”
Another annoying kick from Hoyt pulls my attention from the girls’ equally annoying banter. As Ms. Bean drones on in front of the chalkboard, I shut my eyes and beg for the clock’s hands to move faster. I also take a mental note to get to this class earlier tomorrow so as to snatch a seat away from Hoyt—if I can get Becky to release me from the main office on-time.
The bell rings, and I couldn’t be out of my seat faster. “Hey, why you runnin’ off, Toby-Tobes?” calls out Hoyt mockingly. “Did my feet give you a boner?” To the tune of a few laughs across the class, I shove through the door and into the hallway, clutching my backpack as I march off. I’m pretty sure my whole back and shoulders smell like Hoyt’s foot funk, adding salt to the wound of enduring his constant antagonizing the whole class period.
And I highly doubt, luck considered, it’ll be the last time I see him today.
Third period, chemistry, is located in a thicket of temporary trailers—the network of which has existed for seven years, which begs the question of whether it’s appropriate to continue calling them “temporary”. After navigating a series of wooden walkways, the slats through which the morning sunlight shines in white-hot stripes, I push through the heavy door of temporary trailer 4-A. I appear to be one of the last to arrive, so I claim one of only two available seats at an empty table in the back. In lieu of desks, this classroom has short white tables with stools, each of which sits two students, who will likely become lab partners, if this works the way it did last year for biology. When the bell rings, I enjoy the solitude of my partnerless back table, figuring I’ll be lumped in with another table in a trio situation, if necessary. I pull out my notebook and get ready for whatever Mr. Schubert’s got for us.
But before we learn about chemistry, Mr. Schubert calls roll. When it’s time for the M’s, I’m quick to answer for Toby Michaels, despite the itch I always feel in responding to that name. I never felt like a Michaels. I never had a choice. When my mom married Carl and brought them into our lives, I lost my true last name and had to accept the ill-fitting coat of “Michaels” whether I wanted to or not. If only eight-year-olds could have a say in such matters …
With no N’s in class, Mr. Schubert goes straight to the P’s. That’s when the fun begins. “Pane?” He looks up from his tablet, squinting at the rows of silent students. “Pane? … Donovan Pane?”
Faces turn to one another, confused. No one’s familiar with the name, first or last. Donovan Pane? Who are the Panes? Which side of town do they live on? Who knows them? Surely someone?
Just when it starts to dawn on me who it might be, the door flies open with a percussive bang, causing the whole temporary building to shudder in distress. All heads snap to the explosion, and in walks the missing student through a veil of bright daylight.
He is immediately striking, but not for all the reasons that the gossipy front-desk Becky or the girls in English went on about. His tall and slender panther-like build exudes power and confidence, which is then unexpectedly contrasted by the soft, sensitive look of his guarded eyes and smooth flushed cheeks. His short dark hair cuts partway down his forehead and frames the sides of his face in messy spikes, right where sideburns might be, giving him a total lead-singer-of-some-punk-band vibe. His aforementioned sleeveless leather jacket is layered over a gray shirt, fitted perfectly to caress a hint of his chest muscles, the sleeves wrapped around a modest set of biceps—not too big, not too small—with black leather cuffs on his wrists. The guy’s ripped gray jeans have holes at the knees and scrunch up at the shins, atop a pair of military-style boots.
There’s no mistaking it; this is the gorgeous new guy who has the whole school in a whispering, scandalized frenzy.
“You must be Donovan Pane,” Mr. Schubert notes, completely unaffected by his appearance. “Tardiness is forgiven on the first day, of course, as you’re finding your way around. Take a seat at the—” He squints across the room, searching, then nods. “—at the back, right there in the available spot by Toby.”
I freeze, eyes wide.
Donovan looks my way. He regards me for half a second, and that fleeting half second seems to pass like an hour of exquisite torture, before he faces Mr. Schubert and says, “Vann.”
Mr. Schubert lifts an eyebrow. “Excuse me?”
“I go by Vann.”
“Oh. Well, alright. Noted. Please take your seat, Vann.”
With that, Donovan—or Vann, I guess—heads down the aisle of tables. It isn’t lost on me the reactions of all the girls he passes, how they seem to push up their boobs, run hands through their hair, or give him alluring, thirsty looks. One girl by the aisle even shamelessly drops her gaze to his ass after he passes by, biting her lip. When he finally reaches my table, he merely flings his black backpack (adorned with a line of safety pins down one side like a path of metal) onto the floor with a heavy thump, then slides right onto the stool by my side and stares ahead, ignoring me.
I catch a hint of something fragrant. Is that his deodorant? Or is it soap? Or the leather of his jacket? Whatever it is, it captures my senses in a gentle gust of air that washes over me from his claiming that stool. Clean … He smells clean. After that initial glance from the front of the classroom, however, he seems to have no further interest in looking at me. Mr. Schubert finishes the roll call, then begins to tell us about the subjects we should expect to cover this semester and what he expects from us in return.
And I catch absolutely none of the teacher’s words, distracted as I am by my sudden neighbor. Even just sitting there, Vann has a strong, stoic, masculine demeanor. The sturdy way he breathes. The slight crease of concentration in his face muscles, which is the subtle, artful difference between him appearing adorable … or dangerous. This type of masculinity is different to me. Maybe I’m just used to the boorish type my stepdad Carl exudes, or the cocky dumbness I put up with daily from Hoyt and his talking jockstraps.
Vann is something new. He’s something that isn’t Spruce-like in any way, and maybe that’s why I’m so drawn to him.
Despite the fact that he might’ve been expelled from his last school. Or sent a kid to the hospital. Or murdered someone.
He-said-she-said, right?
“I recommend getting comfy with who you’re seated next to,” Mr. Schubert announces to the class, my attention pulled back by the authoritative lift in his voice, “because you’ll be partners the rest of the year. If you wish to pair up differently, now’s the time.”
There is a calm murmur among the room before, in a shuffle, some fast choices are made. Two people trade places in the front. A girl hurries to another table to ask the boy there if she can partner with her friend next to him, which he agrees to, taking her place next to a guy with glasses. Someone else’s head pops up like a deer in the woods, window-shopping who else they can pair up with, while their current tablemate sulks, bored.
I glance tentatively at the side of Vann’s gorgeous face. My heart pumps blood into my ears. Will he try to partner up with someone else? Of course not. He doesn’t know anyone else. 
In fact, he doesn’t know the first thing about me, either. Not my social status, nor who my friends are, nor what anyone thinks of me. Something about his demeanor tells me he wouldn’t care anyway. Maybe he’s my chance to start anew. With Vann, I can be a whole new person. To Vann, I’m nothing more than a blank slate.
It’s that thought that gives me the courage to speak. “Well, I don’t have any, um, objections.” The words, however, come out in a humiliating squeak. My throat is trying to close up on me. “If you’re, uh … fine with our seating arrangement. I’m okay with it.”
It takes a whole turn of the moon before Vann responds—and all he gives is a grunt followed by a mumbled: “Arrangement?”
“Y-Yeah. I have no problem if you, uh … have no problem.”
He isn’t even looking at me. He’s just staring straight ahead, unresponsive. Is something wrong with this guy?
I try again. “So … you don’t mind being … being my partner for the year …?” Sweat dances down the middle of my back. I’m running out of air with every word I manage to squeeze out of my neck. “You’re new here, right? I-I’m Toby. My name. My name is … Toby.” No reply. Like pulling teeth. “Okay … I guess I’ll just assume your murderous silence means you don’t mind.”
Vann’s lip twitches. Still no response.
Murderous. Was that a bad choice of word?
Mr. Schubert announces that our seating arrangement is now locked in place, and he’s taken note of everyone’s partners. With that, he launches into a brief lecture of something to do with the periodic table, to which I pay absolutely no attention. By the time the bell rings, I realize the first page of my notebook is still blank.
Vann slides off his stool without so much as a goodbye, and off he goes. The other students part to give him a path, as if no one can even chance being within a single foot of the darkly-garbed, sleeveless-leather-jacket-wearing social pariah.
Or sociopath. The jury’s still out.
Alright. Maybe Spruce is a tough place to live in for some. And maybe it’s a tougher place to break into as the new guy. You get talked about, ogled, and either completely avoided or helplessly swarmed. What if that’s Vann’s problem? All the attention? What if all he needs is someone to treat him like he’s nothing special?
Just another dude in the hallway at Spruce High, blending in with the rest of them. That sounds like bliss to me.
The air outside is now an appropriately stifling south-Texan level of nasty, even at 10:26 AM. As I tramp my way back down the creaky wooden walkway maze to the main school, I relive all those stupid, cringey words I said to him. I must’ve sounded like a sad puppy. A sad puppy with a slight Texan twang, more like. I wonder where he’s from. Didn’t someone say “a big city”? Or is that just a rumor? So much for avoiding an awkward first impression.
After stopping by my locker, I pull out my schedule to find out where my next class is. My stomach sinks with dread as I read the words. It’s PE. Physical Education. Den of the athletes.
During my freshman and sophomore years, PE classes were mercifully devoid of anyone on the football team. Unfortunately, due to some kind of new agenda pushed to the school board by none other than Coach Strong himself, all athletes are required to take PE just like anyone else for their physical education credit, as the class is intended to “teach lifelong fitness skills not adequately gained by playing a specific sport”. Some of the athletes threw a fit. Others saw it as an easy A. Regardless, it means that thanks to Coach Strong’s commitment to giving his athletes a well-rounded education, I now have a chance of ending up in a PE class with—
I push through the gym doors. Among the throng of chatting boys waiting for fourth period PE to begin, Hoyt Nowak stands right at the front. Just when I thought my day couldn’t get any worse.
And unlike English class, he isn’t alone. Hoyt’s two best buds from the varsity football team are here, too. Flanking Hoyt on one side is Julio, a thickly-muscled, thick-legged, and equally thick-headed linebacker with a large buzzed head and a permanently confused expression. Hoyt’s other side is graced by the stocky “Beefy Benji”, who is currently bent over with laughter about something, his round baby face flushed from his signature high-pitched guffawing. Also, he has dumb hair. There, I said it.
Despite my anxiously thumping heart, I quickly fade into the back of the crowd, praying Hoyt didn’t notice me walk in. Hiding behind two large boys who are talking about some game that came out this summer—obviously not Dread Knight II—I wait for the coach to show up and start class. My arms are crossed tightly. Through a narrow crack between my human wall, I watch Hoyt and his two pals as they talk and laugh and look around at the rest of the class, sizing everyone up in that cocky way star athletes do.
It’s through that same narrow crack that I spot someone else I was too preoccupied earlier to notice. Standing away from the crowd, aloof and glaring darkly at nothing in particular, is Vann.
My heart drops so fast, I feel like I literally have to pick it back up off the floor before I can breathe again. I share my third and fourth periods with the new guy??
Is this a turn of good luck, or just more of the bad variety?
An office door at the far corner of the gym opens, and out comes Coach Larry. He’s a man who likely had a tight bod to be proud of in his day, but a decade or two of beer has traded it for a gut upon which his whistle bounces as he walks. In contrast to the game-faced, muscular Coach Strong, Coach Larry has a more jovial and laidback approach to teaching, smiling cheerily at all of us like we’re happy to be here. “Welcome, welcome! Bell’s not rung yet, but from a quick looksee, seems like we’re all here. Now y’all know the drill, I’m sure, as I recognize most of you from last year, but if you don’t, head on over to the locker room and get yourself a gym uniform out of the bin. Sizes are limited, so first come first yadda-yadda and all that. Get dressed and meet me out here, boys!”
Everyone moves in a distracted cluster, with so many excited conversations broken out among friends who still haven’t caught up on their summers. I keep my two big nameless buddies at my side as I move along, staying hidden from the keen eyes of Hoyt. If I’m lucky, I’ll manage to grab a locker at the opposite end of the room. Maybe they won’t even notice me until the bell sets us free.
My position hiding in the back of the line, sadly, leaves me with slim pickings for gym clothes. Every last large and medium set of gym shorts and shirts is taken, leaving me with either an unflatteringly huge quadruple-XL shirt and shorts that will fall off my skinny frame, or a size small in both, which is sure to hug my body uncomfortably. I frown at my predicament as the noise of rattling lockers opening and closing fill my ears.
Figuring it’s better to suffer in tightness than to have my gym shorts falling down my ankles while jogging laps, I snatch up the size-small heather-gray gym shirt and red shorts out of the bin, then skirt along the edge of the room to the farther side, putting as much distance as I can between myself and the Hoyt Brigade.
After claiming a locker to store my things in, it’s then that I bother to notice who is standing right next to me: Vann.
Like he’s got all the time in the world, he carefully removes the black leather cuffs on his wrists, sets them inside his locker, then gently slips off his sleeveless leather jacket. He folds it in half lengthwise, taking special care with it as if it’s made of a precious material imported from who-knows, then stores it as well. Still wearing that scowl of focus on his permanently flushed face, he peels off his gray shirt in one slick motion, revealing his toned body, slightly tanned, defined in all the right places, supple and smooth and tapering to a perfect, slender waist, at which I see the white waistband of his underwear peeking out over his slightly sagged jeans. He folds his shirt with just as much care before tucking it away. I watch the muscles in his strong, lean arms flex as he reaches down and begins to unbutton his pants.
Then he glances at me, squinting suspiciously.
I snap my eyes back to my locker, my heart racing straight out of my chest and tearing across the room. What the hell am I thinking, staring at him like that? I force every single bit of my focus into changing out of my clothes, my eyes zeroing in on a dent in my locker door, where I am determined to keep my troublemaking eyes. Yeah, just stare at that dent. Stare at that dent and don’t you dare ogle the dangerous new guy … no matter how hot he is.
A sudden thought hits me. Is it weird that I haven’t said hi to him? We just came from the same class where we sat next to each other, assigned as partners for the year. A normal person would’ve acknowledged that fact, at the very least. I should say hello. That’ll make all of this a lot less awkward.
I turn toward Vann at once and open my mouth.
Wait a second. Shouldn’t the same be said about him? Why hasn’t he said hi to me yet? Why do I have to be the courteous one?
The bell rings, signifying the start of class.
And at once, I give up any attempt at greeting him. Changed now into my gym shorts, which barely cover my thighs, and my shirt, which fits too tightly and barely comes down to my waist, I shut my locker with a sigh of surrender, then head off.
But not before nearly crashing into the very trio of football idiots I was making so much effort in trying to avoid, right at the door leading out of the locker room. The biggest grin spreads over Hoyt’s face at the unexpected sight of me. “Why, hi there, Tobes!” he greets me with exaggerated gusto. His eyes drop to my gym outfit at once, where I get the pleasure of watching him suppress a laugh. “Shoot, buddy, I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but I think you mighta outgrown those shorts. I can see the outline of your nuts.” At his side, Julio snickers mildly, while Benji lets out one of his high-pitched guffaws through his permanently teary-eyed face, as if there isn’t a second of the day he isn’t ready to laugh at something.
I give Hoyt an unimpressed look. “That begs the question why you’re staring at them.”
Benji laughs again, then slaps a hand on his mouth to stop it, giving a nervous, wet-eyed glance at Hoyt to weigh his reaction. 
Hoyt, in his smooth, unbothered fashion, simply smiles. “I am really gonna love this year. Two classes together?” Hoyt chuckles to himself, shakes his head, then pats me firmly on the shoulder as he passes by. “You’re gonna be my study buddy in English. With you, my man, my Tobes, I am gonna ace that class.”
And out the door the trio goes. Julio gives me a onceover on his way by, snorts dumbly, then moves on.
I stare after them, annoyed. There isn’t anything I can do but bear the childish antagonizing. There’s an alarming shortage of adults who’d do anything effective against the big football stars of Spruce High, and I’ve never been one to tattle. In Texas, football is the religion, and I’m convinced even Coach Strong is too blinded by that face-paint-wearing, bleacher-filling, hotdog-guzzling fact to notice his number-one players are a bunch of arrogant tools.
I glance back toward my locker for some reason, perhaps just to see if I remembered to shut it in my hurry to leave.
That’s when I find Vann standing there, dressed, his dark eyes trained on me with that same, ill-fitting scowl on his face. He saw the whole interaction.
Great. Even the new guy sees what a loser I am at this school. 
So much for first impressions and starting over and all that.
PE begins with a warm-up of pushups and crunches lined up in rows, during which I keep hearing Benji snickering somewhere. No, Coach Larry doesn’t silence him. Then we are made to jog a few laps around the gym. While I jog at a more leisurely pace with the rest of the class, Hoyt and his buddies show off by running twice as fast, passing everyone as they fly. Every time he runs past me, Hoyt gives my somewhat exposed, tight-gym-short-clad ass (thanks to my small shirt barely covering it) a smack. “Lap one!” he calls out, inspiring laughs from his buddies. And “Lap two!” as he comes around again with another happy swat on my ass. The third time he passes me, he stops to give my butt a rapid drumming of his hands like they’re a pair of bongos and doesn’t stop until I swat him away with a “Cut that out, Nowak!” That only sends him off running in a fit of laughter, Benji’s tearful cackling filling the gymnasium and echoing off the ceiling.
When we’re sent to the locker room to change, I’m thrusting off my clothes with more anger than I intend, threads popping on my stupid, too-small shirt. Once I’m changed back into my trusty Tetris shirt and black shorts, I slam shut my locker and barely take note of Vann sitting on the bench pulling on his boots. I give him one short look, debate whether to greet him, then decide I’m too angry about the stupid jocks to care about anything else.
I just want my day to end.
The bell rings, sending me to the cafeteria for a much-needed lunch period. The tables fill up fast, and even after being one of the first in the lunch line to get my flimsy tray of chicken strips, mashed potatoes, veggies, and a buttered bread roll, I find myself facing a room full of people I have no desire to socialize with. The entire table of theatre people I used to sit with last year have graduated. The table has now been claimed by a bunch of choir kids I don’t know, who are already well into their meals.
That’s when I spot a green-haired wonder cheerily waving at me from across the room.
Oh. I sort of forgot about Kelsey.
I cut across the noisy cafeteria, dodging a distracted pair of guys who nearly knock my tray over as they pass by, and make my way to the end of a table that Kelsey has claimed. She is, herself, a strange new addition to Spruce, having moved here about a year ago, sometime during the summer. Upon much closer inspection, I realize she’s washed most of the green out of her hair from the summer, but it’s left her messy blonde strands tinted somewhat, like a shiny metal that’s been oxidized by exposure. She’s a thick-boned, busty girl with a cheery-yet-devilish expression on her face. Always looking like she just came from wrestling down an alligator somewhere, she wears a ripped tank top and dusty jeans, and her arms are covered in rainbow bangles.
“Dude, all the cool people graduated last year!” she gripes the second I join her at the table.
I sink my teeth into my bread roll. “Tell me ‘bout it.”
“Do you like your classes? Do they suck like mine? I have Ms. Jones for third period history, which is super cool, but then I go to Ms. Bean for English right after who despises me. Are you gonna eat all your strips?” She takes one anyway. Then, chewing on it, she asks, “Hey, have you seen the new guy?”
Isn’t there anything else to talk about today? “More than seen. We share two classes. And … he’s kinda my chemistry partner now.”
Kelsey snorts, then points. “Add ‘lunch mate’ to that list.”
I look up and follow her line of sight, which reveals why she asked if I’ve seen him in the first place. Two tables away, Vann has taken a seat, alone. The girls sitting at the other end of his table look his way, their eyes full of curiosity, lust, and wariness. Vann pays them no mind as he scoops gruffly into his mashed potatoes with a fork, eating them like they’ve done something to him and must pay for their crime. He doesn’t look up at all from his tray.
I suddenly feel for him. It’s obvious he hates it here. I wonder what sentenced him to the punishment of this small town. Well, besides the fellow student he might or might not have murdered.
“My dads think I should do something extracurricular this year,” mutters Kelsey, thoughtfully staring at Vann with no fear in her eyes. That’s something I always admired about her; she fears nothing. I don’t know much about her past other than she used to be kicked from foster home to foster home, until at last Omar and Tyrone King adopted her a year or so ago. Being on the edge of the city limits, her dads had the uncommon dilemma of choosing either Fairview High or Spruce High to send her to, and made the wiser choice. “I don’t want to do a sport. But also, maybe I do. The girls on the softball team are kinda cute. I met one last year, but … she isn’t into girls. ‘Course, some boys on the baseball team might do it for me, too. But they’re more into themselves and the gym.” She snatches another chicken strip, and chomps on it. “Can’t win.”
That’s another commonality that drew us together. My being gay. Her being … into anyone. “You do realize those boys on the baseball team are the same idiots on the football team, right?”
“Oh, I do,” she admits. “Still, Hoyt Nowak’s ass sure looks nice in a pair of tight baseball pants.” She grins, chewing away.
I roll my eyes. “Don’t you have your own lunch?”
“Forgot my money at home. Or I spent it on something else. Who cares? You don’t mind me mooching, right? You can have all the veggies, of course,” she adds as a sweet aside.
I squint uncertainly at her. I wonder if she’s secretly saving up her lunch money for something. “So generous.”
“Will you put in a word for me if I try out for the play? When are auditions, anyway?”
Half my day has flown by, and I still haven’t been to the one place that brings me actual comfort: the theater. Of course, with all my friends off to college or elsewhere, I wonder if I’ll find the same comfort there at all. “Auditions are at the end of the week, I think. Friday. Then everyone waits the whole tortuous weekend before the cast list is posted Monday.”
“Yeah. I think that’s what I’ll do. That’ll keep the dads off my back. ‘Be involved! Make friends! People don’t bite!’ Ugh, my dads just love me sooo much.” She pretends to complain, but she loves her new life here, which I can only imagine far exceeds the quality of her life in the foster system, from what little she’s said. “If I don’t get cast in anything, then maybe I can paint sets with you.”
I smile. “That sounds like fun.”
She seems to read something in my smile. “Hey, don’t worry. All the friends I made graduated last year, too. But look, we’re not alone. We’ve got each other, right? Hey, you didn’t get yourself a drink or any napkins!” she notices. “Stay right here. I’ll be back.”
Kelsey tears off before I can stop her. I smile after her, feeling suddenly like maybe I can bear my last year here at Spruce High. No matter what’s thrown at me during my first four periods, I can always come here to lunch and bitch about it to Kelsey. She needs a friend to confide in, too, and I guess for whatever reason, we’ve come to trust one another over the past year since she moved here, even if we know so little about each other personally. Maybe we should rectify that this year.
“Toby-Toby-Tobes!” comes a voice in front of me, yanking my attention to Hoyt Nowak, who now stands across the table from me, flanked by Julio and Benji, their three shadows covering my tray. “My buddy! My man! How’s your lunch?”
I glare at him. “Go away, Nowak.”
“Tobes! That isn’t how you treat your study buddy! Come on.” He sits down across from me. “Dude, you haven’t touched your mashed potatoes. Is it that you don’t like the taste? Does the gritty texture bug you? Here, I’ll make it better.” A can of soda appears in his hand—or maybe he had it this whole time. “Look, me and the boys do this. I’m gonna help you out, man. Buddies help out buddies, right?” With a hissing crack of the tab, he tilts the can and proceeds to pour the dark, sticky contents of his soda over my mashed potatoes. I don’t even have time to protest. I just sit there and stare while my potatoes become a murky soup. “Hey, can I borrow this?” he asks a girl nearby, then snatches a few packets of mustard, mayo, and ketchup from her anyway, tears them open, and starts squirting them into his mixture. “You’re gonna love this, Tobes, my man. I call it the Nowak special.”
Benji is (unsuccessfully) trying to stifle his squeaky guffaws. Julio is wrinkling up his nose in a mixture of disgust and laughter as he watches on with sick interest. Hoyt, utterly satisfied with himself and perfectly at home, then jabs his own dirty finger into the pile of muddied potatoes, stirring it around. This lone action causes Benji to lose it, doubling over in laughter.
When Hoyt’s done, he meets my eyes. “Looks tasty,  huh?”
The girls next to us have all stopped to watch, half of them laughing, half of them grossed out and gawking in shock. I feel the eyes of people behind us, too. My face is slowly flushing crimson as I stare at my ruined lunch, teeth clenched, eyes burning.
Hoyt grabs my plastic fork straight out of my hand, scoops up a huge clump of dripping, dark, red-and-yellow-swirled goop from my tray, then cheerily says, “Open up, buttercup!”
I glare back at him, furious.
“Oh, you want me to help feed it to you? This is so cute. Like you want me to be your boyfriend,” he decides, inspiring another round of idiotic guffawing from Benji and Julio. “Okay. I’ll do it.”
The next instant, he reaches over the table and takes hold of the back of my head, securing me in place as he steers the forkful of dripping muck toward my mouth like an airplane. “Open wide, Toby-Tobes!” I try to pull away, pressing my lips and eyes closed, but the strength in Hoyt’s one hand and arm is so strong, I can’t even manage to turn my face. Laughter rings in my ears. The goop presses against my sealed mouth now, smearing across my lips.
“HEY!”
Everything stops. The noise of the cafeteria drains away at the sound of that one curt firecracker of a word.
I open my eyes. Vann has risen from his seat two tables away, standing there with his dark eyes on us, fingers clenched into fists.
Hoyt still has a grip on my head, but the forkful has lowered back down to the tray. “Hey yourself!” Hoyt calls back, inspiring a tiny chortle from Benji—but dead silence from everyone else. The uncertainty in the eyes of everyone in the cafeteria is real; they’re all terrified of Donovan Pane, the new senior at Spruce High.
“Leave that guy alone,” Vann orders Hoyt, “unless you want to taste blood in that mouth of yours.”
Hoyt snorts at him. “Nothing’s happening here! I’m his buddy. I’m just helping him out and … broadening his taste bud horizons.” That gets another short-lived cackle from the laugh-happy Benji.
Vann’s face is a marble statue of chiseled resolve when he stares down Hoyt. He’s intimidating, even from two whole tables away. “Last warning. Leave him alone.”
Hoyt, finding this hilarious, makes an alternative suggestion. “Or, Mister Prince of Darkness, how about you leave us alone, and let me and my pal Toby enjoy our tasty lunch together?”
What happens next is very fast. Vann grabs a cup of yogurt in his palm. He rips the lid straight off like pulling the pin from a grenade, arches his arm back, and launches the cup straight at Hoyt’s perfect head of hair.
Hoyt ducks just in time to dodge it.
And the yogurt crashes into my face instead.
I fly back from the table at once, freed from Hoyt’s grip, as a cacophony of shouting, gasps, and commotion explodes all around us. And behind a messy curtain of yogurt over my face, blinding me, I slip on something squishy and slam to the ground with an ugly grunt. A war cry from a suddenly-returning Kelsey booms overhead, something shatters, a tray smashes a hard surface, and then the loud, digital screech of a fire alarm rings out. My ears fill with madness as feet slap the tile all around me from bodies running past and shouting maniacally.
In other words, the first day of my senior year at Spruce High is going so well.
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This is how six students end up in six chairs lined up outside Principal Whitman’s office, drenched in a comical assortment of mashed potatoes, soda stains, and yogurt, and awaiting our turn in the hot seat. Hoyt, Julio, Benji, Kelsey, Vann, and myself.
None of us speak to each other. But when I sneak a glance in Hoyt’s direction, I find an amused smirk on his face. I’d almost say he looks proud of what just happened in the cafeteria.
As is expected, Hoyt, Julio, and Benji each get their turn in the principal’s office first. When they leave, each one carries a more smug look than the last, and I find myself deeply relieved to not be in their presence any longer. Kelsey is brought in next, which leaves me and Vann alone, waiting our turn.
Becky is still at the front desk, but there’s a notably wary look in her eyes as she keeps glancing our way. I’m sure she’s deep in thought piecing together why her lovely office aide is sitting in a chair outside the principal’s office covered in yogurt and mashed potato cocktail, next to the scary new guy everyone’s whispering about. I wish I had a better answer for her other than “jock buddy-feeding mishap plus botched rescue mission”. With some things, it really is a you-had-to-have-been-there situation.
I sneak a glance at Vann, but he’s just staring down at his boots with that same stubborn scowl of his. Strangely, he is the only one of us without any semblance of food on him, though I think I see a sticky spot on his leather jacket. I hope that comes out.
I want to thank him. For standing up for me. For being a total stranger and yet putting it all on the line in front of the school’s biggest star athletes. Yet somehow, nothing comes. My throat is just as tight and obstinate as it was in chemistry class when I could barely manage a proper hello without wanting to piss myself.
The door flies open and out marches a very perturbed Kelsey, heading for the exit to the office without even so much as a look my way. My brow furrows with concern as I watch her storm off.
“Toby Michaels.”
And now it’s my turn.
The principal’s office is a room I’ve been in only twice in my four years here at Spruce High. The first time was to be told I was a nominee for the E. Tompkins Mathematics Award. (I ended up losing to a smarter kid at another school.) The second time was to commend me on a short story I wrote about life as a gay teen that got a (modest quarter-page) mention in a nationwide magazine.
And now I’m here because of mashed potatoes.
“Toby,” Principal Whitman starts, adjusting his glasses. He’s a stout, darkly-bearded man with a warm and rosy complexion, yet stern, cold eyes. I never know where he stands on anything. “I’ve heard a few different versions of a story that all centers around you.” He clears his throat rather gruffly, then lifts his eyebrows at me. “How about you tell me your version of today’s events? What happened during lunch, Mr. Michaels?”
Mr. Michaels. That’s the stepdad Carl’s name. Not mine. It will never be mine. Just Principal Whitman calling me by that sets me in the wrong mood to begin with.
Still, this is my principal, and I need to make sure the jock idiots didn’t win him over with their football charm. “Well, I—”
“And do speak up,” he interrupts me. “My hearing isn’t what it used to be. I’m old.”
I give him a dubious look. He can’t be older than fifty.
Still, I speak up as requested. “Well, to be honest, I spent most of the kerfuffle on my back on the cafeteria floor, blinded by dairy product. But it began with Hoyt Nowak and his friends coming to my table and … basically messing with me.”
“Messing with you how?”
“Hoyt poured stuff into my mashed potatoes and tried to feed them to me. Vann got involved when—”
“Vann?”
I sit up straight. “Donovan Pane. The … The new guy. He goes by Vann. He got involved when he told Hoyt to stop.”
“And then?”
“And … well … Hoyt didn’t stop.”
“And so?”
He really likes it all spelled out. “And so Vann threw his cup of yogurt at Hoyt, and then I guess a fight broke out, but I was on the floor by then.”
“You were … on the floor …” the principal repeats, slowly, his voice measured and even, as if to get it right, “because … the cup of yogurt … hit you instead? Is that correct, Mr. Michaels?”
I bristle with irritation. “Vann was trying to help,” I explain. “He was sticking up for me by—”
“The cup of yogurt hit you instead, is that correct?” Principal Whitman repeats himself, his tone the exact same as before, not a fleck of a difference in his expression or obvious insinuation.
I feel my insides tensing up. Why do I feel like this is going all wrong? I’m explaining exactly what happened, yet I feel like the principal is hearing something completely different. “Yes,” I get out finally. “Yes. That’s what happened.”
The principal adjusts something on his desk, clears his throat once more, then takes a more flippant tone. “Thank you, Toby. I’d be remiss to keep you from class any longer than you’ve already been kept, as it’s still your first day, and I think I’ve gathered all the information I need. You are dismissed to your fifth period already in session, and are permitted a trip to the bathroom on your way to … clean up, of course.”
I stare at him, bewildered. “That’s it?”
He’s already in the middle of filing something into his desk, moving on. “You are dismissed, yes.”
“Did you get the part about Hoyt trying to force-feed me?” I’m on the edge of my seat. “And how Vann was standing up for me? Hoyt started it all. He instigated. Am I in trouble? Is Vann?”
The principal finds that amusing somehow. “Your parents won’t be called. None are necessary in your case. It simply got out of hand, and yes, I’ll have a word with Coach Strong ‘bout his boys. You are quite alright, Toby, there’s no need to fret on it. My bigger concern is how the fire alarm got pulled, but as I can clearly tell from your story, it couldn’t have been you.”
Inside, a million of my nerves are restless and dancing and prickling with dissatisfaction. Who pulled the fire alarm is really his biggest concern? Not what Hoyt was doing to me?
“On your way out, please send Donovan Pane in,” he instructs me as he continues filing things into his desk. I think he means to sound kind, but instead he comes off just as cold as his eyes.
I rise from my seat in a fog. My head spins as I leave the office. Vann is still staring down at his boots like he hasn’t moved an inch since I left him. He doesn’t even seem to breathe.
“Vann,” I mutter quietly, dipping a toe in the figurative water. “The … The principal wants to see you now.”
Without even a glance of acknowledgement, Vann stands up and moves toward the door.
I can’t stand it another second. “Thank you,” I blurt out.
He stops, grows still, then turns his gloomy eyes onto me. His eyebrows pull together with questions, his face clouding over.
I’m taken aback. “I mean, for … for standing up for me. In the cafeteria. No one’s ever done that before.”
“No one should have to,” he throws back coldly. “Stand up for yourself next time.”
I open my mouth to speak, then can’t.
That … wasn’t the response I was expecting.
“I was just—” My face is turning red. I feel an indignant twitch in my lips. Is he mad at me for getting him in trouble? “I didn’t mean to make you—I mean, I was just thanking you for—”
“Save your thanks for someone who cares.” And with that, he continues into the principal’s office, slapping the door shut on his way in, causing my short bangs to flutter off my forehead.
I stare at that door, baffled.
My bafflement turns into annoyance. Then it turns into anger. Then it turns back into bafflement all over again as I walk past a quizzically-staring Becky, leave the main office, and make my way for the restroom to clean up, just as the principal suggested. It’s in the reflection of that boys’ room mirror that I stare for too long a time, wondering why Vann would be so rude to me. I didn’t do anything wrong. He could have easily let Hoyt feed me a whole Thanksgiving dinner if he wanted. Why did Vann get involved at all, if it was just going to piss him off afterwards?
I make it to fifth period pre-calculus for its last ten minutes, grabbing an open seat in the front. Ms. Ducasse, who seems to be aware somehow of the reason for my tardiness, doesn’t interrupt a word of her lesson as she comes up to my desk and lays a syllabus upon it, then returns to the front of the classroom, still talking. As I clutch the sheet of paper, my mind is consumed with thoughts of Vann and how he spoke to me. I keep seesawing between feeling mad about it, or sympathetic to him. I wonder what the principal is talking to him about right now.
I peer over at my classmates, revealing half of them staring my way. I’d bet a month’s worth of lunch money the fight in the cafeteria was the talk of the town before the fifth period bell rang.
Then my eyes catch sight of someone else at the opposite end of the classroom: my stepbrother Lee, who isn’t giving me the time of day. He probably heard every single version of the story, too. And I’m sure the worst version will make it to my stepdad’s ears, and then to my mom’s. There’s no avoiding it; I’ll have to tell them and endure a ceaseless barrage of questioning later.
On my way to sixth period, my stomach growls. To be fair, I’d only eaten one or two bites of a chicken strip before everything went down. Kelsey ate more of my lunch than I did. Is it too much to ask to slide into one of the other lunch periods for a do-over? And for that matter, shouldn’t the principal have made a better effort in separating me and Hoyt schedule-wise? It’s the first day, after all, and a change would be easy. Didn’t he notice Hoyt and I not only share two classes, but also the same lunch period?
I reunite with Kelsey in sixth period: yearbook. It’s held in what feels like a closet, fitted with shelves of old yearbooks and four computers lined across a squatty table with four desk chairs. Fittingly, there’s only four of us on the yearbook staff, the other two of whom are each at a computer, racing to finish two games of Solitaire, since our yearbook advisor Ms. Reyes isn’t here yet. Ms. Reyes makes an art out of running late to everything. Once, her first period journalism class waited for fifteen minutes before she rushed in with a half-spilled mug of coffee, cockeyed glasses, and her hair a shocking mess. No one ever seems to mind. She’s been head of yearbook and journalism for over fifteen years.
A frowning Kelsey occupies the third chair, and she’s got a lot to say. “Principal Whitman is a big, useless turd.”
I sit on a nearby crate full of printing paper. “What’d he say?”
“Other than interrogating me on who pulled the fire alarm? I truly wonder, had you lost a limb or something, if he would have even noticed. The fire alarm? Really?” She smacks her forehead and fumes at the floor. “If there’s one thing I hate about being a part of normal-people world, it’s the damned unfair treatment of anyone who isn’t in football.”
I lift an eyebrow. “Normal-people world?”
“On the streets, things made better sense. I knew my place. I could fend for myself in any manner I chose. If someone messed around with my food, oh, you’d better bet they’d meet Betsy.”
Betsy is the name of a pink switchblade she’s had since she was nine—or so she says. I never know if she’s carrying it on her, and I never ask. If she’s caught with it, I’m sure she’d be expelled or worse, as weapons aren’t allowed on school grounds, so I just assume she keeps it at home. Stashed under a pillow, perhaps.
“But here?” she goes on. “In normal-people world? I just can’t stand how many restrictions there are. My dads remind me every day, too. Can’t do this. Can’t do that. Law this. Felony that. Blah, blah. It really sucks sometimes to have an ex-cop for a daddy.” Kelsey eyes me suddenly. “What did the principal ask you?”
I suddenly find I don’t want to talk about it anymore. I just cross my arms, lean against the shelf of yearbooks at my back, and sulk. “It doesn’t matter. Hoyt and the guys probably got off with a slap to their football-gloved wrists. And I’m pretty sure Vann the new guy hates me now.”
Kelsey’s face wrinkles up. “Hates you? No way. He stood up for you. He was just short a set of brass knuckles is all.”
I shake my head. “No. I tried to thank him on his way into the principal’s office, but he …” The look Vann gave me replays in my mind. I shrug it away, only to have his last, rude words replay in my ears instead. “He probably thinks I’m a weak, spineless loser. I could see it in his eyes. He didn’t want to help me. He just felt … compelled, I guess.”
“Compelled? Hmm …” Kelsey leans back in her chair, arms crossed and studying me. “Maybe there’s more to this Donovan Pane fellow than meets the eye.”
“Yeah … Other than he’s a jerk. And a little bit of a prick. And also maybe a psycho, to some degree.”
Kelsey leans in and lowers her voice. “And kind of hot, too.”
Her lowered voice still carries and fills this cramped closet of a room. Both our fellow yearbook staff members turn their heads to us, their games of Solitaire momentarily forgotten.
Then the door opens, the frizzy-haired Ms. Reyes rushes in with a, “Sorry, sorry, got held up in the teacher’s lounge! Phew, I should bring you guys some of their jalapeño kolaches next time, mm-mm, good,” and finally the five of us dive right into the usual brainstorming ideas for the yearbook—now with the addition this year of Kelsey, who is quickly introduced to the others, despite us all knowing each other already. The rest of the hour speeds by, and it isn’t long before seventh period finds me in the comfort of the big Theatre Arts auditorium where the plays are performed. Scattered around the seats are tiny cliques of theatre people I’ve never really grown that close to, chirping and chatting and being their bubbly selves. And in the back row, I sit with my phone and debate venting all about my first day to my long-distance pen pal and occasional late-night-chatter Jimmy Strong. We bonded a few years ago over my beating his high scores at the arcade, and after getting some advice about surviving as a gay teen in a small town, he’s become like the big brother I never had. But with his own big brother being Spruce High’s football coach, I worry telling Jimmy too much might have an adverse domino effect.
So once again, I’ve simply resolved to keep it all to myself. It’s been my best plan of action so far, ever since the major incident that set my whole life back by a year in the seventh grade.
An incident I’m not sure I’ll ever fully recover from.
When the final bell rings and I’ve grabbed all my things out of my locker to head home, I catch sight of a poster on the wall outside the main office. It’s a poster that, upon first glance, seems to be promoting something called STAB. But it actually stands for Spruce Teens Against Bullying, a group I’ve never attended. I only spend half a minute’s time wondering what brilliant work they’re doing in protecting the vulnerable within these walls.
And how that work is failing abysmally.
Outside on the front steps of Spruce High, prepared to make my twentyish-minute trek home under the hot afternoon sun, the rippling roar of a motorcycle tears across the field. I turn just in time to catch sight of a certain leather-jacket-and-helmet-clad guy tear angrily out of the parking lot and disappear down the street. He catches everyone’s attention and stops all conversation in his departure, and after the dust settles, the crowd hums with a new wave of chatter. After what happened at lunch, I’m sure there is an updated plague of rumors spreading across the school.
And as I spot several eyes darting my way, I’m guessing I’m a part of those rumors now, too. Super.
I’ve changed my mind. I don’t head straight home. I make a necessary detour to my favorite place to blow off steam. It’s a trek in the wrong direction down Main Street. I stop just short of the Spruce Cinema 5 to enter a narrow, poorly-lit building, inside of which a very welcomed symphony of digital noises feeds my ears. The pings. The pongs. The loud tones and chime-filled fanfares.
It’s the Spruce Arcade, my sanctuary.
I see a small handful of others from school who came straight here as well, but they’re not my destination. I head over to my go-to pinball machine and let the stresses of the day fall straight off my shoulders as I pop in a quarter, then let the balls fly.
Minutes pass. A ravenous Ms. Pac-Man eats her way through a maze of colorful ghosts. A half hour has passed. I’m gunning down aliens with my tiny 8-bit starship. Then a whole hour. And I get busy making Sub-Zero freeze the crap out of a lightning-happy Raiden in a bloody and merciless showdown.
I achieve a new Mortal Kombat II high-score and proudly type in my arcade nick: TBOY.
And as I stare at that list of high scores, which is basically an alternating list of TBOY and JIMS (That’s Jimmy Strong), I find that no matter how many points I rack up in the arcade, it doesn’t do the usual trick of putting my mind at ease. No matter what I do, I can’t shake away the pesky thoughts of Donovan Pane.
The incident in the cafeteria isn’t even about Hoyt anymore. I couldn’t care less about those jocks. The person whose approval I truly wanted all day—the one who hooked my mind on him before I even met him face-to-face, thanks to the gossipers—was Vann. And after proving himself all heroic, he goes and shuts me down with harsh and dismissive words in the office.
Then Kelsey has the nerve to call him hot afterwards.
Yeah. Of course he’s hot. He’s gorgeous. Even if I’m a little bit afraid of him, and maybe slightly concerned for my safety in his vicinity, I can’t help but notice his striking eyes and the way they make me feel like his heart and soul must be infinitely deep.
And as I launch into another round of Mortal Kombat, watching muscled beasts and martial artists battle warriors with fireballs at their fingertips, I can’t help but imagine Vann as a character from the game. A hero to select. A warrior in black leather, complete with those cuffs on his wrists and military boots. I see Vann with his sharp, dark eyes as I select him on the character screen, then take him to battle, fighting the bad guys for me. I watch him uppercut my enemies. I slap and tap on the buttons as he launches a green, glowing energy ball like a rocket at my opponent. I watch him deliver a perfect roundhouse kick, then flex his muscles with victory as he stands over the defeated, triumphant.
Finish him!
A smile finds my face at last.
“Wait a sec,” exclaims a kid from somewhere behind me. “Are you TBOY? Are you the TBOY?”
I turn around to find a group of three preteen punks standing behind me, a group I saw walking around when I first came in, all of them staring at my high score, as if awestruck.
I shrug. “Yep. That’s me.”
“I’ve tried beating your scores all dang summer!” Despite his frustrated tone, the look of awe in his eyes is undeniable. It makes me feel, for this fleeting moment, like the most important person in all of Spruce. “Are you cheating?”
And then he goes and ruins it. “Cheating?” I blurt indignantly, my face wrinkling up as I deflate. “I don’t cheat. How can you even cheat at an arcade game?”
“I dunno.” Now it’s his turn to scowl as he crosses his arms, this eight-or-nine-year-old little punk. Why can’t I place his face? I know this kid. “Maybe you … you take advantage of a glitch. It’s called an exploit. I saw this guy do it in a YouTube video.”
“I’m not a cheater,” I assert yet again with more force.
One of his friends steps in. “C’mon, Kirkland. It isn’t worth it. Let’s get out of here. Your mom’s here to pick us up.”
The kid—Kirkland—lets out a sigh. “I’mma beat your score,” he tells me, “someday,” he adds uncertainly, then turns and leaves with his little trio of moody prepubescent gamers.
Kirkland. Wow, he’s grown a lot since the last time I saw him. He’s Kirk and Bonnie’s kid, and if I’m doing the math right, he just started third grade this year. Bonnie was a frequent customer at Lucille’s where my mom works. She used to babysit me back in the day, too, before my lovely stepfather came into the picture and cut everyone nice out of my life. If it wasn’t for his invasion, I’d have a better relationship with Kirkland. I could have been a big bro to him or something—a ten-years-older big bro, at that—but I guess I’ll settle for being the cheater in the arcade instead. Even though I’m no damned cheater.
With my experience at the arcade soured, I decide to suck it up and head home. By the time I get there, the back of my shirt is drenched in sweat. Coming around the side of the house through the always-opened gate in the fence, I push into my shed and drop my backpack on the floor, letting the door close behind me. Sweet relief. I click on the ceiling fan, drop onto my bed, then stare up at the blades of the fan as they go round and round. I wipe at a spot on my chin, then realize it’s a tiny smear of mustard, which I had apparently neglected to clean off properly in the school restroom. Has this been sitting on my chin the whole afternoon?
There’s an unsuccessful shove at my door, startling me. I lift myself up to witness the doorknob twisting with a loud creak, and in stumbles my stepbrother Lee, his thick eyebrows pulled tightly together with questions.
I sigh and drop back on my bed, not wanting any part of it. “It has been a very long first day back, Lee. The least you can do—”
“What happened at lunch?” he asks anyway.
“—is leave me be for a bit so I can rest,” I finish.
Lee closes the door behind him, drops onto my gaming chair uninvited, gives it a spin, then frowns at me. “Everyone was talkin’ about it. Why were you so late for fifth period? Were you really at the principal’s office that whole time? Heh, wow. Mom and Dad are gonna freak out.”
I cover my face with a hand—which smells like mustard now. Thanks Hoyt, you good-for-nothing level-one imp. “This morning, she’s Marly. Now, she’s Mom. Who will she be tomorrow?”
Lee stops spinning in the chair. “What are you talking about?”
“Don’t you have football practice or something …?” I ask him tiredly, wishing he’d just leave.
“It’s over already. It’s 5:35.”
I lift my head off the bed again to peek at my alarm clock, still resting on the floor halfway across the room where I knocked it this morning. I must’ve been at the arcade longer than I thought.
Then I frown at Lee. “What’s so amazing about Hoyt Nowak?”
“What do you mean?”
“Hoyt’s an asshole. Why hasn’t Coach Strong done anything about him? Why does the school protect him?”
“He’s not an asshole.”
“Why do you protect him?”
Lee pushes out of the chair with a huff. “I came in here to get you for dinner. Marly made spaghetti casserole.”
“Now we’re back to ‘Marly’.”
“And to advise you to keep away from that new guy.”
Now I sit up all the way. “New guy? You mean Vann?”
“Vann?” Lee scoffs. “What a weird name. What is he? A shoe? I don’t know what you’re doing involving yourself with him, but I heard why he’s here, and it’s not good. And if what he did during lunch today was any indication, all the rumors are true. Just keep away from him.” Lee reaches for my doorknob.
A second ago I wanted him to leave. Now I want him to stay. “What did he do? Why did he get transferred here?”
“Dinner’s gonna get cold,” he grunts, then heads out, leaving my door open behind him—and my questions unanswered.
I glower at the hot sunlight pouring in, frustrated as Lee’s ominous words float around my head like buzzing flies. He probably doesn’t know anything, I reason with myself. He just wants me to think he knows something special, like the real truth of why a guy like Donovan Pane got transplanted to a place like this. My stepbrother’s always trying to one-up me somehow and keep an upper-hand. He knows nothing.
Satisfied with that wobbly and maybe faulty conclusion, I push out of the shed and head to the main house for dinner. Mom’s in a chipper mood as she serves us, and my stepdad Carl is dark and brooding as he stabs bite after bite of piping-hot casserole into his mouth. He doesn’t look anyone in the eye, even as my mom goes on about something funny that happened last Friday at Lucille’s, the seedy bar-slash-café she works at on the edge of town. Lee keeps to himself completely, shoveling his food away much in the same manner as his dad does, except less angrily. I stare at him awhile as I slowly eat my own dinner, having found myself right back to wondering what the hell he knows, despite my efforts.
Maybe my stepbrother isn’t all that good of friends with Hoyt. Is that too much to wish for? Maybe Lee secretly hates him too, but can’t possibly dream of admitting it out loud. Lee isn’t all that high on the Spruce Football Food Chain. Saying the wrong thing to his teammates could get him eaten alive—socially or physically speaking. If I had to guess, that’s probably why he prefers totally avoiding me at school; he wouldn’t need to play both sides of the popularity fence that way.
I’d believe it more if he treated me more civilly here at home and less like an unwanted growth on his toe.
“So?” prompts my mother after finishing her story—and after we’re nearly finished with our plates, too. “How’d y’all’s first day back go? Senior year is going to be a breeze, huh?”
Lee gives me a challenging look, then puts on that friendly reserved-for-only-my-mom-Marly voice. “Yeah. I like my classes.”
“You think the football team’s gonna go all the way this year? All the way to state? Win the championship? Take home the cup?”
“I sure hope so,” he agrees mildly, chewing and nodding and staring at his plate while he does so—and apparently politely not correcting my mom in saying the trophy isn’t a cup.
Then she turns her gaze onto me, smiling warmly. “And how about your first day back, sweetie? You’ve been so quiet. I hope you’ve changed your mind about auditioning. I think it’d be just the most wonderful thing to see you on a stage this year.”
People always assume that’s the ultimate goal of anyone who does theatre: to be the glorified, spotlighted actor. It’s as if they willfully forget the dozens of people responsible for lighting up that actor, creating and painting the very set they stand on, and for guiding them through a complex set of educated choices and thought-work to render the very performance the audience sees.
But I set aside the tedious lecture and just give her a shrug. “I think I’d rather stick to painting the sets and the props. I like art.”
Stepdad Carl picks now to contribute to the discussion. “Some men aren’t made for the spotlight.” He takes a slurpy sip of beer—yes, beer during dinner, paired with spaghetti casserole—then sets it down with a smirk. “Some men are better for the menial work.”
I glare across the table at him. My grip tightens around my fork to the point of inducing palm sweat.
My mom, in her usual fashion, giggles at Carl’s words, as if deliberately missing their cruel intent. “I wish Spruce High hadn’t cut funding to the Arts. You had so much fun in that painting club. Oh! Why not start one of your own??” she suggests excitedly, like it’s the most brilliant idea. “Don’t you still have your easel? Isn’t it in the garage someplace? I never see you use it anymore to—”
“It’s in a landfill by now, I’d imagine,” I cut her off, then eye my stepdad, “ever since it was destroyed over the summer.”
Silence falls over the table. My mom stares at me cluelessly, the recent memory having eluded her. Is she just pretending not to recall the fateful day my stepdad “accidentally” drove his truck into the garage too deeply, crashing right into my easel and ruining not only over a hundred dollars’ worth of art supplies, but also two of my most precious, irreplaceable canvas paintings?
It’s a very difficult relationship we have here, Carl and I. And that difficulty is further exacerbated when I can’t tell genuine accidents from direct attempts to hurt me. Yes, even I can admit it might have been an accident. Maybe my stepdad drank too much and had a depth perception problem that night. But it supports the ongoing narrative that he despises everything about me, is embarrassed by my soft and arty side, and wishes I would just man up—like his big, manly son.
His big, manly son … who appears to be daintily picking a hair out of his casserole right now, an empty expression on his face.
“Oh.” My mom’s eyes retract. She puts on a smile. “Well, I … I guess I forgot about that. Seems like a long time ago. We ought to get you … a new … well …” Then she loses her train of thought as she quietly resumes eating, digging for the rest of her sentence in what remains of her casserole.
It’s just as well, because the dinner table conversation is dead after that. A moment later finds me in the kitchen rinsing off the plates and loading the dishwasher, alone. With the dog Winona and our other dog called Stepdad Carl on the couch watching TV and my mom donning an apron for her evening shift, I head out back. Lee is doing some kind of exercise in the yard, so I just circle around him on my way into the shed, armed with a can of Pringles and an ice-cold soda, ready to close up for the night.
“I won’t be walking with you tomorrow,” Lee calls out at me just before I go in, stopping me. “Two-a-days start in the morning, so Tuesdays and Thursdays I’ll be going in at 6.”
I nod slowly. “Alright.”
“So just …” He seems to have trouble figuring out what to say. “I guess, like, just …” His deep voice grows deeper and dumber each time he restarts his sentence. “I guess, just … just don’t say or do anything. Like, to annoy him. Just keep out of his way or … or whatever. He shouldn’t be a problem.”
“He shouldn’t be a problem? Are you talking about Hoyt?”
Lee squints at me. “Of course I am. Who else?”
I don’t even know how to respond to that. “We’re in English together. And he’s in my PE class, too, thanks to Coach Strong’s diligent, thoughtful new phys-ed requirements for his athletes. So, well … yeah, alright. I’ll just ‘try to keep out of his way’. Golden nugget of wisdom right there, Lee. Thank you.”
He frowns. “No need to be a dick about it. Just trying to help.”
“You can help me by helping less,” I throw back casually, then slip into the shed, pulling the door shut behind me.
It’s only then, while sitting in front of my computer with the TV on and the sun slowly setting, when it dawns on me that Lee didn’t, despite my fears, tell either of our parents what happened at school today. He could’ve easily spilled when my mom prodded us about our first day back, but held his tongue.
Not that I’m going to thank him for it or anything. He’s still half a Hoyt minion, as far as I’m concerned. And I still refuse to believe he knows any legitimate secrets about Vann.
Still, the fact that he said nothing to Mom or Carl is a comfort I didn’t realize I desperately needed. And with that mental pretzel out of the way, I suddenly find my mind zeroing in on the other conundrum I haven’t worked out yet: Vann. Even as I continue scouring the internet for more news about Dread Knight II, I can’t stop thinking about him. Hours later when I decide to head back to the house to take a quick shower after my mom’s left for work, with the hot water scalding me, my thoughts are all Vann.
And his brooding, adorable, contempt-filled face.
And his stupid-hot, sleeveless leather jacket.
And his protective, brash demeanor.
And his brooding, adorable, contempt-filled face again.
And that piercing look he gave me when I uttered those two little words—“Thank you”—before he marched into the principal’s office. And how after he left, his eyes still somehow stayed burned into my mind, like they had become a part of me in that moment.
Hours later, the sun has long since set, the stars are out over Spruce, and I’m cuddled up in my bed staring numbly at the TV, but not really watching it. I don’t think my mind is going to rest at all tonight. I’m too stirred up. I’m too awake. I’m too crazy.
And I’m going to see Vann again tomorrow, assuming nothing happened, like he was expelled by Principal Whitman.
Ugh, I’m not going to get a wink of sleep tonight.
I pull out my phone and text someone who is, thanks to the time zone, one or two hours behind me. He’s the only guy who can give me solace in this madness. I type with impatient thumbs. Then my eyes drink in the light from my phone, awaiting a reply.
He calls me instead. “Toby! Hey! Don’t you have school in the morning, young man?” he taunts me in a mock parental tone.
It’s Jimmy Strong, my friend who is miles and miles away in an apartment somewhere in Arizona with his fiancé Bobby. “Yeah, I do, but I … I can’t sleep.”
“Because of some new guy at school? Yeah, I read your text. Is he a total babe or somethin’?”
I chuckle and roll over to face the wall, as if to hide a secret crush from the world. “Total babe,” I confirm, grinning.
“So, uh … what’s the problem, exactly? Is he not into dudes?”
“I’m pretty sure the last thing he’d be into is rolling around in a bed with a guy. He wears a leather jacket and these military-style boots, and he looks … mad all the time. Also, he has kind of a bad attitude, I guess.”
“You’re not really selling him that well.” Jimmy chuckles. “Besides, you can’t always tell just by how someone looks. So you said he has a bad attitude. Does he use that attitude on you, too?”
“I … well … yes,” I admit with a chuckle. “He was awful to me.”
“Awful. Huh. Alright, so you want my advice? Here’s what you do, Toby: Ignore him.”
I blink. “What?”
“Don’t give him the time of day. This guy sounds like a punk. And if he’s got an attitude now, how’s he gonna be when you guys have your first adorable fight as real boyfriends? That’s even if he’s into guys. Nah, ignore him. Trust me. Sounds like bad news.”
I guess when you ask a friend for advice, you shouldn’t have preconceived notions of what that advice will be. But this is not the kind of help I was hoping for. “But what if … what if I want to get to know him? What if he’s just misunderstood? Or—?”
“I don’t mean to be harsh or nothin’, but … you deserve a good boy. Someone who’s more … like you, y’know? Someone who will make you happy, not miserable. Remember what I told you, that big, crazy summer two years back?”
The words are fresh in my mind from that night at the Spruce Ball. ‘Be strong,’ Jimmy told me. ‘Trust your own mind and heart. And when you make a friend, you stick with that friend until the end. Friends are your home away from home, no matter where you are.’
I guess the words are easier to believe when you’ve actually got someone in your life. But now Jimmy’s advice is to avoid that one person I found? To be fair, I don’t know much about Donovan. 
Yet. “Yeah, I remember. Make a friend and stick with him.”
“Yeah, that’s what I said, but you gotta make sure it’s the right friend. Bobs, one sec, I’m chattin’ with Toby,” he whispers suddenly, a hand over his phone, muffling his voice. “Yeah, Bobs. I’ll come see it in a sec.” He uncovers the phone. “Bobby says hi, and also he’s being needy and I gotta go. Hold out for the right guy, ‘kay?”
I sigh with frustration. “How will I know who the right one is? You do realize where I live, right? I don’t exactly have a library of beautiful-souled men to choose from.”
“Well, it’s the same ass town I grew up in, so I know a thing or two. Listen, Toby. Be patient. The right guy is someone who makes you a better person, who brings out your best qualities, and who sets your soul on fire.”
I blink. That’s a lot of pressure to put on one person.
“And also,” Jimmy finishes, “he’s a guy who will test you.”
“Test me?”
“Yeah. He’ll test your every nerve, for sure. And listen, I really don’t think this whacko, leather-clad, 90s punk-band reject is it. Take your time, Toby. You’re, what, seventeen?”
“Eighteen as of May.”
“Eighteen as of May,” Jimmy sings back at me, then lets out an amused, musical hoot. “The whole wide world is yours, my man. Get out there and own it. Don’t take no shit. And don’t settle for no attitude-givin’ punk, you hear me?”
I wrestle with the knot of confusion in my chest. “I wish you two lived here.”
“Yeah, yeah, well … you never know. Hey, don’t tell my mama or brother this, but …” He lowers his voice. “Bobs and I are gonna drop in for a surprise visit for Christmas, and we’ve got some big news.”
“Big news? Everyone already knows you’re getting married.”
“No, no. Other big news. Bigger news. Look, Toby, I gotta go or Bobby’ll have my nuts. Or maybe I gotta go so that Bobby can have my nuts. Stay smart, stay cool, and get your dang sleep, boy!”
I laugh. “Goodnight, Jims.”
“Nighters!”
I set my phone on the nightstand, then roll onto my back and stare up at the blades of my ceiling fan spinning, chewing on the hard-to-stomach words of Jimmy’s advice. Ignore him. Don’t give him the time of day. Hold out for a better guy. Remember my words.
Yeah, well, Jimmy’s words also included trusting my mind and my heart. And both are saying the same damned thing: Donovan Pane is worth getting to know, and he’s worth my attention.
And tomorrow, I’m gonna make sure he knows that.
 



03 | TOBY
The atmosphere of Spruce High feels strangely subdued this morning as I pull open my locker, give my moogle locker guardian an encouraging pat on the head, then take my things to the main office for first period. The moment the bell rings, I’m sent on a mission with three different notes to take to three different classrooms, and I couldn’t have asked for a better task this morning; the solitude of the quiet halls is a welcomed peace. And since the notes are on opposite ends of the school, it gives me a lot of time to think and breathe.
But the minutes pass like seconds, and suddenly, there’s only five left of the period. Without any tasks left, I’m about to ask Becky if I can leave early for my second period when suddenly she turns on me. “So, Mr. Toby, how about you tell me what happened yesterday? Why’d the principal want to see you? Everyone’s sayin’ different things and I just can’t.”
Can we please not do this right now? I shrug and quietly reply, “It was just a misunderstanding.”
“But someone pulled the fire thingy and half the dang school got evacuated before they realized it was some false alarm in the lunch room, right? Ooh, Principal Whitman was hot about it. Even his wife Marcie was up here raisin’ hell, Lord bless her. Oh, hmm, I forgot to tell Nadine that last part …”
Becky is thick as thieves with Nadine Strong, who is Coach Strong’s mother. Becky and Nadine went to this school ages ago. I have a mind to say something snarky about Coach Strong and how he leaves his precious athletes unchecked, but then remind myself that word gets around in this place—and not to mention that I work for Coach Strong’s husband’s parents’ burger joint. Phew, say that five times fast. If I talk bad about the coach, it will get to his husband, and then I’ll get funny looks at my job from Mrs. Tucker, my boss. That reminds me, I need to ask her if I can come in late Friday; I want to attend the auditions even if I’m not auditioning myself, and they tend to run late.
“I don’t know who pulled the fire alarm,” I confess.
Becky sighs. “I doubt anyone does. Maybe it was a phantom. Ugh, now I owe another call to Nadine. She’ll want to know about Marcie. You have a better day, Toby. Stay outta trouble, will you?” She’s back on the phone before I can even draw breath for a reply.
After the bell rings, I launch out of the office like a flaming boulder from a catapult, hurrying down the hall toward English. My peace from first period unravels the instant I’m on my way to second period, knowing who I’ll face. I pray I get there before he does; I need to snatch a seat as far away from him as possible.
I whip around the corner, then nearly crash right into him—the one I was trying to avoid, who stands at the door like a varsity-letterman-jacket-wearing block of dumb. “Hey there, Toby, bud!” he starts off, like he’s been waiting for me. “How’s your morning?”
I glower at him. “Move out of my way, Hoyt.”
“Hey, now. Yesterday was a mess, but we can do better, can’t we? You and I need to be civil with each other. I see you as my pal,” Hoyt decides sweetly, using that same mock tone of his, like he’s performing for a crowd of guffawing jock buddies at any time of the day. “Like my little brother. I’ll watch over you, alright? I might razz you up a bit, too, sure, but what else is a big brother for? Maybe I went too far at lunch yesterday, sure—”
I’m a year older than him, and this dope wants to call me his little brother. “I said move, please.”
“—but I ain’t ever hit you. I don’t beat you up, do I? Not like that biker-wannabe new kid Vann tried to do. Shoot. You need an upstanding pal like me on your side, not him.” Hoyt pats his own chest almost daintily. “I don’t want there to be any hard feelings.”
“Noted. Now move.”
“Besides, your brother’s on my team,” he then has to add, salt to the gaping wound, “and we’re tight, he and I. So what about us, Tobes? We kinda have to get along, right? It just makes sense.”
I’m finished with Hoyt’s playing around with me, so I shove past him. He makes no effort to move aside, but also doesn’t fight me as I push by, letting me press against his sturdy, athletic body on my way in, his eyes following me with a humored smirk on his irritatingly pretty-boy face.
The whole back row is taken, so I claim the next farthest seat in front of some guy I had geometry class with sophomore year. I open my book, ready for the bell to ring already and get this class over with. Hoyt, whose smug face I’m struggling to ignore, struts into the classroom finally and makes his way straight to the desk behind me, has a word with Mr. Sophomore Geometry, and sends that guy searching for another desk without any complaint. Hoyt takes his place, and just as the bell rings, he props his feet up on the back of my chair with a hearty sigh. Despite all my efforts to avoid it, I am once again blessed with a less-than-peaceful second period full of Hoyt’s big feet on my shoulders. No one notices, least of all Ms. Bean—for whom I’ll buy a new set of spectacles for Christmas.
When the bell releases us, I hear the distant shout of, “See ya in PE, Toby, pal!” before slipping out of the room.
But Hoyt is quite suddenly the least of my worries. As I make way for the temporary trailers outside, my heart starts to pick up pace. Now it’s a vastly different kind of dread that fills my bones with every step I take toward trailer 4-A. I can’t tell if I’m more excited or scared to see my chemistry partner.
Or if I’ll even see him at all.
He could have been suspended. Or expelled. Or whisked away yet again for causing an uproar at one more school, shipped off to the neighboring Fairview High School dozens of miles away. That thought doesn’t sit well with me.
But before I know it, I’m at the door. There’s a tiny window in it, but I can’t see the back of the classroom where my table is—and where Vann might be sitting right now, if he’s indeed there.
I close my eyes.
Make a friend, and stick by him ‘til the end.
I push through the creaky door, then open my eyes.
Sitting at that back table is Vann, today wearing a loose black t-shirt that nearly hides his frame, compared to yesterday’s more fitted shirt, and no leather jacket. (Maybe he took it off and left it in his locker?) His black jeans are torn at the knees, bunched up at the shins atop those same military-style boots, one foot of which is kicked up on the leg of the table. He’s staring down at the table where he appears to be scribbling away in a notebook, frowning and pensive, his short dark hair a spiky mess, some of it pressed to his forehead haphazardly.
He’s here. He’s actually here.
A girl behind me politely clears her throat, and I realize I’ve stopped in front of the doorway. I mutter a quick apology and urge my feet to take me down the aisle. As I slowly approach the back table, my heart makes a speedy climb right up into my face, making my cheeks red and leaving me weightless and numb.
Then I drop onto my stool and stare at the side of Vann’s head with unblinking eyes and held breath, like I’m desperately waiting for something to happen.
Vann continues to focus on scribbling in his notebook, with no seeming intention to talk.
After a minute passes, disappointment heavies my chest. I put my own notebook on the table—still blank from day one—and get out a pencil, resolved to enduring this class, silent and unsatisfied.
Until my eye catches sight of what, exactly, he’s scribbling. It’s a drawing of a muscular man with demonic features, like two curving, artful horns protruding from his head like a crown and six more from his back like an external ribcage, hugging him from behind. He also has black-feather wings, and a chain whip hanging from his clenched fist, the end of it set afire. Well, a colorless fire, since it’s all sketched in pencil. In terms of quality, it’s a very good drawing. In terms of content: … slightly terrifying.
In terms of beauty: it’s exquisite.
But the way Vann focuses on his work, gnawing on the inside of his cheek as he meticulously shades in the bicep muscles on his demonic humanoid creation with painstaking detail, leaves me breathless with admiration.
I part my lips, then wrestle with my inner anxieties, picking and choosing the words I might say to him. What can I say to him? How do I approach yesterday at all? Is he still mad?
The bell rings instead, catching me by surprise.
Mr. Schubert appears at the chalkboard at once to begin the day’s lesson, and all hope of striking up a conversation with Vann is stolen away like the last lone electron for an ionic bond. I sit and stare at the teacher’s mouth moving, and without really listening, I reluctantly copy down whatever he writes or illustrates on the board up front. It pales in comparison to how interesting Vann’s drawing is—and whatever we might have chatted about, had I had the nerve to actually say something.
I guess it’s no use trying to thank him again. We all know how well that went. And I guess it’s too much to hope for an apology, either, seeing as Vann appears to be the last person on Earth who apologizes for anything, and besides, there was a kernel of truth in what he said: I should have stood up for myself. Otherwise, Vann would not have stepped in and gotten himself in trouble.
I hope the principal went light on him.
Time crawls by at an excruciating pace. Instead of connecting oxygen and carbon molecules, I’m connecting words, juggling all of them in my cluttered brain, forming the sentence I want to say to Vann as soon as the bell rings. I need to say something to him.
Before I know it, it’s seconds until the bell. My eyes are glued to the clock’s cruel, apathetic minute hand as it hovers just before 10:14 AM, which releases us. I clench my pencil tight, rehearsing the words I’ve chosen over and over in my head.
Then the bell rings.
I turn and let the words fly out of my mouth before I can even think. “Did you get in trouble with the principal yesterday? I felt horrible. That’s why I apologized to you in the office.”
Vann doesn’t look at me. But he doesn’t move either, even as the rest of our classmates are off their stools, chatting and going for the door, which spills in bright, midmorning sunlight.
I realize I’m trembling. I try to calm my nerves. “I … I was just worried,” I explain, a touch less frantic. “I hope it went okay.”
An unbearably long moment passes. Vann shuts his notebook. “The cup was supposed to hit Hoyt’s face. Not yours.”
My pulse is in my ears. “It’s okay. It was tasty for a second,” I assure him, going for humor. He doesn’t laugh. I trade that train of thought for a more honest one. “I … know it was meant for Hoyt.”
He turns his head halfway towards me, but keeps his eyes on his own hands. “And the principal was alright. I’m not in trouble, nothing for you to worry about.”
“Oh. That’s … That’s really good. I was worried he’d—”
But Vann barely hears the words before he’s off his stool and heading toward the sunlight, vanishing. I sit there at the table until I’m the last one left in the room, even Mr. Schubert having stepped outside to chat with a teacher across the wooden pathway from him. I peer down at my notebook—only one page covered in a bunch of unintelligible gibberish—before shutting it.
The air outside is thick and stifling as I head back to the main building. Once through its doors, the air is then frigid, and by the time I deposit my things in my locker and make it to the gym for my dreaded fourth period PE, I’m shivering. I can’t tell if it’s on account of my nerves or the temperature when I walk the narrow aisles in the locker room toward my locker to change. Vann is using the same locker as before, right next to mine. He is already completely changed when I arrive, now sitting on the bench and tying his shoes. I peel my eyes off of him and, with determination, begin changing. The locker room fills with loud chatter—including Benji’s familiar guffawing from its other end and some boisterous and hilarious story Hoyt is telling—while I pull on my annoyingly small gym shorts.
Then, feeling a presence, I turn my face.
For one split second, I catch Vann looking at my waist before, in an instant, he’s back to tying his shoe.
Wait. Did I just imagine that?
Suddenly, Vann’s off the bench and down the aisle, heading to the gym. I watch him and his broad, tapered back, his long legs carrying him away and leaving me standing there in wonder.
Coach Larry starts us off with a round of stretches followed by a couple of laps. I keep against the perimeter of the gymnasium as I jog, noting that Hoyt, Benji, and Julio seem to be in their own world today, talking to each other and paying me little to no mind. I find myself more suspicious than comforted by their behavior. Are they really so bored of me already after yesterday’s incident?
I peer over my shoulder. That’s when I notice Vann trailing behind me some distance. He isn’t looking my way, but he seems to be keeping perfect pace with me, jogging at my same speed. Is that deliberate? I ask myself. He isn’t watching over me or something, is he? Like some kind of bodyguard …?
I decide that’s ridiculous and toss away the notion entirely.
But it doesn’t stop said notion from nagging me the rest of the period, all the way to the bell.
The locker room is louder than before as we change back into our regular clothes. Vann keeps his back to me the whole time. I frown at him in thought after taking off my shirt, wondering why he’s so damned moody all the time. Doesn’t the guy ever smile? I bet he has a cute smile, hidden somewhere in that clouded face of his. I wonder if he has dimples. Or if his smile makes his dark eyes sparkle, revealing a more sensitive soul buried inside him.
Once changed, he sweeps right past me, casting a gust of cool air over my sweaty, shirtless torso. I watch him go, likely on his way to the cafeteria where I’ll be headed soon. I’m lost in thought as I absently grab my shirt, slip it over my head and pull it down, the sweat on my body causing the shirt to stick in places and fight me. The more thoughts I have of Vann, the deeper my heart beats.
“Hey there, best buddy.”
I thought the locker room was cleared out. When I turn, I find Hoyt, alone, leaning against Vann’s locker with a smug expression.
I shut my locker. “Whatever it is, I don’t want to hear it,” I tell him right away, then turn to go.
“Hey, why you gotta go treatin’ me, your best pal, like that?” he taunts me. “C’mon. Hey, you forgot something.”
I stop, then realize I didn’t put my shoes back on, distracted as I was by Hoyt’s sudden appearance. Red-faced, I turn back around. He holds my shoes up like a trophy, wiggling them in the air with an amused look on his face.
I come up to him and make a swipe for the shoes, only to have him pull them away. “Now, hold on there a sec …”
“Give them to me.”
“Hey, we didn’t really resolve things in English class. Why do you hate me so much when I’m just being a pal to you?” He tucks my shoes under his arm like a football, then grins. “Look, all I wanted to say is, me and my buddies were talking, and we think it’d be great if you came to G-Man’s one of these weekends. You guys had a class last year, didn’t you? Oh, I just realized … G-Man’s a year behind, too, just like you! Buddy, why aren’t you guys best friends?” He snorts at that, finding it hilarious.
“Hoyt,” I warn him, my voice tensing. “Shoes. Now.”
“So listen, buddy, we hang out at G-Man’s every weekend. His ma and pa are always outta town. We usually show up at seven on Saturday, and stay ‘til … well, ‘til whenever. You gotta come.”
Tired of his toying, I make a grab for my shoes. My fingers hook on them, but Hoyt’s grip is too strong, and with a maneuver, he captures my hand under his arm, too, trapping me in place. Suddenly, my face is inches from Hoyt’s, and his lips curl up with pompous satisfaction.
I glare at him. “Why would I ever go to some stupid get-together with you and your friends?”
“It’s G-Man,” Hoyt replies in a squeaky, simple voice, like that answers all of my questions. “He’s friends with everyone. Isn’t he your movie theater hookup, too? Shoot, Tobes, pal, no one who’s anyone pays for a ticket when you’re buds with G-Man.”
“Let go of me and my shoes.”
His voice drops, low and quiet. “I know what’s good for you,” he tells me, nearly a whisper. “I’m just tryin’ to help your ass out. You let guys walk over you. I’m your real friend here. Spend some time around me, I’ll toughen you up real good. You’ve got a great body for baseball. Thought about joinin’ the team for the spring? C’mon, now.” He leans his head into mine, our foreheads touching. “Why you gotta make this so hard? I know what’s good for you.”
Then, with a shrug of his arm, my hand and shoes are released at once. Hoyt gives me a light, breathy chuckle, shakes his head, then struts around me, sauntering out of the locker room. I glare at his back, red-faced.
I can still feel Hoyt’s grip on my hand as I pull on my shoes with a huff, then march out of the locker room and head for the cafeteria. Hoyt is such an actor sometimes, it’s a wonder he plays football instead of performing on a stage. It’s been a good six or seven long years of dealing with that self-entitled ass, and I’m at the end of a rope I didn’t realize I was holding until recently. And there’s no way I’m going to any party of G-Man’s with him there.
Late now—and in a mood—I’m third to last in the long lunch line, and feel like half my time’s gone before I even start to make my way through the maze of crowded tables. Thankfully, in the far corner right where I was yesterday, I spot Kelsey beckoning me over where she’s made a spot for us among the theatre people, some of whom I know by name, none of whom I’ve ever spent a minute of time hanging out with outside of school. In seconds, I’m pulled into a whirlwind of hypothetical guesses as to what play Ms. Joy will choose for the fall production this year. Usually a play has been picked and announced by now so everyone can prepare, but some issue with not attaining rights has made Ms. Joy have to abandon her first choice—Noises Off, of all ambitious productions to possibly pick—for something else.
Of course, I’m paying absolutely none of this any mind, even when the striking and charismatic Frankie Lopez, who gets nearly all the lead roles every show, insists I audition this Friday. What actually has my attention is where Vann is sitting today—and the fact that I don’t see him anywhere. And as my already-shortened lunch period rapidly drains away, I grow even more frustrated.
Then the bell rings, and people scatter like spooked spiders as fifth period summons them. I peer down at my tray, realizing I’ve barely eaten half my lunch, yet again.
Thankfully, Kelsey has secretly been helping me, snatching a bite or six under my distracted nose. “So …?” she asks, her voice lilting suggestively. “What’s on your mind …?”
I turn to her, suspicious. “Why’re you asking me like that?”
“Is it the guy?” She digs straight into it. “The Vann guy? Yeah, I thought so. If I had a guy like that fight for me the way he did yesterday, I’d be swooning, too.”
My face turns as red as the cup of cherry Jell-O on my tray I didn’t touch. “I’m not swooning.”
“It’s okay. I won’t tell no one. So you guys have chemistry?”
My eyes flash. “What?”
“Chemistry class. Are you not gonna eat that?” She snatches my untouched Jell-O and shoves it into her backpack. “So I want to know what he’s like. Did you ask him anything? Get to know him?”
“Not … Not really.” The commotion of everyone leaving the cafeteria and heading to their fifth periods all around me has my head scrambled up. “I don’t … I don’t know. He’s cool, I guess.”
“‘He’s cool, you guess’ …?”
“He likes to draw. He’s … quiet, though.”
“What else? C’mon. Give me the juicy stuff.”
“But I don’t have juicy stuff. Let’s go.” I rise from the table to deposit my tray. “We’ve gotta get to class. We’re already a few minutes into the bell, and I can’t be late to pre-cal again, not after missing nearly all of it yesterday.”
“You should have lunch with him tomorrow,” she proposes as she puppy-dogs me out of the cafeteria. “He could probably use a friend. He has none, and now that he’s unwisely poked the football team beast and invoked the wrath of the principal …”
“Oh, it’s fine,” I assure her. “The principal didn’t punish him.”
Kelsey frowns. “What’re you talking about? ‘Course he did.”
I shake my head. “Nope. He wasn’t punished at all. Vann even said so, today in chemistry.”
“But he did,” she insists, stopping in the middle of the hall. “I know ‘cause my daddy Ty, who is good buds with the principal, told me last night during dinner.”
Now I stop. Students push their way around us, hurrying to class. Just a couple minutes remain of the bell, but thoughts of its ring are so far behind me now. “What do you mean?”
“Principal Whitman gave Vann an ultimatum and even called his parents in. A sort of ‘three-strikes-and-you’re-out’ thing, and I guess yesterday was his first strike. His parents weren’t happy.”
I can’t close my mouth, too stunned for words.
Why didn’t Vann tell me any of that?
Kelsey shrugs. “Anyway, my class is the other way. See you in yearbook, buddy! I have a great idea to contribute about the front page. Ms. Reyes is gonna be so glad she brought me onto the staff.” She saunters away, chin up, and disappears around the corner.
I head the rest of the way to pre-cal in a daze. When I get to the room, I take the first desk that finds my weary ass. I don’t even notice my stepbrother Lee’s prying stare from the other side of the sea of desks. As Ms. Ducasse begins the lesson in a tired drone, I stare reflectively at the wall, thinking of Vann’s illustration from chemistry class, that strong, beautiful, black-winged demon, and the delicate shadows that live between his muscles.
 



04 | VANN
It’s a crazy thing, running away.
You always know what you’re running from.
But never where you’re running to.
The roar of my motorcycle shatters the air as I take the corner close, then rev the engine and fly down the main road.
I don’t even know what the big deal with Toby is. Why am I so fixated on him? He’s just another country boy in a town that’s full of them, from one ear to the other. Slender, toned in all the right places, has probably raked a field or two in his life, maybe grows potatoes or something in his backyard, who knows. I can picture him with a farmer’s tan, sweaty under the scalding sun, a tank top hanging off his body spackled in mud and grass stains, and those oversized gardening gloves swallowing his hardworking hands. Jeans threadbare and dusty, with one of those big belt buckles that glints and winks at me from the sunlight. And Toby, decked out in all that country boy bliss, lifting the bottom of his tank top up to wipe sweat off his reddened face, and revealing his smooth, firm abs and cute bellybutton, maybe the waistband of his underwear, his jeans hanging low off his hips.
I swerve my bike, dodging a squirrel as it skitters across the road in front of me. Keep your mind on the damned road, Vann, I chide myself, shaking my head and tossing away all thoughts of Toby.
Toby. Country boy Toby. Just another cute southerner with a twang in his voice and an adorable, killer smile that’s as nervous and meek as it is proud.
What the hell is it with this guy …?
I pull to a stop at the side of the road, confused on whether to take a left yet or keep going. This place called Spruce, every street looks like every other one—full of dusty pastures, old buildings, and overgrown trees. I passed a weatherworn church a few miles back that looked like it’s on its last legs. The movie theater is a rundown five-screen. Every restaurant, bar, and café is a mom-and-pop joint. I haven’t seen a single Starbucks or McDonald’s here.
And then there’s Spruce High.
That monster of a construct is the most spread-out school I have ever seen. I guess out here in the countryside, everything has room to stretch its legs, because that place is massive considering the population of this remote place. It took me damned near twelve minutes to get from one end of the building to the other on my first day. How the hell is anyone expected to manage that?
And that’s not even mentioning the students occupying its lengthy, wormy halls. So many of them love to talk. And stare. And ogle. There is so much suspicion in their eyes, like they’re always digging for the next big story to pull them out of their boredom. What else do you do out here in the country except talk about everyone else who’s stuck out here in the country?
Then my thoughts are back on Toby.
I shouldn’t have stuck up for him. Sure, he’s cute. Sure, he had my attention locked since that first moment I saw him in the back of my chemistry class in his Tetris shirt. But he’s already gone and ruined my plan of laying low here. Now everyone knows me. Now I’ve got a spotlight and about ten targets on my leather-clad back. Am I just doomed to raise hell everywhere I go, or can I finally find a place to call my own where I can just fade away and be happy?
Thanks a lot, Toby.
My house is tucked away behind an overgrowth of trees at the end of a paved road. A spread of grass and a long walkway keeps its two stories and brick front some distance away from the street, making it look as reserved and cautious as its owners. We only seem to have one nearby neighbor on this street a little bit down in a similar two-story house, past which only farmlands and a lot of nothing seems to stretch on forever. Seems appropriate; my parents were never fond of playing friendly with neighbors.
When I pull my bike into the garage and let the garage door drop at my back, I breathe a sigh of relief as I escape the heat of the day, pushing my way into the house. The air inside is as cold as the stark white walls of the kitchen, its marble counters blinding from the sunlight. I don’t think I’ll ever get used to this house and its open floor plan, which is a totally weird vibe compared to our skinny townhome in New York. It feels like I’m staying at someone else’s house here. There’s too much space. Everything is colorless. Even my bedroom feels loaned somehow.
Halfway to the stairs, prepared to disappear to said bedroom for the rest of the evening, I hear my mother call out for me at the breakfast table, nested in a bay window off the kitchen. I barely noticed her, covered in sunlight at that tiny table, her blonde hair, cream-colored blouse and pants, and peachy complexion fading into the brightness like a ghost.
I already know volumes from the sweet-yet-clipped tone of her voice. I stop at the foot of the stairs, stiffening up. “Yeah?”
“Please don’t ‘yeah’ me.” Her voice is soft and airy, despite the hint of disapproval in it. “Come here, please.”
The closer I come to the bay window table, the more I have to squint against the piercing sunlight. It’s blinding. I stop in front of her. “Mom,” I say for an acknowledgement.
She takes off her glasses, lightly setting them on the table next to her crisp white laptop, which sits opened before her with whatever she was working on. “I have given this a lot of thought today,” she starts, still speaking calm and quiet, cool as an icicle. “After our discussion with Jack, your principal, your father and I realized we need to make some changes around here.”
“Changes?”
“Please sit down.”
After a brief moment of biting my tongue, I pull out the chair across from her and sit down, still squinting against the sunlight. I can barely see her.
“Changes,” she confirms. My mom’s cool, clipped voice is soft, yet fills the whole kitchen with its assumed authority, echoing off the bare walls we still haven’t hung pictures or paintings on. “It was a much smaller town when I grew up here, but the feel is just the same. Small-town manners. Respect. After my mother passed and left us this house, I was certain it was a sign. Your father, he travels so much, and I have longed to return to my roots for years. This place instilled in me the solid foundation I’ve needed to lead a successful life. Perhaps that’s what you’ve lacked, Donovan.”
“Yeah, I’ve seen the foundations here,” I mumble. “They’re all old and crumbling.”
“When I took off to California after graduating and met your father,” she goes on, ignoring my remark, “I had in me a sense of worth, a sense of home, and a sense of adventure. Thanks to this lovely little town. And then you came into this world, and I knew I had done something right. When I looked on your precious face in that hospital …” I sigh. Is she really going to go through the whole story? “But our adventure has changed directions. And I can see now, clearer than ever, that I wasn’t … bequeathing you the gifts I had been given as a child.”
“Gifts …?” I scoff at that. “You call this place a gift?”
My mother’s face hardens, any trace of sentiment wiped away at once. “You got to do it your way in California. You got to do it your way up in Chicago. You got to do it your way in New York. It doesn’t seem to me that ‘your way’ is working, Donovan.”
“This place is backwards.” I throw my eyes down to the table where it’s less bright. “I didn’t even start the fight. I just—”
“Oh, you never start the fight, do you?”
Her airy sarcasm twists the nerves in my neck to the point of wanting to shout, but I hold back. “Mom … I had to act. That jock was about to shove a pound of food down Toby’s throat.”
“What did I tell you, hmm? What did I warn you not to do?”
Is she serious right now? “Mom …”
“Don’t involve yourself in trouble. That’s what I said. The one rule. You are going to learn a thing or two about respect here in Spruce. Just like I did. There are many opportunities here for you. Don’t ruin this for yourself.”
“But that stupid jock kid—”
“Jack and I had a long conversation. Y’know, he was a teacher when I attended Spruce High, long before he became its principal. You should be thankful he remembers me. Our relationship might be why you didn’t get suspended yesterday and only earned a slap on the wrist. It’s important, who you know. Isn’t that a lesson I taught you?” She clears her throat. “And that ‘stupid jock kid’ you’re referring to is lined up to be the next Tanner Strong, from what Jack was telling us. Do you know who Tanner Strong is?”
Already laying it in thick with the principal. My mom’s been working overtime on the socialite path. “Tanner who?”
“You need to learn who’s who here. People are power.” She closes her laptop and leans over the table, her elbows resting on it. “If you make everyone your enemy, you’ll have no one on your team. This is a lesson I’ve been trying to impress on you for years. If you bothered making a better effort to learn and apply it earlier, maybe you wouldn’t be repeating your senior year.”
I close my eyes, the brightness at last too much to bear.
My mother’s cool, icy fingertips touch my arm. They give it a squeeze I think is meant to be consoling; it stings instead. “Look at this as an opportunity. A brand new town for you. New faces. New friends. A new chance. The world’s yours, Donovan, if you just learn to cooperate with it.”
“Maybe it’s the world that needs to learn,” I mumble to myself, half a whisper, half an unintelligible croak.
I’m not sure if my mom hears the words, but her fingers grow still, and then, in a softer voice, she says, “I have to take the bike.”
My eyes flap open. “What?”
“Your father and I discussed it at length. I’m sorry, there must be a consequence. I have to take the bike. It was a joint decision—”
“Consequence??”
“—that your father and I came to in response to your actions yesterday at school. I’ll take you to school in the mornings, and—”
“I’m eighteen years old. What am I, a baby?”
“Who bought it? Unless you plan to pay for it, we have all the say over what you have or don’t have under this roof.” Her fingers slip off of my arm. She reopens her laptop. “It’s just one month.”
That has me out of my chair. “A whole month??”
“Don’t make this hard,” she advises me. “You’re bright. You’re smart. You know right from wrong. I only asked one thing of you this year, and that was to cause no trouble. That’s all I asked.”
I can break teeth with as tightly as my jaw is clenched. “Don’t bother taking me. I’ll walk the forty minutes there myself.” After only half a second of her silence, I turn and head back toward the stairs before her voice stops me: “Keys.” Without missing a beat, I pull the keys to the motorcycle out of my pocket, return to the table, slap them down, then go back for the stairs.
Up in my room, I shut the door and drop onto my bed and stare at the ceiling. The anger lives in my ears and my thrashing heart. I guess nothing quite beats the feeling of being a grown-ass eighteen-year-old child who just had his motorcycle taken away. I wonder if my parents’ next step is to put me in time-out when they have another chat with Principal Jack Whitman about whatever unruly act of heroism I pull at Spruce High next.
I can already tell my days here in this town are numbered.
I sit up at my desk and, avidly ignoring my English vocabulary homework staring me in the face, pull out my notebook and get to work on finishing up my drawing. I shade the remaining feathers on his left wing, gnawing my lip as I work. His smirk is looking more like a grimace, so I correct the line and give his lip a sharper curve. I mirror his smirk with a satisfied one of my own.
The voice of my mother outside my door calls me down for dinner. I barely noticed the sun being traded for the gloom of an early evening twilight through the window. After putting away my drawing, I head downstairs to join my parents at the table. My dad, a skinny, blond, mustached man who is always wearing his dress shirt, vest, and tie, even when lounging around the house or in the dead heat of a Texan summer, sits at the end of the table with a detached, pensive look on his face as he cuts a bite of steak with the precision of a surgeon. My mom doesn’t cook, so as usual, our meal was delivered from somewhere local she likely knows of. Also as per usual, she’s full of critical remarks with every bite. “Dry.” She tries something else. “Overdone.” A nibble of baked potato, then a shrug. “Not bad. A touch salty.”
“Have you made any friends, Donovan?”
The question comes from my dad. And I can already hear the implied expectation in his crisp tone. It isn’t so much a question as it is a demand for me to do my part in fulfilling his master plan for all of us here in Spruce. That I should finally find my place and flourish. That his lovely wife should work her way to the top of the socialite tree and make best friends with the wealthiest families. It is all so damned predictable, just like it was in every other city.
So I give a reasonable response: “It’s only been two days.”
“A lot can happen in two days,” he reasons back.
My mom clears her throat. And there is an ocean of judgment in that unassuming, miniscule noise. It’s a special talent of hers, to somehow bring up all the drama of my school day yesterday with a single, curt shifting of phlegm in her throat.
“You’ve barely touched your steak,” my dad notes.
I set down my knife. “I don’t like it here.”
My mom issues a nearly inaudible sigh of impatience as she picks up her glass for a sip of wine.
My dad’s mustache curls up with a smile as he chews. “Spruce may not be that big of a place, I know. It isn’t what you’re used to, but give it time. Your mother’s always spoken fondly of this town. Haven’t you noticed how gay-friendly they are here, too? Even the pastor at the church is gay. Or was that his son?” Before my mom can correct him, he shrugs it off. “I am certain you’ll find at least one or two acceptable young men to befriend here. Why don’t you invite one over for dinner sometime, Donovan?”
Another throaty noise from my mom, as if to discourage him from pushing that button.
He misses the hint, or deliberately ignores it. “I would like to see you make some friends here in Spruce. It’d be good for you. Healthy. We have all this space here, this big house your grandma left us. Wouldn’t it be nice to fill it with some friendly faces? Some life? Some joy? Just ask Mom. She hosted a graduation party here back in her day, didn’t you, dear?” He gives my tightlipped mother a pleasant smile as he cuts another bite of his steak, brings it to his lips, then chews with meticulous certainty, satisfied with himself.
My thoughts stray from the table as I imagine a completely different setting. What’s Toby’s day-to-day life like? What does he eat for dinner? Is he eating right now, seated at a table with his own stiff parents and mix of troubles and dissatisfactions? What does he do for hours before going to bed? I sure as hell know my life here so far is full of a lot of nothing. What does anyone do in a town like this to pass the time? Other than gossip, which I’ve already not only learned the hard way, but been a direct part of.
Or maybe Toby’s parents are super sweet. Maybe after that hard first day, his mom baked him a cake, and they all crowded around a tiny TV to watch movies and make him feel better. ‘Don’t let those bullies get you down,’ I could imagine his mother saying. ‘Just ignore their mean words. Sticks and stones, right, sweetheart?’
The thought has me smirking, amused.
“Why don’t you join an activity?” suggests my dad. “Perhaps an Arts program? Or an afterschool club? An enriching experience of some sort? Spruce High even has a Theatre Arts program.”
My mother clears her throat. Again.
“Yes,” my father decides, “that would be an excellent way to meet others. To work alongside your peers. To make friends.”
My parents are so convinced it will just take the right set of friends to mold me into who they need me to be: someone who’ll join my dad’s business endeavors someday, even if I still know next to nothing about what exactly he does. It has something to do with investing in businesses, traveling too much, and blaming my behavior whenever they have to relocate to a new city.
Then my thoughts are on Toby again. I imagine him sitting at this table with me, just as my father requested. Nervously cutting a bite of steak with his hardworking hands. Giving short glances at my parents, curious, timid. Blushing adorably each time he’s asked a simple question. Maybe he would have just come off the farm where I’m pretending he works, sweaty and red-faced, muscles in his arms sore from his day’s work, a total dream boy.
Imagining just that brief moment makes everything bearable. 
“I already made a friend,” I state.
My father makes a musical hum of approval. “Why haven’t I heard of them? Here I am, going on and on. Who are they?”
I didn’t mean to say it aloud. It’s not even that true. Maybe I just want to get my dad off my back. “He’s in a few of my classes.”
“What’s his name?” my mom asks crisply, coming alive.
Here’s where the real fun begins. “Toby Michaels,” I answer her calmly, remembering his full name from the roll calls.
She pauses, troubled for a moment. “No, I don’t remember a Michaels. That isn’t one of the names here in Spruce. Is there no one in your classes with the last name McPherson? Or Evans?”
“Or Strong?” suggests my dad, picking up on my mom’s hints.
I struggle not to roll my eyes. They roll anyway. “Well, he’s my friend. Toby. Not a Strong or an Evans or a whatever. First guy I met. Seems nice. Acts normal. Wouldn’t harm a fly.” The words pour out in an unimpressive drone. “Not a … Not a single rebel bone in his skinny body. You’d be so proud of me.”
My father, not picking up on a note of my sarcasm, nods with approval. “Sounds like a nice young man. Will you invite him over sometime? Maybe this weekend?”
“Now wait a minute …” my mother softly interjects. Yep. It’s clicking. “You said Toby …? Is this …” She sets down her glass and squints at me. “Is this the boy you defended in the lunch room? The one for whom you went to the principal’s office?”
I take a measured breath, then nod.
“No.” She eyes her husband across the table, then fills him in. “This so-called ‘new friend’ is the kid that was being teased in the lunch room. And he’s the reason Donovan went to the principal’s office. No.” She folds her napkin and gives a snappy shake of her head. “You’ll make other friends.”
“Toby is not the reason I went to the principal’s office,” I say right back, annoyed. “I’m the reason.”
“People are power,” my mother states, repeating herself from before, “but you need the right people, otherwise you will get lost to the fold all over again, just like in New York. Donovan—”
“You don’t even know him. He’s quiet and shy. He appreciates art, and …” I can’t believe I’m defending someone I barely know to my parents. “He’s a good person, Mom.”
My dad lightly adds a useless, “He doesn’t sound bad at all,” to the discussion as he continues to cut his steak. Another curt noise from my mother’s throat, and he sets down his knife to face me. “Well, it’s also important to have influential people among your social circle. For instance, I just met Mayor Raymond today. The Mayor of Spruce! A bit of a dull conversationalist, but still, I—”
“Yeah, well maybe I can be the influential person in my social circle,” I cut him off. “Maybe I made a statement yesterday that I don’t tolerate bullying. Or is it that you want me to befriend these bullies? These people you say are … oh, what was it?” I turn my harsh eyes on my mother. “The ‘next Tanner Strong’ …? This town is doomed if that jock Hoyt is really the future of this place.” I get up from the table and toss my napkin at my plate.
“Donovan,” clips my mother’s voice coldly.
I’m up the stairs and back in my room, the door shut before I can hear another word from my parents. In the dark, I march over to my desk, sit at it, click on the lamp, then get right back to work on my drawing. I blacken the wings even further, daring for the shadows to consume it. Art is the only thing that tempers my fury.
It’s a whole hour later that a set of knuckles softly touch my door. As expected, it’s my dad’s head that pops in. “Son?”
I keep my back to him as I draw. I don’t respond.
“Are you working on something?”
“Just a thing,” I finally reply, then turn around. Only his facial hair is lit by the desk lamplight, making him appear like a floating mustache at my door. “Mom still mad at me?”
He slides partway into the room. “We spoke. Again. At length. She’s downstairs working on some things. Do you remember when we moved from California to Chicago? Our first move?”
“Yeah, I left all my childhood friends I grew up with.”
“I think it did a number on you. Maybe more than any of us want to acknowledge. I think a part of you might … resent me for taking you away from your community.” His eyes drop to a box of things I still haven’t unpacked, sitting outside my closet. “And yet again leaving Chicago for New York. And finally leaving New York for … well, for this small Texas town you can’t even find on a map, within arm’s reach of Houston and Austin and San Antonio.”
“Must be a really long arm,” I mumble.
He finds my sarcasm funny, giving one breathy chuckle. Then he comes into my room and sits on the edge of my bed, his eyes dancing around, taking in the walls as he gathers thoughts. “The thing is, son, I want good people in your life. Not like the rich kids you got twisted up with in New York. Or the street punks in Chicago. If you believe this Toby is a good, well-meaning person … then I think that just might be the sort of friend you need.”
“That makes one of you.”
“As for your mother … you know she loves you. She cares for you in her own way. We’re just concerned about seeing the same pattern of behavior play out here that played out up in New York.” His mustache twitches with irritation before he looks over at me. “We don’t want a repeat of that, Donovan. None of us do.”
I avert my gaze, thinking about that night that should never have happened, when my friend decided to take us all out in his dad’s BMW for a joyride. It wasn’t our first time to do something reckless together, but it sure was our last. And after a school year full of bad choices, playing with my trust-fund friends’ money, and narrowly avoiding the inside of a jail cell, that joyride was the nail in my carefree coffin. And that’s an especially comical way to say it, since what he ended up crashing his dad’s BMW into was the rear of a parked hearse. Thankfully, no one was inside—alive or dead—but it sure made for an entertaining scolding. “Is that what you want?” shouted his father an hour later on that very curb. “To end up in the back of a hearse? Dead? My Harvard-destined son and progeny? A disgrace, you and your hooligan friends!”
I think I was the hooligan friend to which his father referred. Everyone always thought a certain way about me because of my look—lip ring, band shirts, spiky hair, torn jeans, chains … I always gave people the impression that I was up to no good. But most of my troubles came from just being in the wrong place at the wrong time. I have a strange skill in bringing out peoples’ worst, it turns out. I’m like a demon of mischief, inspiring it everywhere I go.
Half of my attire—including said lip ring—was left behind in New York. My parents made sure to figuratively scrub me clean like a dirty dog before we stepped foot here in Spruce. I guess they didn’t want me tracking in any mud … into a town that’s full of mud from one end to the other. But who would I be to question my parents’ logic, other than their trouble-wreaking son?
“Don’t relive it,” my dad tells me suddenly, as if he knows where my mind just went. “You have a fresh new start here.”
Yeah, I keep hearing that. Fresh new start. New faces. On and on my parents keep insisting, yet still I’m haunted by the roaring of a car engine, my spoiled friend’s laughter, and the sound of crunching metal that ended my life up there—that precious BMW squishing its face into that hearse’s ass.
There’s a pun somewhere in there I’m too exhausted to find. 
It’s a miracle I’m still alive.
My father says a few more gentle words, finishing with, “We love you, son,” at the door, then leaves me be. I always marvel at how he has to say “we”, as if all too aware how seldom my mom says it herself.
It’s after midnight when I put away my drawing pad, take a hot shower, then drop onto my bed. Sleep doesn’t come easy. The moon is perfectly visible through the window, bathing me in pale light, and I can’t stop thinking about Toby. I saw him peering at my notebook with curiosity, and the way his lips subtly parted in awe as he took in my drawing.
Yeah, I caught him looking at me changing in PE, too.
I notice the way that boy notices me …
And the thought of his eyes on my body has my heart racing.
I slip a hand down the front of my shorts. We’re in the locker room again. He keeps looking at me. I sneak a look at him. And in the privacy of my imagination, our bodies crash together, nothing there to stop us. His hands fumble for my chest, my hands lock around his back, and when our lips touch, we become one.
That’s when I realize having Toby for a friend would be the worst idea in the world. I would never keep my hands off of him. Toby Michaels would be the end of me.
 



05 | TOBY
I blink, peer up at the clock in wonder, then lean around my computer monitor. “What day is it?”
Kelsey pops her head over the other monitor. “Friday. Why?”
“It’s … It’s Friday already?”
“You’re so scatterbrained, Toby. Hey, are you done with your practice layout yet? Mine sucks.”
This first week of school has flown by so fast. I click in a few places with my mouse, resize one talk bubble, change out a font, thicken the border on a picture, then give up. “Mine sucks, too.”
“So does the play. Did you hear what play Ms. Joy picked for our fall production?”
“Nope. Which play? The Scottish Play?”
“Worse.” She leans even farther around her computer, nearly falling out of her chair. “It’s a script from a former student of hers who’s off at some fancy Drama Academy studying playwrighting, and it’s a super lame love story called ‘I’ll Always Remember Seaside’ and it’s so nauseatingly hetero, Toby. Like, barf-hetero.”
“Hmm. Ms. Joy wouldn’t have picked it if it didn’t have some kind of merit.”
“Or else she’s phoning in a favor,” she retorts with an eye-roll before peering back at the door to our closet of a room. It was left open by Ms. Reyes’s departure ten minutes ago. “Where is she?”
“No idea. Doubt she’ll be back. She ditched us yesterday, too, remember?”
Kelsey sighs. “I’m itching to get to the theater early, anyway, to be honest. To see who auditions for this terrible play. Should we just, like … go right now …?”
“We still have seventh period,” I remind her.
She shoots me a look. “Yeah, not all of us are lucky enough to already be in the theater for seventh period, you study-hall bum.”
With the other two yearbook members on an errand for more printer paper, it’s just us two. I glance at the clock again, my leg bouncing in place. Twenty-six minutes left of class. That’s twenty-six too many. “So are you auditioning?” I ask Kelsey.
“Well, the play needs someone to save it, doesn’t it? So yeah, I was thinking about it. My dads both want me to be ‘less of a spectator, more of a participant’ this year. How ‘bout you?”
“You know I’m not,” I sass back as I frown at the screen, then resize a talk bubble back to normal. No, still looks wrong. I give it a zigzag border. It’s ugly now. “But I want to see who is auditioning.”
“Obviously Frankie will get the lead, but we don’t really have any female leading ladies this year. Have you noticed that?”
I give it a moment’s thought. “Oh … wow, you’re right. Willa graduated last year.”
“Willa graduated last year,” Kelsey echoes with a somber nod.
My eyes flick to the door again. It’d be so easy to just walk on out of the school. The other two members of the staff are such pushovers, they wouldn’t tell anyone if we left. Also, Ms. Reyes is very likely not going to return for the rest of the period. We could pretty much screw off for the next half hour if we wanted.
“You’re tempted,” sings Kelsey in a silly falsetto.
I bite my lip, then feel a smile coming on. “I’m tempted.”
Without so much as asking, she flicks off her monitor, hops off her chair, and darts for the door. I’m out of my seat the next second, and with a laugh, we scurry down the hall toward the exit of the building. We settle on a spot just outside the school baseball field under the bleachers to hang out, our asses on the shaded part of the concrete. Patches of dead grass, dirt, and weeds spread out before us, ending several yards ahead at the brick outer walls of the gymnasium. A few stray trees nearby hiss in the wind, their tall and spidery shadows dancing across the dirt in front of us.
“Okay, so …” Kelsey kicks her heels into the ground, setting free a cloud of dust. “I feel like you avoided this since lunch …”
“Avoided what?”
“Talking about a certain someone … who you seem to be totally avoiding.”
“I’m …” I hug my knees to my chest. “I’m not avoiding him.”
“So what’s going on?”
“He’s in his own little world all the time. I tried to ask him a question in chemistry the other day, and he just looked at me with weird, shifty eyes, shrugged, then went back to taking notes. He probably regrets sticking up for me. Especially now that I know he—” —is on the verge of being expelled for it. Strike one, the principal said. I could be a third of the reason he’s kicked out of yet another school.
Kelsey nudges me. “I don’t think he regrets it. I’m stickin’ to my theory about Domino.”
“His name’s Donovan. And I don’t subscribe to your theory that he’s just ‘shy’.”
“After he wore that white shirt with the weird black dots all over it, he’s Domino to me.” Kelsey starts drawing shapes in the dirt with the toe of her shoe. “And I don’t think my theory is that farfetched. He’s new here. He’s figuring out who everyone is.”
“And has figured me out to be the school loser,” I conclude.
“That wasn’t where I was going with that.” She smacks my arm, causing me to curse and rub it. “Quit talking yourself down so much. It’s annoying. What I was going to say is, you ought to be the aggressor. Make the first move.”
“First move …?”
“Hell yeah. Show him the side of you I got to see when you came over for my birthday party last year. Remember that?”
“I do,” I admit suspiciously, then eye her, still rubbing my arm. “You hit me kinda hard.”
“Or better yet, show him the Toby who goes to the arcade and kicks ass.” She grabs my hand, stopping me from rubbing my arm, then stares at me with meaning. “Show him the Toby who doesn’t nurse his arm after he gets love-smacked by his friend.”
“Love-smacked, you call that?” I free my hand from hers to hug my knees to my stomach again. “First move. Okay. Fine. I’ll …” I let out a sigh. “I guess on Monday, first thing in chemistry class, before the bell, I’ll … strike up a conversation and keep it going.” I nod, satisfied with that, then turn back to her.
She’s squinting at me in disbelief. “Really? That’s all you got?” After I shrug, she sighs with exasperation. “You are impossibly dull sometimes, Toby.” She gets to her feet, hops up to grab hold of the bleacher seat above by her fingertips, then skillfully dangles there. “I think I was a cheerleader in another life. Fairly convinced.”
“And I was the star quarterback,” I muse with her.
She wrinkles up her face. “You mean we were Prom King and Prom Queen, too? And we eventually get married, have kids, start to hate each other, and you turn into a beer-gutted alcoholic while I lean into a mild case of meth addiction to take the edge off?”
“Jesus, Kels. Way to go dark, there.”
“You forget I spent several years on the streets. I’ve seen it all. Nothing surprises me.” She lets herself drop, landing spritely on her feet. “You, on the other hand, are the most sheltered boy I’ve ever known. And I’ve known lots of boys. I think that’s why I like you,” she realizes with a start, eyeing me. “You’re so refreshingly naïve. A little like how Lucky was when we first met.”
“Who’s Lucky?”
“A fellow street-rat friend of mine. A lot like you in some ways. Good in the arcade. Mean with a pinball machine. Could pull out a blank sheet of paper and … draw a whole world on it. He lived up to his name by getting lucky and meeting the man of his dreams. And I got myself dads.” She squats down in front of me, eclipsing my view of the school, her greenish-blonde hair picked up by the wind and the dust. “My point is, I think Domino is who you’ve been waiting for.”
With that, a distant bell sounds, catching us both by surprise, and it’s time for seventh period. As Kelsey heads off one way, I go another, taking myself straight to the auditorium where I sit in the back row and keep to myself. The period passes quickly, and after the final bell of the day at last rings, the hallway outside fills with the noise of students excitedly heading out. A few people burst into the auditorium, including Kelsey, joined by two other girls from our lunch table who are deep into discussion about something to do with who will get to stage manage the show. 
I hear Ms. Joy before I see her, the jangling of her keys and her loud, smoky voice preceding her. She slips into the auditorium from a back door behind the stage, and then her thin, pale, haphazardly-dressed form struts into view, heels striking the floor with every step as she chats away irritably on her phone. At any time of day, she looks like someone’s cool (or crazy) older sister with an angry brownish-red perm who is just “totally over it”, and whenever she talks, she always has a spare hand to gesture in the air, bedazzled with no less than three rings and a giant bangle on her skinny wrist. She comes center stage and stops for a moment, appearing to be doing a quick headcount of who’s shown up for auditions. She frowns, seeming unimpressed, and says into her phone, “A light bunch this year, yep. Oh, for God’s sake, John, feed yourself dinner for once. Yes, I will be late.” Then she hangs up and steps down from the stage to take a seat in the front row.
In usual fashion, the pre-assigned assistant director rises from the seats and stands before everyone right in front of the stage: a bubbly, petite girl named Tamika with sharp eyes, golden-brown skin, and cascading curls that frame her face. With her clear, crisp voice full of encouragement, she cheerily announces auditions will begin shortly. Unlike last year, they will not be closed auditions, meaning everyone will be made to audition on the stage in front of everyone else. “Don’t be afraid,” she adds cutely, perhaps for the benefit of the freaked-out freshmen who are now second-guessing their intent to audition. “We’re all very supportive here. And it’s a great way to get to know one another! We may even ask some of you to join each other on the stage for a short scene read from one of the sides we’ve prepared from the script. It’ll be fun! Now, for a few house rules. Goodness, I feel like it’s opening night already!” she adds as a giggly aside to Ms. Joy, who only returns a distracted chuckle in reply. “First, do turn off your cell phones. Second …”
As she continues explaining common open-audition etiquette, the doors to the auditorium open, throwing light from the hallway down the aisle. A tall shadow slices straight down that light until the doors slam heavily at the person’s back, drawing everyone’s attention his way. Even Tamika pauses, interrupted by the noise of someone entering, and as if prompted by the new arrival, she says, “And fifth rule, please don’t let the auditorium doors slam shut. As they are … clearly … loud,” she adds as a joke, but no one laughs.
No one laughs because they’re all staring at the newcomer.
Especially me.
Vann, standing in that aisle with a hundred eyes on him, gives the auditorium one lazy onceover of his dark eyes. Being in the back row as I am, he doesn’t seem to notice me. As Tamika sweetly resumes her spiel, despite having lost nearly everyone’s attention at the surprise arrival, Vann slowly comes down the aisle, then seems to thoughtfully choose a seat somewhere in the fifth row.
Kelsey grabs my arm and gawps, mouthing the words: Vann is going to audition?? To which I shrug, just as bewildered, my eyes lingering on him even as Tamika calls out the first name on the list, and auditions officially begin. I watch as Vann fiddles with something on his arm—probably the leather cuffs he’s got on today, which I noticed in chemistry class earlier—and doesn’t pay much attention to whoever’s auditioning. There are a number of freshmen who brave the stage, but most of them can’t project loud enough to hit the back row, as I can obviously attest to. One girl seems promising, a freckly redhead with enough personality to fill a stadium, a total character actor, but even she doesn’t seem to impress Vann, whose attention is still fully focused on whatever he’s fiddling with in his lap. There’s also a cute sophomore guy with big ears who has a really great voice and claims he can sing, but Ms. Joy makes a funny aside that she “vehemently does not do musicals”, to which the guy’s ears seem to shrink as he blushes, looking ashamed for some reason. And still, Vann doesn’t look up.
Until the next name is called to the stage: “Donovan Pane?”
When Vann rises, I realize only then that he was sketching this whole time. He stuffs away his sketchpad, then for some odd reason slings his backpack over his shoulder as he heads up to the stage. Faces and eyes and opened mouths follow him from all over the auditorium, wary, curious, or uncertain. With a loud thud, he drops his backpack at his feet after placing himself downstage center, right at the lip. Then, without any prompting from Tamika or Ms. Joy at all, Vann announces in a crisp, clear voice: “I’m Vann. I’ll be auditioning for Kingsley.”
“Vann, is it?” Ms. Joy nods and appears to cross her legs, her angry bush of hair leaning to one side. “Alright. Are you reading from scene one or scene two?”
Vann shrugs. “I don’t know. Whichever.”
Ms. Joy pierces him with silence, then turns expectantly to Tamika. “Well, you heard the man. Give him whichever.” Tamika, impenetrably cheery, hops out of her seat and rushes to the front of the stage to provide Vann with a side—an excerpt of one of the scenes. He crouches down, takes it, then rises up and proceeds to stare at the sheet of paper, silent. Everyone waits. Not a sound touches the stillness in the whole auditorium.
Kelsey and I share a look and seem to ask the same question with our eyes: Is he actually reading the whole scene first?
Ms. Joy, perhaps just as intrigued as any of us, allows him this odd yet understandable concession, watching him from the front row with curiosity. After all, this is a script no one knows and no one has had access to, unless they bothered to approach Ms. Joy directly and ask for a copy to read ahead of time. Of course, no one here is ever that diligent.
Vann lowers the sheet of paper, his eyes on the audience, and he asks, “Why’d I follow you here? Is that what you wanna know?”
It takes me a second to realize he isn’t asking us. He’s starting his audition. The words are from the script.
“Well. I’ve got a few reasons, actually. But before I say them, can you stop looking at me like that? Like I’m a …” He glances at the paper to get the rest of the line, then looks up. “Like I’m a dirty stray cat …?” His face is creased with tension. At once, that tension eases, and he lets on a smile. “It’s alright. I wouldn’t trust me, either. But I take it that look in your eye means you like cats.”
I hear a few muted laughs here and there. Vann’s delivery is so natural, calm, and deadpan, it’s like he’s actually talking to us. For a moment, we forget we’re attending an audition.
And his smile. Vann’s smile. I was right. His whole face lights up, and he becomes a completely different person. The slight flush to his cheeks glows with the warmth of his pink lips as they spread like waves in a pool, revealing dimples that crush my heart at the very sight of them. And what his smile does to his eyes is nothing short of hypnotizing. I could get lost in them for lifetimes.
When Vann finishes, I realize I was so absorbed in his beauty that I didn’t even catch the rest of his piece. The second he’s done, the light flickers out of his eyes, and he’s his brooding self again. “Thanks,” he mumbles, then grabs his backpack off the ground by his feet and hops off the stage. He returns the side to an uncharacteristically stunned Tamika before slumping back to his seat, pulling out his sketchpad, and resuming his work, the whole world dead to him again.
I stare after him in a frustrated daze, stars still floating in my eyes. Who are you, Vann? Why won’t you let me get to know you? He just sits there scribbling away in his sketchpad, likely the same one I see every chemistry class, the one I keep wanting to strike up a conversation about. It’s like that pad is his best friend. I guess I can relate. I once had an easel in my garage that was the gateway to my imagination before it was destroyed.
The very next person to the stage is Frankie Lopez, the star of every show since his freshman year. Now a senior, he struts right up and performs his piece to a distracted Ms. Joy. Yes, he notices, and his whole audition becomes a tug-of-war for her attention as he reads the very same piece for the character of Kingsley, but it is more than obvious that something is lacking.
Nothing has ever lacked from a performance by Frankie.
Maybe we never knew better. Maybe Frankie never had true competition before. Maybe he’s always been a big fish in this tiny, dusty pond of the Spruce High Theatre Department.
And the more I stare at Vann across the rows of seats, the more aggravated I become. He doesn’t even know I’m here. The moody mystery marvel that is Vann won’t look up from his stupid sketchpad. Hell, he’s not even looking at the stage either, giving no time of day to anyone but himself.
I wonder if anything at all will get his attention.
It’s an hour (and nine more auditions) later when Ms. Joy says something quietly to Tamika, and Tamika springs from her seat to address us again. “Thanks to everyone who auditioned so far! As you may have noticed, our turnout this year is … less than usual. But hey! I’ve got a solution, y’all! I’d like to invite anyone else out there who didn’t sign up to come up and audition. Don’t be afraid! I see y’all’s faces! Don’t you worry one bit about it. We have had only two of you read for the role of Danielle. Do it for fun! Don’t you see how fun it is?? Just hop on up here. We’ve got the time.”
The silence stretches on as seats creak and heads turn left and right, curious if anyone will actually take the bait. Vann doesn’t look anywhere but his sketching. Even this doesn’t interest him.
Well, let’s change that.
“I’ll go,” I announce, slipping right out of my seat, leaving a stunned Kelsey, and heading down the aisle—right past Vann—on my way to the front. I hear the commotion of people turning to get a look at me as I head up to a bright-eyed and grateful Tamika, take a sheet from her, and head up the side steps to the stage.
All of my confidence, however, drains from me the moment I stand on that stage, facing the crowd. To be fair, there are a lot more empty seats than filled ones, as it’s likely just twenty-five to thirty of us here. But still I’m wracked with nerves, as if every seat is filled with a bored audience member, waiting to be entertained. I can’t seem to make my mouth move. Why did I do this, again?
“How was your summer?” asks Ms. Joy.
My eyes flick to hers, caught off-guard. “Sorry? Oh. Summer? Uh. It was …” I clear my throat, willing my nerves to settle. I hope my hand isn’t shaking. I always notice when other people’s hands shake during their auditions, especially when holding a sheet of paper. “It was alright. Lots of, uh … burgers.”
“Ah, yes. Biggie’s Bites. The always reliable, never un-tasty Tucker-owned Biggie’s. Always a friendly face, seeing you there.”
“Thanks.”
“And it’s a nice change to see you up on that stage for once,” she adds, toying with a pen in her hand, which hovers over a pad full of messy notes in her lap. “You have a lovely stage presence.”
I give her a reluctant smile. This is more small talk than she’s given any other auditionee, and more than I bargained on having in front of an audience.
“Well, don’t let me postpone this any longer.” She gestures at me to carry on. “Do the thing. State your name and all that, even though we all know you, et cetera, et cetera.”
I’m grateful for Ms. Joy’s light chitchat, since it did the likely-intended trick of relaxing my nerves. But with a glance over at Vann, I realize he’s still sketching away, ignoring me, the stage, and the whole damned world for all I know.
That, of all things, is what gives me the resolve to lift my chin, part my lips, and fill the auditorium with my confident voice. “My name is Toby Michaels, and I’ll be reading for the role of …”
I look down at the side I took, crinkled up in my grip. I see all of the same Kingsley lines that Vann and Frankie and about four or five other guys read. The same speech. The same tired words.
And I see the lines between them—the lines of the female in the scene, the main love interest, the shy yet quirky and alluring beauty in the café to which Kingsley is awkwardly babbling.
I look up again. “I’ll be reading for the role of Danielle.”
Someone in the back row laughs. Someone else shushes them (probably Kelsey). But that doesn’t stop the other gasps and titters from hissing across the auditorium like a sudden gust. Faces turn to each other, questions in their eyes.
But there’s no questions in Ms. Joy’s. She merely nods at me with a curious smirk on her face, as if telling me to proceed.
Then my eyes fall on Vann. He’s staring straight at me now, eyebrows pulled together quizzically, his curiosity piqued.
Finally.
And with his attention grabbed, I face him directly and deliver my lines to him. “So is that how you see yourself? A dirty stray cat, huh?” I ask him, as if belatedly responding to his audition. “Well, that wouldn’t surprise me at all, the way you’ve been looking at me. And what if I told you I was allergic? And I’m not talking just sniffly-allergic. I mean deathly.” I take a peek at the side for the next words, then return my gaze to him. He still watches me, and I swear, it’s like he’s holding his breath. “What if I’m deathly allergic to you? What if you’re … bad for me?” I take a step in his direction, bringing my toes to the edge of the stage. “Would you still follow me? Kingsley. That’s your name, right? Hmm.” I chuckle, amused as I imagine Danielle would be, sizing up this Kingsley guy. “I’m not as innocent as I look, sitting here in this big café at a table for two, all by myself. I counted on you following me here. I counted on you wanting to finish that tiny piece of a conversation we had that first day we met. Is that what we’re doing here?” I let the sheet of paper lower, my full attention on Vann in the fifth row, where he continues staring at me, staying with me in this scene, encompassing the soul of my temporary Kingsley. “Are we finishing that conversation? Or is this just the start … of a much … much longer one? And no,” I add, nodding toward an invisible seat at my side, “I haven’t ordered yet. This place has killer pancakes, if you want to join me. Unless you prefer a dish of Fancy Feast. Or Purina Pet Chow. Or whatever the dumpster out back provides.”
And in the ringing silence that follows my audition, even from up here on the stage, I see the corner of Vann’s lips curl upward.
I’ve amused him.
“Um, alright, wow!” exclaims Tamika suddenly. She rises from her seat and faces everyone. “See? Anyone can audition for any ol’ part they want! It’s fun, right? You can do it for the experience, like Toby here just did!”
“Oh, he did it for more than just the experience,” mutters Ms. Joy to herself, and I’m not sure if she meant anyone to hear that, but it throws Tamika off, earning a strange glance from her.
It doesn’t matter to me either way. My real mission has been accomplished, and after coming down from the stage to return the (now crinkled) sheet of paper to Tamika, I feel Vann’s curious eyes on me as I pass by his row on my way down the aisle to the back, where a very excited Kelsey awaits my return to congratulate me. And while a few other walk-ins take their turn on the big stage to audition, including Kelsey herself, I enjoy a new view of Vann as he stares blankly ahead at the back of the chair in front of him, appearing lost in thoughts, his own sketching forgotten.
I wonder if those thoughts include me.
It’s barely 5:00 PM when Tamika announces that auditions are over, there will be no callbacks, and the cast list will be posted within the next half hour, to avoid the usual torturous wait until Monday morning. Everyone is politely asked to hang out in the hallway outside the auditorium until decisions are finalized. I sit on a bench next to the glass windows that overlook the parking lot with Kelsey and her friends lounging on the floor nearby, the three of them in a giggly debate over who Frankie Lopez will play. My “fun little stunt” with auditioning for the role of Danielle has them jokingly casting Frankie in a whole assortment of fun roles, from Danielle’s sister to Kingsley’s overbearing grandma, even to the despondent café waitress who has a scene-stealing line or two. I just lean against the glass of the window at my back, hot from the afternoon sun, and gaze down the hall at a certain someone who’s sitting apart from the crowd, hugging his sketchpad glumly.
I must be staring at him too obviously, because Kelsey nudges me in the leg and gives me a saucy wiggling of her eyebrows, which causes me to snort and look away. “Hey, after the cast list is posted, can I go with you to Biggie’s for your shift tonight?” she asks—or begs, rather. “I swear I won’t be in the way like last time.”
I throw her a warning look. “You know dang well Mrs. Tucker is gonna have your head as well as mine if you occupy one of her booths a whole Friday night again.”
“That was just once,” Kelsey insists defensively.
It’s only twelve minutes later that the auditorium doors burst open, and a chipper-faced Tamika struts up to the bulletin board on the wall. She pins the cast list in place, then waltzes innocently away as a storm of faces rush up to drink in its names like liquid gold. At once, there’s gasps and murmurs and shouting.
Kelsey, surprisingly, doesn’t so much as move from her spot, even after her two friends take off. “Wouldn’t it be funny, Toby?” she asks me. “If we got the lead roles, you and I? And we had to be lovers and kiss each other onstage as Kingsley and Danielle?”
“Yeah, I think I had that nightmare once,” I admit, to which Kelsey smacks my leg again—hard—and I laugh.
When the crowd clears enough, we vacate our spots and take a look at the list ourselves—and what we read leaves us speechless, my laughter silenced at once. Printed next to the name “Kingsley” is Donovan Pane. Underneath, instead of the expected “Danielle”, there is “Danny”. Right next to it: Toby Michaels. 
 



06 | TOBY
“Wait a sec, hon. Are you tellin’ me they’re doin’ a gay play for the fall show this year?”
I’ve barely been able to get a breath in. Biggie’s Bites is being slammed. Customers are unusually fussy. There’s a birthday going on in the back occupying three long tables and two booths. We have a waiting list of impatient and hungry people crowding the front door. The noise level is so damned high, I can’t even hear my own thoughts.
Especially thoughts of being cast in the play. “Yes,” I manage to answer a wide-eyed Mrs. Tucker as I feverishly wash dishes. Oh, did I mention we’re shorthanded, too? “Well, not technically,” I quickly amend. “It was a straight play. Now it’s a gay play.”
“Now it’s a gay play.” She lets out one cackle of a laugh, then shakes her head, hugging a pair of menus to her chest. She’s a thin and energetic woman who exudes warmth everywhere, from her eyes to her rosy cheeks to her encouraging words. Despite what a stick-up-the-butt her son Billy can be, Mrs. Tucker is a downright bowl of chicken noodle soup at any time of the day. “Well, this is simply the best news I’ve heard all week. And you’re the lead in it! What a way to start out your senior year with a bang!”
“Yeah,” I agree, far less enthusiastically. “A big ol’ bang.”
“What? You’re not excited about it?”
I focus on the soapy dishes, determined not to replay the sight of Vann looking at that cast list. The way he stared at it for so long, it was like he forgot how to read. Then two and two clicked together. He turned his eyes on me with this dark, piercing look in them, and at once, I was afraid. Is he angry? Is he going to drop out of the play before the first rehearsal? In that single, scathing look, it was like he blamed me for the casting, like he thought I had some kind of hand in it, like I planned it.
Like the thought of kissing me in a play in front of the school was the deepest offense he could ever have imagined.
Instantly, any pie-slice of pride I had in being cast in my first show was thrown back in my face. I’m pretty sure my chin is still dripping with the figurative cream of humiliation. If Vann didn’t hate me before, he sure as hell hates me now.
And I’ve got a whole weekend to dwell on it.
And worry.
And wash greasy dishes.
My hands stop moving. “I should quit the play. I should give up my role to one of the girls. I mean—”
“Oh, Toby. No, no, no. C’mon, now, none of that.”
“There’s enough of a problem with fewer strong, leading roles for women than men, and so many female actors. Why do I have to go and steal one, like that? Why did I do that? Besides, you can’t just pop a guy in place of a girl in a script and call it gay. There is so much more … nuance and complexity involved when you change the relationship like that! Ugh, I’m such an awful—”
“Hey, you said it yourself, all the leading ladies graduated last year, right? Look, these are just nerves. You will do just fine come October. It’s way, way too early for stage fright.”
If only stage fright was my worst concern … “Looks like Tim and his wife are leaving,” I tiredly note, spotting them through the skinny window that separates the kitchen from the restaurant. I don’t really feel like talking about the play anymore. “Is Mick back from break yet? Never mind, I’ll bus the table myself.” I set my dishes aside, peel off my gloves, then make a move for the door.
Mrs. Tucker’s hand grabbing my wrist stops me. “Now you remember what I told you, alright? Our little thing?”
I’ve worked here since the day I turned sixteen. She’s like a second mother to me—whether I like it or not. “Yes,” I groan.
“C’mon, don’t give me sass. Remember the words: You have the permission to do anything your heart desires in life, whether it’s chasing a dream, or a job, or—”
“—or a cute guy, yeah, I remember your words.” I eye her. “I hope you realize it’s slim pickin’s in this town for a gay eighteen-year-old introverted gamer with an art-and-drama-nerd streak.”
“Tell that to my moody and neurotic pastry-chef son,” she retorts teasingly, then swats my butt with a menu. “You have permission to follow your heart and take over the big stage and teach that high school what it’s been missin’. The mayor is so shortsighted sometimes,” she adds suddenly, her mind wandering off. “He was opposed to doing any sort of risqué thing with the arts at Spruce High. I’m surprised he approved of it. Y’know, maybe it wouldn’t be such a terrible thing for Strong to run against him in the spring.”
That drops my jaw. “Coach Strong’s running for mayor??”
“No. Worse. His mother.” She nudges me, then pushes open the door. “Now skidoo. We’ve got tables to turn. I’ll go dig Mick out of whatever hole he’s hiding in.” And with another swat of a menu at my ass, I’m out the kitchen door and back into the fray.
It’s around ten o’clock—just an hour before we close—that the chaos of Biggie’s Bites finally starts to ebb. And just when I think I have a moment to sit down, the door flies open, and in comes a cheery, loud quartet of last year’s graduates—whom I would have graduated with had I not fallen behind a year. Leading the four of them is TJ McPherson, sweet, baby-faced, easy on the eyes, but a little pampered for my taste in his giant countryside mansion. The other three used to be good friends with me when we were in fifth grade. Then they got in with the cool kids and ditched me—the pain of which was only further exacerbated by my falling behind a year and watching them soar off ahead of me, coughing in the dust of their departure. Needless to say, I’m not happy to see them.
I slip right into the kitchen before they can spot me. “Mick,” I hiss over the noise of the running sink. Mick’s doing dishes. “Hey. Please. You gotta cover for me out there.”
Mick—droopy-lipped, dull-eyed, with a light, oily complexion and a buzzed head—pulls out an earbud. “Huh?”
“Please, can you take that group’s order and handle them? I’ll take over dishes.”
He gives one long look through the window, confused. “You want me to huh?”
“Them. That group. Can you be their server? C’mon, Mick.”
He doesn’t close his mouth between sentences. It literally just hangs open, waiting for flies. “I dunno how.”
“Lord help us, you just take them to a table, give them menus, and find out what they want. Please.”
“Huh. Okay.” He pops out his other earbud, stuffs them into his pocket, then pushes through the kitchen door still wearing his sudsy apron. I peer through the crack in the door, watching him fumble with some menus before walking the four of my former friends to a booth in the back.
Satisfied, I breathe a sigh of relief and take over doing dishes just as promised. And in that soapy, lukewarm water, I let the rest of my worries melt and break apart like the grease and gravy off plates, until they’re just swirling messes circling the drain.
But even in the kitchen, with the noise of machines buzzing and refrigerators humming, I hear the quartet’s shouts of laughter as they enjoy themselves. One of them starts chanting some kind of slogan—maybe from the university they were admitted to and are leaving for in a week or so, since college classes start later than high school. Then TJ’s distinctively clear and lofty voice proclaims something that sounds rather happy, and once done, it’s met with applause. I have no idea what it is and I never will. It has the intended effect of making me feel so damned lonely and worthless. I’m ready to just break the rest of the dirty dishes, hurl them through the window, or gag myself with this greasy rag. And even a full forty minutes later when TJ and his gang finally leave—and after only three mistakes and one totally botched order on account of Mick being a foggy-headed ding-dong—I still feel sulky.
Eleven o’clock can’t come sooner.
But then it does, and I finish up my duties, bid farewell to Mr. and Mrs. Tucker counting money in the back, and head out the door. I stand on the curb and begrudgingly wait for my mom to pick me up, as planned. Five minutes turn into ten, then twenty, and I take a seat on the curb, listening to the distant noise from a bar down the street and around the corner where the drunken adults of Spruce are all gathered. I pull out my phone and read a text from Kelsey apologizing for not stopping by Biggie’s tonight. She was apparently grounded for the weekend on account of what happened the first day of school, which is a bit of information she didn’t exactly disclose to me, but with dads as strict as hers, I am not surprised in the least.
I’m not surprised my mom isn’t here yet, either. I figure she is either late getting off from Lucille’s, or has totally forgotten about me. Either one is as much of a possibility.
I push myself off the curb, prepared to take the long twenty-minute walk home in the dark, minutes from midnight. What’s the worst that can happen, right? It’s Spruce, Texas. Spruce is safe, unless you count the mythical pack of stray dogs who police the streets, growling in the dead of night at any lone passerby. (That would be me.) So unless I’m superstitious, I have nothing to fear.
Still, after I leave the comfort of Biggie’s and the brightly-lit Main Street, my heart rate speeds up. With just the occasional dim streetlamp overhead, I carry on down the sidewalk, my eyes now and then darting left or right at the hint of a perceived footstep or rustling of grass. I tuck my greasy apron tighter under my arm as I pick up my pace. I reach the intersection between Spruce High and the street that stretches on to the suburbs where I live. The high school is a creepy beast in the dark, only one single parking lot light spilling its whitish-yellow murk over an empty concrete desert. The noise of crickets fills my ears as I hurry across the wide road, even in the obvious absence of any vehicles at all. As I pass by the school, my thoughts drift back to Vann and the way he looked at me after reading the cast list. Was he picturing how it will look in rehearsal, the day we have to kiss each other as Kingsley and Danny? Did the notion sicken him? Embarrass him? Or did it annoy him, since he pictured one of the other girls who auditioned as Danielle? I’d thought that at the very least Ms. Joy would have read some of us together in a scene, to see if we had natural chemistry, or to see if we played well off each other. Instead, she seemed to make a snap decision, and now here we are.
I regret my recklessness. Deeply.
When I turn the next corner, I come to a stop. In the pool of light from a nearby streetlamp, a small figure is crouched, poised and waiting, maybe ten paces away.
A dog.
Chills race down my back. I only a minute ago thought of the mythical pack of dogs, didn’t I? Did I manifest this? Is this some kind of karmic joke, teaching me not to make light of suburban legends? Is this my penance?
The dog barks once, then breaks into a sprint.
So do I.
My Biggie’s Bites apron gets lost, flying from my hand as I run down the road. The only noise in the whole world is my feet slapping the pavement. I’m so, so sorry for summoning the dark dog spirits! Please, please don’t hurt me! Please! I can’t stop my feet as I tear around another corner, coming up to the other side of Spruce High, running in the wrong direction away from home. The scary dog is no doubt chasing me. I think it’s barking, but I can’t seem to hear anything except the noise of my own labored breathing.
Something catches my foot.
For one beautiful second, I’m airborne.
Then I slam face-first into a sloppy, gooey pile of mud. Or at least I think that’s what it is, and it’s all over me. Whatever sidewalk I was racing down has ended abruptly, and now a field of dirt, dead grass, and mud stretches in the darkness ahead.
The dog’s panting breath is on me in seconds.
I cower, cover my head, and scream out, “STOP! GO AWAY!”
Until the dog’s tongue laps at my quivering nose, and its foul breath blasts eagerly over my cheeks.
I wrinkle my nose and twist away from the dog, opening my eyes. Caked in mud and reeking of filth, I sit up at once when I get a look at her dopey face. “W-Winona?”
She continues lovingly assaulting me with her big wet tongue, licking and panting and breathing all over me. I break into a laugh of hysteria at once, as I attempt to manage the excited dog, who is determined to climb all over me and make me twice as muddy as I just made myself. I am such an idiot.
And this dog needs a breath mint.
“Hey! Dog!”
Winona and I both look up, like two ashamed kids who were just caught by daddy playing in the mud. A few steps ahead, standing where the sidewalk ended, is a tall figure. From here, he is just a silhouette, the light from the streetlamp behind him casting him in total shadow.
The guy seems to quickly realize I’m not in danger, and his tone changes. “The hell you doing down there, Toby?” 
Wait a second. Is that …? “Vann??” I blurt out, just as a clump of mud dislodges itself from my chin and plops into my lap.
Vann, as light-footed and nimble as a ghost, hops off the edge of the concrete and extends a hand to me. Wordlessly, I take it. Back on my feet, I brush off some of the mud, then realize it’s a lost cause as I trudge back onto the street, a complete mess.
I turn to Vann. “What’re you doing out here?” I ask right back at him. “Do you live here?”
“No.” He peers down at Winona. “This dog yours?”
“She’s, uh …” Winona circles my legs like a giant cat, panting maniacally. “Yes, technically. I’m … guessing one of the two idiots I live with didn’t close a door and she got out.”
Vann regards Winona for a moment. Then he crouches down, and Winona immediately takes that as an invitation to go crazy on his face, licking at him. Vann smirks, amused, as he rubs her ears and head, appearing unbothered by her muddy state.
But I’m still not satisfied. “What are you doing out here if you don’t live here?”
“Dunno.” He rises back to his feet. “How else am I gonna get to know this town if I don’t … well … get to know it a bit?”
I squint uncertainly at him. “By walking around at midnight?”
He just shrugs. Winona breaks away and heads down the road a bit, stops, and peers back at us, as if waiting for us to follow her.
I look at him. “Well … thanks for almost saving my life, but it turns out I was never really in danger.”
“No prob.”
“I, uh …” My mind is racing. I’m still stuck on the idea of him just wandering around aimlessly at midnight and somehow ending up on the same street I’m on. I mean, this is a small town, but that is quite an odd chance encounter. “I … lost my apron somewhere down the street. I don’t know where.”
“So let’s get it,” Vann mumbles, heading off.
As we walk down the street, Winona excitedly leads the way, panting and staying several paces ahead of us, nearly lost to the dark. I hope all her running around out here cleans her off enough not to track too much back to the house. I know no matter whose fault it is for letting the dog out, it’ll be mine for getting the house full of mud. I can already picture how Stepdad Carl will twist this all around on me.
Who cares?? That’s the least of my thoughts right now. What the hell is Vann doing out here? What’s on his mind? What does he think of the cast list? A slew of questions fill my head at once, all of them demanding answers.
And of all of them to spill from my lips, this one does: “Do you like it here?”
“Huh?”
What a stupid question. What a stupid, stupid question. “I, uh … I can’t imagine it’s easy. Being the new guy. In a place like this.”
A moment passes. Vann kicks a pebble in the road, sending it skittering ahead. “It’s alright.”
“Are you mad?” I blurt out, unable to help myself.
Vann frowns down at the road, not looking at me. “What?”
My heart is racing like I’m still being chased by a mystery dog I thought was trying to kill me. “About the casting. Today. The … The cast list. Me as ‘Danny’. You as ‘Kingsley’.”
He lets a moment go by. He stuffs his hands into his pockets as he shrugs. “Nah. Why the hell would I be mad?”
I swallow. My heart races faster. “B-Because it means … that … that you and I will, uh … have to—”
“So?” he cuts me off, his face scrunching up with irritation. “I thought that wasn’t a big deal in this town. Two guys kissing? Is this place so damned backwards it actually does care about that?”
“Uh …” Mind floods with imagery. Him kissing me. Me kissing him. Audience watching us. His hand on my face. Tender caressing and lips against mine and, and, and, and— “N-No, it’s … it’s not … it’s not backwards at all.” Did he just say that? It’s no big deal to him? Two guys kissing? He and I kissing? I literally can’t think of anything else now. “Spruce is …” Am I still talking? Are we still walking? What is life? “Spruce is a pretty open and … what was I saying? … open and, um, accepting place. For a small town.”
He shrugs. “Good.” He kicks another pebble, sending it into a nearby gutter to kerplunk in the unknowable water below.
We walk in silence for a while. My brain is on fire. I am very clearly dwelling on that same fact, over and over, spiraling around in my brain like a rollercoaster in the shape of an infinity sign. “So you—” I swallow, cutting myself off. “—you really don’t mind?”
He still directs all his words to the pavement. “Mind what?”
“Kissing me?”
“Didn’t I say I don’t care already? It’s acting, isn’t it? You play a role. If I’m playing a gay dude with a cat allergy, fine, I’ll do it.”
“Well, yeah, it’s acting, but—Wait, it’s Danny with the allergy. Not Kingsley.”
He frowns at the side of my face. “Huh?”
“My character has the allergy,” I remind him. With a glance at Vann’s gorgeous face, I realize looking at him and his frowning, pouty lips is a mistake, especially with all the kissy-kissy going on in my head, so I look away at once. “I, uh, claim to have an allergy, kinda. But it’s probably just to antagonize you. You are the cat.”
“Hm. Right.” His tone softens, and I hear a hint of amusement when he adds, “Just a dirty stray, huh?”
I smile in the dark. “A dirty stray.”
Before I know it, we’re turning onto my street, and my house looms ahead. I stop at the corner with Vann as Winona zips ahead of us, likely heading for the gate toward my shed. I’d put money down that it’s the gate that got left open with her in the backyard.
I turn to Vann. “Well, I’m home now. So, uh … thanks for—”
“We never got your apron,” Vann points out.
“Oh. I literally … completely forgot about it,” I admit. “Guess I was too wrapped up in …” Chatting with you. Walking alongside you. Shivering with disbelief that we ran into each other. Wondering what it would be like to kiss you. Then realizing I will know that reality soon whether I’m ready for it or not. In front of people. “So anyway,” I cut off my looping thoughts, “thank you for walking me home. I’m pretty sure you had more fun things you could’ve done tonight, but—”
“Nah, this was fine.” His hands go into his pockets again as he gazes off toward where Winona ran. “Sorry your dog wrestled you into the mud and won.”
Suddenly, I realize it’s Friday night, he’s clearly got nowhere else to be, and my house is a stone’s throw across the street. Is this when I invite him over to hang out? Is it too late? Would I appear desperate? Or is he expecting me to? Is that why he said this was fine? Am I just going to continue standing here while he—?
“Wanna hang out with me for a bit?” I blurt, then freeze.
A silence as long as a lifetime stretches between us. Vann is back to staring at the ground, like he has an obsession with his big feet and those military-style boots he wears. I wonder if he even heard me. Did I ask the question at all, or did I imagine it?
Then he gazes at me. I wasn’t prepared for his gaze, his eyes lit by the streetlamp nearby, and even in the semidarkness, he is beautiful in his mystery. Tortured. Curious. Hiding in his shell, yet reaching out to me somehow.
And then he shrugs. “Sure.”
My heart stops at once and falls in love with that one, tiny, lovely, stupid word. Sure.
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Sure?
Really, Vann? Sure? That’s all you’re gonna say to him? After he invites you—still a total stranger—into his house at midnight? After you just happened to encounter him on the streets of this small spiderweb of a town?
“Uh, alright, yeah, cool!” Toby exclaims cheerily, then leads the way. I follow a few steps behind, my eyes dropping to his cute butt in those slacks he’s got on from the restaurant.
Yes, I know where he came from. I heard Ms. Joy say it during auditions, asking him about his job at Biggie’s Bites. It wasn’t hard to find where the rinky-dink burger joint was, and when I passed by the place around 9:30 or so, I saw a lot of noisy … commotion through the giant windows that very much dissuaded my asocial ass from stepping foot in there. In the middle of that commotion, I spotted Toby in his apron and uniform taking a plate of fries out to a customer. Sweat dressed his forehead, but that cute smile of his never fell off his face, even when a seemingly irritated old man flagged him down with an obvious complaint, which Toby took in stride as he briskly headed back to the kitchen, maybe to fix the grouchy man’s order. I did a few leisurely circles of the block, in truth wondering if Toby might step outside for a break, or a quick breather, and then I could run into him and strike up a chat. 
That break never happened.
Instead, a couple hours later while walking the perimeter of Spruce High, bored out of my mind, I caught Toby running away from a pesky-looking mutt that didn’t look like it could bite the ice cream off the end of a cone. I followed them to the dead-end of the street, where I proceeded to watch him wrestle in the mud with the assailing dog. It was adorable, but also kind of sad.
“So, uh, this … is kinda my …” Toby stops at the fence of his house, then sighs as he gestures at the opened gate. “Yep. Just as I thought.” He quickly leads me in before shutting and locking the gate, the dog wagging her tail as she watches on excitedly. Then he makes some soft noises at her, getting her to head back toward the side of the house. It’s a rundown countryside one-story, but has a lot of charm. Well, as much charm as can be seen in the dead of night. The wooden side paneling is discolored from age and has a sketchy spot or two I think termites might’ve had a party with. I’m so wrapped up taking in my surroundings that the hiss of the hose turning on surprises me. I spin around to find Toby rinsing the dog off by the back porch, taking care to hold her in place as she tries to steal a bite of the stream of water. “This won’t take too long,” Toby assures me as he, once or twice, fights to keep the dog in his grasp. She apparently enjoys the attention a bit too much, thinking Toby is trying to engage in some sort of game with her. “Really, this is just … such a pain in the … Winona, hold still … such a totally, totally avoidable pain in the … Winona! … if only Lee or Carl hadn’t left open the … Winona, stop tryin’ to bite at the dang hose …”
“This happens often?” I ask. “The dog getting out?”
“Winona here just needs more lovin’ than she gets. She’s … a sorely neglected birthday present to my stepbrother. Hey!”
The dog breaks free from his grasp and tears off across the backyard, running around in circles. She barks a few times, then starts shaking her body, droplets of water spraying everywhere in the dark. Toby sighs, and there’s a whole damned world of feelings and frustrations in that one unassuming exhale. “Sorry,” he says again. “Just not my night.”
“At least she’s drying off,” I point out with a shrug.
Toby untucks his dress shirt, then wipes his forehead before he starts to wrap up the hose. The poor guy has mud all over his shirt, down the side of his pants, and halfway up his face. There’s a few streaks in his hair I don’t think he’s even aware of.
Toby notices me looking at him. “Am I a mess? Like, a really bad mess? I might’ve, uh … underestimated how muddy I got. Do you mind if I go and …?” He points toward the house, then makes a decision. “Yeah, I’m gonna take a rinse-off. You can, uh … chill in my shed if you want.” He points. “That’s where I sorta live.”
I follow his finger to what I thought was a toolshed, sitting some ways from the house, nestled on one side by a few wimpy-looking trees, a trashcan, and a lawnmower. “You live in that?” I turn back to Toby quizzically. “Not the actual house?”
“It’s a long story. I’ll be right back to tell it. I … really need to, uh … deal with all this,” he finishes quietly, pointing at himself. “I’ll just be five minutes. The door to the shed should be open. I didn’t lock it when I left for work. Winona!” he then hisses. The dog races up to his feet from the lawn, panting eagerly. “You’re up waaay past your bedtime, young lady.” He swipes a towel off a bench on the back porch, goes to work rubbing Winona all over—and inspiring her to go nuts for five seconds—before tossing it back at the bench and sliding open the back door. Winona trots inside. “Oh. Did you want a drink or anything?” he asks suddenly, the thought occurring to him. “I got soda and water in the house, if you—”
“Haven’t you served enough people tonight?” I nod toward the house. “Take your shower already. You look like Swamp Thing.”
“A-Alright.” Toby chuckles uneasily, his face red—in the spots where there isn’t mud—and then he slips into the house after the dog, the door softly sliding shut.
Cricket-song and wind fill my ears as I, once again, am left to myself out here in the dark wilderness of Spruce, Texas. I slowly stroll across the yard, which is basically a lot of dry grass, dirt, and spots where weeds have grown in tiny bushels. I almost kick into a blue Frisbee left out on the ground, likely a toy of the dog’s. When I reach the door to the shed, I hesitate, feeling odd inviting myself into his personal space without him here. Well, he told me to wait for him in here, didn’t he? I open the door, which is heavier than it looks. I squint in the darkness, the only light coming from a digital clock radio blinking across the small cramped space. “There a light around here?” I mumble to myself, my voice filling the narrow room as I inch my way inside. My foot kicks into the leg of a desk, shaking it and causing a computer monitor to wake up at once, filling the whole shed with its light. The desktop background on his monitor is a fantasy-looking thing with a handsome armored knight wielding a black sword that glows purplish. Above his head, the title Dread Knight is printed in twisted, stylish letters. “So you like knights and swords and stuff,” I mutter, coming further into the shed, where my foot then bangs into the leg of his bed. Why the hell do I keep kicking into things? I sit down in his chair, which is damned comfy for a computer chair, then bite my lip as I survey his little living space with my eyes. I spend about a total of fifteen seconds sitting here, staring into the semidarkness aimlessly. I’m starting to feel sweat forming on my back. The air in here is stale and stifling. How does he live out here in these conditions? My eyes drop to the floor where a Super Mario rug stares back at me.
I engage in a ten second staring contest with Mario.
Actually, maybe I am thirsty.
I spring from the chair and leave the shed at once, heading back to the house across the yard. Silently, I slide open his back door (seriously, no one locks their doors out here in the countryside?) and shut it behind me. His house is about ten degrees cooler than the shed. I hear a shower running down a hall that runs off from the small living room. I see his dog Winona curled up on the couch where she was likely sleeping, but now her head has popped up at my entering. She regards me for two seconds, then lays her head back down and shuts her eyes. To the left of the couch, I spot a soft glow coming from an archway, through which I go to find the kitchen. The glow is from a neon fluorescent sign on the wall in the shape of a pair of red lips, with a whitish “Lucille’s” written in cursive across the top lip, and all of that sits atop a martini glass. 
I move past it to the fridge, which I pull open, squinting inside at its contents. Beer. Beer. Beer. Beer. Half-empty quart of orange juice. Beer. More beer. Styrofoam container of who-knows. I lean my head in further, and that’s when I spot a six-pack of some off-brand soda behind all the beer. I snatch one, then let the fridge door shut as I crack open the soda and take a casual sip. My feet carry me slowly around the kitchen and dining area, which loops to a short front entryway, and then back to the living room.
And on this side of the living room, I find myself at an angle that lines up with the short hall leading to the bathroom—where I notice that the door is wide open. I stare at that door for a while. Doesn’t his stepdad, stepbrother, and mom live here? Why is he showering with the door open? The can of soda hangs from my fingers, forgotten, as I listen to the water splattering and drumming in the bathroom. Standing there like a damned goon, I can’t help but reflect on PE class this whole past week with Toby changing right next to me. At my old high school, we took showers after PE. At Spruce High, we don’t—not that they even give us enough time to, anyway. But what I’m witnessing right now is making me think things. Things like: why don’t we take showers in gym class? And what would it be like if we did?
What would it be like if I was showering next to Toby, nothing between us but steam, water, and soapsuds? What would happen?
The second I have the thought, the water cuts off. I hear the swish of a shower curtain, a huff of annoyance, and then a softly spoken whisper. Is he whispering to himself? I rush up to the mouth of the hallway, but keep myself around the corner, out of sight, just close enough to listen. I hear: “… don’t be weird, don’t be weird …” What is he going on about? I lean my head a bit closer, straining to hear. “... isn’t stopping him, so why should it stop me? You got this. You got this. He’s just … oh, crap, do I not have any underwear? The hell? Ugh, Lee, you idiot. This is my drawer.” A drawer opens. A drawer shuts. “It’s official, I hate the world, and the world hates me. What the hell is my hair doing? Stop that. Stop doing that. No, go this way. No, thiiis way.”
I shake my head. Toby’s so damned neurotic.
My eyes catch sight of Winona on the couch, whose head has popped up again. She’s staring at me with this weird, accusatory look. I frown at her. Go back to sleep, Winnie. Stop judging me. I’m not sneaking a peek in the actual bathroom.
The next instant, Toby whips out from the hall, doesn’t even see me, and heads straight for the kitchen, shirtless, wearing just a pair of loose white basketball shorts with a wide, royal blue stripe down the sides. From the cleavage I notice in his butt and the way the material of those shorts clings to it, I’d say he was unsuccessful in finding any underwear. I listen to him rummage in the kitchen for a while before I push away from the wall, go across the living room, and put myself under the archway. Toby is bent over, the top half of him buried in the fridge as he digs for something.
And I stare right at his cute ass, enjoying the view, as I take a big swig of my soda. Hell, now I almost don’t want to alert him to my presence. Why ruin this moment?
Toby sighs somewhere in the wintry landscape of the interior of the fridge. “Did Lee take one?” he mutters to himself. “The hell? When did Coach Strong start lettin’ the team drink soda?”
Alright, fine, I give. “Helped myself, actually,” I announce.
Toby straightens up so fast, he thwacks his head inside the fridge, shouts out, then rubs it with a scowl as he yanks himself out and stares at me, stunned. “I th-thought you … you were …?”
I lift my can, giving it a shake. “You offered, didn’t you?”
“Well, yes, I did, right. I just—” He crosses his arms, appearing awkward. “Sorry. Couldn’t find a dang shirt.”
Or underwear, but he doesn’t need to know I know. “Who needs a shirt?” I counter. “It’s hot as hell out there. A minute in your shed, I was already sweating down my back. You don’t need one.”
“Oh. Well, there’s a fan you could’ve—” He bites his lip, gives the fridge a moment’s consideration, then reaches back in to grab himself a soda. “Anyway, everyone’s asleep, except my mom who is probably still at Lucille’s. Late shift. So … wanna go back out?”
That explains the glowing Lucille’s sign. Well, kinda. “Sure.”
As we cut through the living room, Winona gives me one last stare-down from the couch. Nighty-night, doggie. After shutting the sliding glass door behind me, I follow Toby to the shed. For a guy who doesn’t take part in any sports, he’s got an impressively lean taper to his back and waist, complete with a set of Adonis dimples right where his lower back meets the top of his ass, exquisitely visible with his slightly low-hanging basketball shorts.
Seriously. This guy has one really cute ass.
“Alright, so …” Toby holds the door open, letting me in first after having flipped on a lamp. “It’s kinda small, which I guess you saw already. But I’ve got TV, and a computer, and …” He nudges a pair of shoes over to the wall with his foot. “… and an outlet if you need to, like, charge your phone or something.” He bites his lip as he stares at his bed. “Wasn’t expectin’ company, or else I might’ve cleaned up in here a bit better. Sorry ‘bout that.”
I come in and drop back into his desk chair. After flipping on the fan, Toby goes to the corner of his room where a bunch of shirts hang on a couple of makeshift hooks. “Told you, you don’t need a shirt,” I say. “Isn’t it hot as hell out here?”
Toby peers at me over his shoulder, his mouth open, yet he doesn’t speak at first. “I … well …” He lets out a chuckle that’s half a scoff. “Well, you’re wearing a—”
“Whatever.” I shrug and kick back another swig of soda before I turn on the TV. Some kind of chef competition thing is on. I prop my foot partway up the leg of the desk, leaning back in the chair as I give Toby his space. He seems to regard his clothes for ten more pensive seconds before, with a resolved clearing of his throat, he pushes away, opting to stay shirtless, and drops down onto the bed, leaning back against the wall. Subtly, I sneak a look at him, where my eyes slide down his bare chest, lightly toned, and to his smooth stomach and bellybutton, a light dusting of hair making a happy trail to the waistband of his shorts.
Toby, unaware of my looking at him, keeps his eyes on the TV. He crosses his arms, uncrosses them, then settles on clasping his hands in his lap. “So …” he starts to say, rethinks it, then goes on: “So I wanted to say, uh … I know about … about …”
Why is he so nervous? “About what?”
“About the three strikes from the principal.”
I look back at the TV. Some dorky guy with glasses is mixing a bunch of powdery stuff into a bowl. “What’s your point?”
“I’m sorry that happened. I know it was, like, Monday or … or whatever. But I still feel bad you got in trouble on my behalf.”
I shrug, fidgeting with my soda. “Has that Hoyt guy been like that for a while? Messing with you? Being a little prick?”
“Yeah.”
“Why do you put up with it?” I ask, still staring at the TV.
“I don’t know.” Toby lets out a sigh. “Hoyt and his friends … they’ve kinda had their run of the town since I was in elementary. It got really bad in middle school.”
The glasses guy is rolling out dough on a board. “Bad how?”
“You know I fell back a year, right?”
“No. When?”
“Seventh grade. It was ‘cause of them, but also maybe ‘cause I didn’t … stick up for myself better. Ugh, I can’t believe I’m saying that, letting my stepdad’s words come out of my mouth. But maybe it’s true. If I’d not let Hoyt and his friends get to me so badly, I … would be graduated by now.”
The chef takes to kneading his dough, his palms shoving into it again and again. So we’re both behind a year, I realize. “He’s been messing with you that long, you telling me? What’d he do?”
“It was a bunch of little things at first,” Toby explains. “A lot of the same stuff he does now. But back then, it sort of built up … and I had something like a meltdown. I failed several of my classes and even faked being sick for so many days, I got in trouble for it. Yeah, me, getting into trouble for avoiding the bullies.”
“That shit’s gonna stop right now.” I shoot my eyes at Toby. “I am dead serious about that. I won’t let anything happen again.”
Toby gives me a look. “But you’re on strike one of three.”
“You think I’m gonna let that principal decide who’s in charge in this town? Nah. Things are gonna change.” I face the TV again, slurping on my soda as the chef rushes a pan of something to the oven. “When the system’s broken and its leaders’ ears and eyes are closed to the real issues, you gotta make yourself be seen. You’ve gotta be the change. Rebel against it.”
When Toby stares at me, there is a look of awe in his eyes. I finish the rest of my can, then set it on the desk and stare back at him. “What?”
He chuckles and shakes his head. “You do realize this town’s never seen anyone like you before, right?”
“So? Maybe it needs someone like me.” I flick my empty can playfully, causing it to wobble before settling back in place. “Tell me, does everyone in this town have their nose up everyone else’s ass? Or is the novelty of my existence going to wear off?”
“Oh, it’ll wear off, trust me. People don’t act shocked anymore about Coach Strong turning out to be gay and falling for Billy, my boss’s son. Well …” Toby second guesses himself. “To be fair, that happened when I was a kid, and Coach Strong wasn’t even a coach yet. He was just a football star or something. No, yeah, it’ll wear off,” he then decides, smiling, despite the uncertain look in his eyes. “Everyone’s always hungry for the next big thing. And that’s what they’ll talk about, once that … next big thing happens.”
I snort at that, then eye him. “And what if us getting cast in that play together is it? What if we’re the next big thing?”
He doesn’t seem to have an answer. Then he shifts slightly on the bed, moving himself to its edge, right in front of the TV. A bit closer to me now, he half-turns his face to mine, his blue eyes sparkling. “Can I ask you something … more serious?”
I figured it was only a matter of time before he went there. “Ask away.”
“What made you move here? From your previous school?”
Oh. That wasn’t where I thought he was going. “My dad’s job.”
“I meant …” He clears his throat, uneasy. “I heard that … that you, uh … got into a fight or something. With some other kid.”
This is exactly the kind of inquisition I should have expected, yet somehow put out of my mind completely until now. For as much as I might be connecting to this Toby guy, he’s still a small-town country boy, and suspicion of outsiders will naturally be in his blood—gossip, his language of choice.
I must take too long to respond, because Toby fidgets, sighs, and blurts out, “Sorry. I’m digging. Here I go, just bein’ another guy with his nose in your butt.” He turns back to the TV, red-faced.
I shift my weight in the chair, causing it to creak loudly. My foot slips off the leg of the desk, dropping to the floor. I clear my throat and shrug. “It just wasn’t my proudest moment.”
“Well … we all make mistakes, right?”
“I didn’t say it was a mistake.” I grip my empty can on the desk. It crinkles in protest as I squeeze. “I’m just not the best at communicating how I feel. And I’m not the easiest person to get along with. And I sometimes don’t think there’s a single person on this planet who really understands me.”
Toby peers curiously at the side of my face. “You don’t seem that difficult to get along with. We’re getting along just fine.”
“Give it time,” I mumble.
“Look, how about we just drop the whole subject? I didn’t … I didn’t mean to touch a sore spot. Hell, I just got off work, and my brain’s all …” He makes motions around his head, then chuckles in his squeaky, adorable way. “I just wanted to hang out with you. That’s all. Just … hanging out.”
After a moment, I nod, letting it go.
“And,” he goes on, “since we’re not only chemistry partners, but now costars of Spruce High’s upcoming fall production of ‘I’ll Always Remember Seaside’, I thought it’d be nice to get to know each other. Like, on a real, actual, personal level. And,” he then adds, his tone changing, “I’m guessing, being new here, you’re probably lacking in the friends department. Uh, sorry, that came out wrong.”
My leg started bouncing in place halfway through his little monologue there. I stop it. “Nah, that came out just right.” I give him a look. “Isn’t easy making friends out here.”
“I know I’m …” He laughs at himself. “… not exactly the … the ideal friend situation for you. You probably prefer guys who … who ride a motorcycle like you do, or … or who have …” He’s really reaching here. The more he reaches, the more he blushes. “… who wear band shirts and have lip rings,” he settles on awkwardly, then clenches shut his eyes and shakes his head, seeming to regret it.
Toby is so damned adorable, I don’t think I’m going to be able to resist him much longer. I want to tackle him to that bed and do so many things to him tonight. I don’t want to wait for a rehearsal to show me what it feels like to put my lips on his. I want to do it myself, and I want to do it right now.
And the old Vann would have. The old Vann would have made work of him the second I pulled him out of that mud pit. Hell, the old Vann would have shoved him up against a locker that first day he changed in front of me and I caught him looking at me. Old Vann has no restraint. He doesn’t hold back. He’s reckless as a mad dog off his chain leash.
But I don’t want to be that Vann anymore. It’s that same Vann who made bad choices up in New York City. I have to change if I have any hope of doing right by this sexy country boy, who has inexplicably become the only person in this town I can trust.
So let’s throw him a bone. “I had a lip ring. But …” I shrug. “Decided it wasn’t for me anymore.”
He opens his eyes. “Really?”
“Yep. And you’ll do just fine. For a friend. Like you said, we’re partners in chemistry as well as castmates. So … let’s do it.”
His face brightens, relieved. “Let’s do it!” A look of confusion crosses his face. “Uh … do what, exactly?”
“Get to know each other.” I point at his computer monitor. “And you can start by explaining what the hell Dread Knight is.”
Toby gapes at me. “Dread Knight? You don’t know what—” He shifts on the bed, getting closer to me and lowering his voice. “You don’t know what Dread Knight is?? Oh, dude, man, oh, you’ve got no idea what you’re missing out on. It’s only the greatest open world roleplaying game ever made! You can romance anyone in the game, no matter the gender. It’s super inclusive. You can even have a gender-fluid character. You can raise baby gorgons. There’s a side quest that involves out-sassing a weredragon. A spell that turns you into a crystal griffin, which you use to save a hot prince who’s been abducted by a cult of Halfling Pyromancers. You know what a Pyromancer is, right? They use fire magic. Oh, oh, and—”
I must have pressed the right button, because Dread Knight has Toby talking for a solid ten minutes while I kick back in the desk chair and listen. To be honest, after a while, I lose track of what he’s saying, and all I see is the way his lips move, the way his face lights up and turns his blue eyes into beaming gems, and how the energy and warmth of his smile alone could melt Antarctica. How can someone so beautiful be kept hidden in a dusty, tiny corner of the world like Spruce? And even within Spruce itself, he’s tucked away into this shed, his own family tossing him aside like that old Frisbee sitting out in the yard, forgotten—a country-boy Cinderella.
I want the whole world to realize they’re missing out on Toby. I want them to know what an incredible person I think he is—and then I want them to feel terrible for turning their cheek to him, making him feel small. I want Hoyt to realize Toby’s not alone and vulnerable anymore. If he wants to lay a finger on Toby, he’s going to have to go through me first. That’s my new mission here in this town: to protect Toby, the only person who matters in it. Now that I’m here, no one’s pulling anything over this boy’s pretty eyes.
Even if that means holding back a while longer from having my way with those lips of his, and that smooth, kissable chest, and whatever else I might find in those loose, shiny basketball shorts.
“You get what I mean?” Toby finishes. “Like, just put us out of our misery and tell us when the sequel is coming out!” He blinks. “Oh. Am I … Did I lose you there?”
“Sounds like an amazing game.” Some other chef has taken over on TV, a woman with short, spiky blonde hair, tossing a salad in a large wooden bowl. “So you’re a big gamer, huh? Is that your passion? You gonna dye your hair pink someday and stream your expert game-playing online for your massive following?”
“Oh. No, I don’t think that’s, uh … particularly lucrative. I’m good, but … I doubt I’m worldwide-competition good. I’m more of a … of a … well.” He points at the wall above his computer.
I look up. Hanging next to the one narrow window in the shed is an oil painting on canvas. It looks like a forest, except instead of trees, there are tall, glowing mushrooms the size of them. Across the forest floor are pebbles and tiny streams of water, which seem to pick up the bluish light from the lustrous mushroom trees. It’s an objectively remarkable, spectacular painting. “Damn,” I grunt. The longer I look at it, the more little details I notice here and there, like a small fairy I almost missed, who hovers near the base of one of the mushrooms, inspecting a tiny glowing stone. “This looks like … some kind of fantasy fungal wonderland.”
Toby chuckles at that. “Fantasy fungal wonderland. Maybe I should’ve named it that, instead.”
I turn to him, stunned. “You painted this?” Toby nods. I snap my eyes back to the painting again with an all new appreciation. “Alright there, Picasso, this is brilliant.”
“There … aren’t any rearranged faces or anything, so I wouldn’t call it a—never mind.” He chuckles. “Thanks. Sorry, I’ve … uh, I’ve always had trouble just taking a compliment.”
“So you paint,” I murmur, still poring over his work. I’m out of my chair now, standing so I can get a better look.
“Yep. We … have some common ground, I guess.”
I nod slowly in appreciation. “We do.”
“Is there a time you gotta get home?” he asks suddenly. “It’s almost 1:00 now. I think. My clock might be a little off.”
“Already getting rid of me, huh?” I tease dryly, still searching his painting for anything else I missed. Is that a broken reflection of the moon in those tiny streams?
“Oh. No, no. I mean, you can totally stay. I just—”
“You want me to stay over?” I ask, cutting him off.
“I … Oh. S-Stay over? Like—Like crash here?”
I lean back against his desk to face him. “Yeah. Obviously.”
Toby, still on the edge of the bed, is right in front of me now. I tower over him, so when he regards my question, he has to look up my whole body to reach my face, and in his eyes, I see a glint of unmistakable desire—twisted by his adorable nervousness.
“O-Of course,” he says. “You can stay. But I don’t have a place for you to sleep except this bed, which is too small for two, and—”
“You worry too much. We’ll fit.” Before Toby can argue, I drop down onto the bed next to him, lean back, and nod at the TV. “The hell is this chick making, anyway? Salad casserole?”
After a moment of uncertainty, Toby leans back, too. “I don’t know,” he admits in a shrunken voice, his nerves consuming him. I can feel his thrashing heartbeat through his soft, bare shoulder, which grazes mine as we lean back side-by-side, propped up by our elbows with the backs of our heads almost touching the wall.
Hours must go by while we watch show after show on the TV, now and then engaging in some kind of mindless small talk about school, or chemistry class, or what else must happen in the play, of which neither of us have read anything outside the audition scene in the café. A few times, we shift our weight on the bed, or change positions slightly, but we always seem to have some part of our bodies touching, whether it’s our shoulders, or our hips, or some part of our legs.
I should earn a damned medal for as long as I’ve gone without losing control, grabbing the guy, and making out with him. I have so much pent-up desire in me, I feel like if he lightly grazes my arm one more time, I just might explode and cause the walls of this cramped, stifling shed to blast apart.
By the fourth time Toby yawns, I snort. “You’re passing out.”
“Long day at school, auditions, then work …” He blinks his wet eyes, rubs them, then shakes his head with resolve. “No, I’m fine. I can stay up. Let me just …” He adjusts himself on the bed, turning so his head is on the pillow and his feet are toward the foot of the bed, his back pressed up against the wall. “There. Better. Weren’t you gonna tell me somethin’ about—” Another yawn cuts him off. “—about somethin’?”
I smirk as I glance back at the TV, then start flipping through channels. “You’d just mentioned having a stepbrother. I was just saying … I don’t know what that’s like, having any kind of brother or sister. It’s always just been me and me, my whole life. No one to really rely on. Or depend on. Or confide in.” I think back on my life in California, which feels like a faded dream. Did it even happen? Did I actually grow up there? Can I even count those superficial friendships I made as a child, or were they as fleeting as anything else? “Nothing feels permanent in my life. And when it’s always changing—who my friends are, where my school is, what town I’m living in—it’s difficult to grow attached to anything. Guess I’ve just never gotten the sense that I … that I belong anywhere at all.”
After a moment of listening to the TV’s white-noise murmur, I turn to Toby. He’s drifted off, his deep breathing so soft, I barely hear it. With a click, I shut off the TV, casting the shed into total darkness save one or two blinking lights from his computer. I peel off my shirt and pitch it at the desk chair, then kick off my boots and gently lie back on the bed, one of my legs hanging off the side, my socked foot on the floor. My head rests on the very edge of what’s left of Toby’s pillow, and after a moment, his soft breaths tickle my ear. It makes me smile in the dark, listening to him sleep so peacefully. 
Why is it so much easier to smile in the dark? Why is it so much easier to be myself when no one’s looking?
How the hell am I going to pull off doing this play?
I close my eyes and ignore the less-than-gentle pit-pat of my eager heart. I can only pray whatever I dream up in the night is something that won’t result in me waking up with a huge boner making a teepee out of my pants.
Morning comes in the form of a harsh light in my eyes. It cuts a path straight across the pillow from the narrow window above his desk. I lift a hand to shield my face, annoyed. I seem to be in the exact position I fell asleep: on my back, a leg half-hanging off the bed, my head on a sliver of pillow. Toby, however, is curled up and facing the wall, his back to me. I watch him for a while as his back gently expands and contracts with his every breath. A sleepy smile slowly spills over my face, watching him. Not a bad sight to behold first thing in the morning, all things considered. I shift my weight carefully, so as to stretch my stiff back and neck.
I fall off the bed instead.
Toby shoots up like a bomb just went off. He turns and peers over the edge of the bed, alarmed. “You alright??” he asks, groggy and deep-voiced. “Did I push you off the bed? I kick sometimes in my sleep. Ugh, I was worried about that.”
“No. Not your fault.” I sit up and rub my elbow. “Got punished by gravity for turning over, I guess.”
“Lemme help you up.” Toby reaches for my hand.
“Nah, it’s fine,” I insist as I start to push myself off the floor.
“C’mon, I insist.” He takes hold of my hand before I’m ready.
Instead of the floor, my foot finds a baseball that materializes out of nowhere. It slips right out from under me, flying into the wall. My hand—still gripped by Toby—pulls me right back to the bed where I land with unexpected grace on top of Toby.
I do half a push-up, looking down on his bewildered face.
Toby looks up at mine, holding his breath, eyes wide.
Our lips are inches from each other’s.
His beautiful eyes are on mine—afraid, curious, dreamy.
Then something flexes between our bodies right at my crotch.
Both our eyes go down, confused for only half a second before we realize what it is: Toby’s got morning wood—and little amount of material in those shorts to contain it.
Are we going to ignore it? Are we going to acknowledge it?
Ignore it. “Thanks for getting me up,” I tell him. Getting me up? “I mean off the hard floor,” I quickly add. Hard? Why did I say hard? “Off the floor,” I amend. “Thanks for getting me up off the floor.”
That was unnecessarily difficult to say.
Then I feel it flex again, this time twice as hard.
And twice as urgently.
Toby rolls his eyes back and clenches them shut, mortified.
“I’d better get you off,” I realize.
Toby’s eyes flash open.
What the hell did I just—? “I’d better get off of you,” I stammer, then shut my own eyes in mortification as I roll right off of him and get to my feet. Also, maybe I should try not talking ever again. I sit on the edge of the bed and pull on my boots. Then I go for my shirt and thrust my head and arms into it, yanking it on.
“Are you leaving?”
I feel like I’m a cheap overnight date suddenly, except without the after-dinner sex. Or the dinner. “Gotta take a leak. I remember where your bathroom is.” I rise from the bed and make for the door.
“Oh. It’s just, uh … I mean, my family might—”
“They don’t scare me,” I throw over my back on my way out.
I couldn’t get out of there or away from that awkward wakeup situation fast enough. With the morning sun over my head, I make a beeline for the house. This sexual chemistry and frustration has my head spinning. Didn’t I warn myself this would happen? It’s a bad idea, twisting myself up with that boy. And now here I am, spending the night in his shed and humping his morning wood. On accident. Who the hell humps their chemistry partner’s morning wood on accident? How does that even happen?
I slip in through the sliding back door, and despite the noise of someone moving around in the kitchen, I go right for the hall, into the bathroom, and shut the door. The cluttered bathroom has a fruity potpourri scent hovering thickly in the air like steam from a shower, but I endure it. The mirror hangs at an odd angle, giving me a perfect head-to-knee-ish view of myself and my bedhead as I relieve myself. 
You know, just in case I really want that sense of shame to burn into me more permanently this morning.
Why should I feel shame, anyway? Because I slept next to Toby last night in his tiny twin bed? We didn’t even do anything.
It’s after washing my hands that I bother to check my phone, and I discover one curt text from my mom last night asking me where I am, as well as a missed call from my dad. That’s it. Just one call and one text. That’s the extent of my parents’ panicking.
I should probably get home, but not on account of my parents and their half-assed attempts to reach me. I just feel really weird suddenly and don’t think I can act normal in front of Toby, despite my private declaration last night to be his protector or whatever.
What is it about the morning that changes everything? You’re a creature of the night, my dad used to tease me every time he came into my room in our New York townhome, catching me up at two in the morning drawing. I guess I get it from him; he suffers from insomnia and is up at any hour of the night.
I really hate mornings.
There’s a fist against the door. “Toby, I need to pee,” comes a deep, dull voice. “What’re you doing in there for so long, anyway? Jacking off?”
I whip open the door.
A tall, broad-shouldered troll in a threadbare black tank top and blue boxers falls back a step at the sight of me, as if the gates just opened to the seventh circle of Hell. “What the—?”
“It’s all yours,” I announce to the dumbfounded guy I can only guess is Toby’s stepbrother, brushing past him on my way out.
But an easy exit is the last thing I get. Standing in the living room now is a surprisingly beautiful woman—blonde, thin arched eyebrows, slender, a look of sharpness in her eyes that shows both strength and a sense of keenness. A dishtowel hangs from her hands, likely because she was drawn at once from the kitchen by Toby’s stepbrother’s little outburst. When she peers at me, I am further surprised by a softening in her sharp gaze, which slowly drags down my body, taking me all in. Then, as if spilling a private thought, she murmurs in a suggestive, I-wouldn’t-dare-to-call-it-flirtatious voice, “Why hello and who are you, mister …?”
“I’m Vann.”
Her eyes are hovering on my chest for some reason. “Oh. I’m Marlene. Are you a friend of Lee’s?”
“Hell no, he ain’t,” blurts the stepbrother, whose urgent need to pee apparently isn’t so urgent after all, hovering in the hallway as he is, as if he’ll need to protect his mother from dangerous me.
“Oh. So you’re a friend of … of Toby’s, then? From …?” She has trouble lifting her eyes from my chest to my face, but finally does. 
“We’re classmates,” I answer. Is that heavy breathing at my back from Lee? Is he a mouth breather? “I crashed in his shed last night. We hung out after he got off work.”
“Ooh, I see.” Her eyes wander again.
Is she bad at eye contact? Or am I being checked out? “I’m going.”
“Going? Oh, you’re leaving? Why so quickly?” She gives a light glance at the back door, as if curious about Toby for half a second, then shrugs at me. “Why not stay for breakfast? I’m whipping up a plate of Saturday-morning eggs and some—”
“Mom, don’t invite him to stay,” blurts Lee from behind.
I shoot him a look. “Why? You afraid I’m gonna force-feed you your eggs, like your football buddies apparently like to do?”
Lee, who has a body twice my size and weight, shrinks at my words, but his eyes darken indignantly.
Marlene’s forehead crinkles up. “Force-feed …? What?”
“Just a Spruce High inside joke,” I answer coolly with my eyes very deliberately on Lee. Then I turn back to Marlene. “Thanks Ms. Michaels for the invite, but I really gotta get home.”
“You can call me Marlene,” she insists, her face warming.
The back door slides open the next instant, and Toby’s bright and worried face appears. He’s now wearing a blue t-shirt that matches his shorts. At the sight of the three of us, Toby freezes. I can literally hear the alarm bells ringing in his brain as he looks at each of us with mounting concern. “I … H-Hey, uh …” He’s playing catch-up very quickly. “You guys all met? Sorry. I was—I needed to get—Anyway, this is my friend Vann from school, and I—”
“Oh, we did that part already,” Marlene cuts him off sweetly, then laughs. “I invited your friend to stay for breakfast, but he’s—”
“—gotta go,” I finish for her, looking at Toby.
Toby stares at me, a flicker of disappointment in his eyes. “Oh. Okay. I thought we’d …” He runs out of words, then gnaws on his lip in the absence of them, his face contorted with worry.
“Well, Vann here’s got parents, too,” Marlene chirpily carries on, clearly oblivious to any tension in the room, “and they might have a lovely breakfast waiting for him. Do I know your parents?” she asks suddenly, turning back to me. “What’re their names?”
“He’s new here,” Toby throws in quickly. “You wouldn’t—”
“Joseph and Amelia Pane,” I answer anyway. “I doubt you’d know them. We’ve only been here a week or so, but my mom grew up here, however many years back.”
Marlene squints in thought, then lights up. “Oh! I heard about them! Yeah, that’s right, down at Lucille’s, just a few nights ago.” She playfully swats her towel at Toby, causing him to jump. “You didn’t tell me you’re friends with the new guy in town! His papa, Joseph, was at my bar last night havin’ a tall glass of—I forget—with the mayor!” She eyes me. “Apparently your mama is helping out with his reelection campaign, is that so?”
I stare at her. That’s news to me. “She’s doing what?”
Lee has come further into the room, his eyes on Toby. “Wait, are those my shorts?”
Toby distractedly looks at him. “Well, yeah, they are. Because you clearly took my underwear I keep in the bathroom, and after my shower last night, I needed—”
“Wait. You’re wearing my shorts without underwear??”
“We both have to share that bathroom, y’know!” gripes Toby.
I don’t pay attention to the two of them as they go at each other. My gaze has dropped to the floor, where I’m lost wondering how my mother managed to get in with the mayor so fast. The more people of power she sinks her talons into in this town, the higher the expectations will be on me, until soon I’m once again the dirty, dark secret she needs to stuff under a rug. Then it’ll be just a matter of time before history repeats itself, I act out, and the whole town of Spruce implodes. This isn’t good.
“Vann?”
I look up. Toby, who cuts off his quarrel with his stepbrother to express his concern, oozes sweetness from his sleepy eyes. Just that small twinkle of compassion reminds me how very not afraid of me he is. Toby doesn’t know better.
And that’s exactly why I have to leave. “I gotta get back. I …” I glance at Marlene, thinking of a way to thank her for inviting me for breakfast. But nothing comes out, so I just head for the door.
I don’t even really say goodbye to Toby.
Monday will be here soon enough anyway, won’t it?
The house grows smaller at my back. As I walk the winding streets of his little dusty suburb, which looks so much more bare, open, and unthreatening in the sun than it did last night, all of my thoughts about Toby and our time together tumble in the washing machine of my head. I know what happens to people who get close to me, and every time I see that sweetness in Toby’s eyes, I’m only reminded of everyone I’ve ever hurt, let go of, or left behind. Even my parents seem to leave themselves behind each time we move, becoming two new people I can hardly recognize in a new place. 
No one in my life is permanent. Not even them.
When I get home forty-something minutes later, I’m greeted by the sight of my mother at the foot of the staircase, her arms crossed. “You didn’t answer my text message,” she states crisply.
My father appears from the kitchen, a mug in one hand and a piece of plain toast in the other, and he looks downright tickled as he smiles at me. “Well, well. Seems taking the bike away doesn’t exactly prevent you from going anywhere you please in a small town like this. Maybe we should take your feet away instead?” He goes for a bite of his toast, chuckling.
Mom, not appreciating his levity, bristles as she eyes me. “You going to tell us where you were?”
I kick off my boots by the front mat. “Just went for a walk last night,” I explain tiredly, “and crashed at a friend’s place. Couldn’t have had a more lame, trouble-free night.”
“Well, that’s nice!” sings my father after a sip from his mug.
My mother’s eyes remain on me. “Whose house? Toby’s?”
“Nah, I stayed at Coach Strong’s mansion.” I stretch and yawn as I come further into the house. “I made the football team. I’m their star recruit. Hoyt and I give each other blow jobs now.”
“Oh, you think you’re so funny,” drones my mother, unfazed by my sarcasm—while my father lets out a laugh so mirthful, I question for a second whether he got into an old stash of pot he allegedly gave up three years ago. “So where were you really?”
“Now, now,” says my dad as he recovers from his laughter. “I think we’re getting things out of order here. Breakfast first … and then illegal interrogation tactics afterwards. Come. We picked up breakfast pastries and croissants from this place called T&S’s.” He flags me over to the small breakfast table, which is mercifully not bathed in light at this time of morning, as the window faces west.
I join him with my reluctant mother following behind, and in time, the two of them are deep in a discussion about something to do with horses and a neighboring town called Fairview. I sink my teeth into a melt-in-your-mouth chocolate croissant as my mind wanders to a different breakfast table on the other side of town. Now, I’m regretting leaving so abruptly—and that look of pained disappointment on Toby’s face. Why do I sabotage everything good in my life? I feel like my heart is in the back car of a rollercoaster, dragged on helplessly by the momentum as I’m yanked left, then right, then left again with every twist of the track, every one of its occupants screaming with delight—except me.
But if Toby was next to me on that rollercoaster, laughing and shouting at every hill we drop down, instinctively reaching for my hand each moment it becomes too much, then letting go again to throw his hands in the air, screaming deliriously … I think I just might give in and throw my hands up too, enjoying the ride.
Maybe, despite my efforts, I will never be able to keep myself away from him.
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Did I seriously just scare Vann off with my giant boner?
That was my thought for every hour of the day that remained of that fateful Saturday. I couldn’t concentrate on a damned thing. I have never hated morning wood more than I do the rest of the weekend. Seriously, my boner? That’s what got between us?
Literally?
Why didn’t I get his number, at least? Then I could shoot him a text, relieve myself of this humiliating burden of reliving our last moments together over and over. I grilled Lee for exactly fifteen seconds on what he said to Vann when he ran into him in the house, but Lee gave his usual non-answers and, once again, laid on his usual unasked-for advice to keep away from him. And as I sat around all Saturday wrestling with my emotions, I stared at my phone and willed Vann to somehow get my number and text me.
That night at work, I just went through the motions of taking orders, taking dishes, and taking breaths. Mrs. Tucker was not happy about having to provide me a second apron, but she did so free of charge, and it only made me dwell on Vann even worse. My mom showed up at 11:30 PM to take me home, and as she went on about the latest chapter she read in her salacious romance novel, I just stared out the window and replayed every moment of the night before when Vann saved me from my own dog. And then every little moment in my shed when I thought I was seconds away from kissing him, or from him kissing me.
Is it so crazy to think he could be into me? The way he pays so much attention to me, and the way he, despite his attitude, keeps gravitating back to me … I can’t be imagining it.
Sunday’s such a mess, it doesn’t even occur to me that I have pre-cal homework until I’m seconds from dozing off. Sitting at my desk ten minutes past midnight, I groggily set myself to doing the math, and every number and figure is Vann divided by this, Vann to the exponent of that, and Vann, Vann, Vann.
It’s just my luck that Monday morning second period English would place me, once more, at a desk in front of Hoyt. Today, he’s done me the courtesy of kicking off his sneakers before propping his feet up on the back of my chair. “Oh, how rude of me!” he had exclaimed just before doing so. “To kick up my shoes on your chair! They’ve gotta be so dirty, with all the running I was doing this morning. Here, buddy, I’ll take them off.” From the heat that emanates from his big socked soles, now propped on my shoulder instead of the back of the chair, I would say he indeed did a lot of running this morning. At one point, Hoyt starts gently wagging them, bored, and his foot keeps tapping the side of my face. Yes, he is trying to get me to shout or react or do something I’ll regret, and with the events of my fateful first-day lunch period still fresh, I’m determined not to give Hoyt any further attention. Every English period is going to be like this, and I have to accept it if I have any hope of surviving this school year.
When the bell rings and his feet finally relieve themselves of the home they’ve made atop my shoulders, Hoyt says, “Didn’t see you at G-Man’s this weekend. Did you get the poops?”
I’m shutting my books and gathering my notes. “Nope.”
“I thought we had a date. Why’d you stand up your best bud?”
“Had better things to do.” I depart my desk.
“Is it true you and Vann are doing a play together?” Even as he continues to ask me questions, I’m heading for the door. He just picks up his voice, calling out after me in that mocking tone of his. “Hey, buddy, why you runnin’ off so fast? Aren’t we best buddies? I told you he’s no good for you! You’ll regret not listenin’ to me!”
The truth is, I couldn’t care less what Hoyt or anyone thinks. The only person I’m worried about is Vann and whether I really did freak him out with my … well, you know.
Surprisingly, I get to chemistry first. Sitting at that back table, I just bounce my leg in place as I stare anxiously at the door, all of my fingers clamped on the edge of my notebook, counting down the seconds before I’d see him again.
Then the door swishes open right at the bell, and Vann comes in. Today, he’s got on a formfitting heather-gray t-shirt with black skinny jeans and a studded leather belt. With just a single notepad clutched, no backpack, he comes straight down the aisle—as the curious, longing eyes of dreaming girls follow him—and drops into the seat next to me without a word.
I glance at him. My heart is racing. I can’t get a breath. “H-Hi.”
“Hey.” He flips his notepad to a blank page, then gets to work drawing something new.
The teacher isn’t here yet. Maybe he’s chatting with a teacher across the walkway again. As the murmuring of restless students starts to build, filling the room, I turn to Vann and watch him as he works. He’s drawing another muscular, winged demon guy, this one appearing more playful than his last one. He’s shirtless, and his chest and abs are rippling with muscles, his two pert nipples and pectoral muscles shockingly realistic and detailed. A nose ring hangs between his flared nostrils like a bull’s, and he’s got a giant, oversized sword slung over his shoulder.
“I like the sword,” I tell him, staring at it.
Vann, who very clearly knows I’m paying attention, just gives a nothing, lazy shrug in response to my one word.
I tell myself not to be bothered by his coldness. He’s still trying to figure out his place in this town, right? Maybe he’s one of those guys who is just a block of ice at any time of day. You can get used to that. I clear my throat, then give a nod at it. “You like drawing demons?”
“It’s just a guy I’m working on.” He starts shading in the bicep muscles on the demon-man’s arm, squinting in concentration.
I gaze at the side of Vann’s face again. I wish I could capture his beauty somehow in a painting. I’d never do that innocent-yet-devilish flush of his cheeks justice. There’s just no color in any of the world’s palettes for that. “A guy …?”
“Yeah. A guy.”
I give his drawing another look. “What kind of guy?”
“A demon dude. Or some kind of night creature. I don’t know. He’ll have a flaming chain whip too, which I’ll add here,” he says, jabbing a finger at the man’s hip. “Guess he fights bad guys.” Vann squints and bites his lip as he focuses. The way he concentrates is inexplicably sexy. Nothing in the world can come between him and perfecting those muscled biceps on his demon dude. He dabs his tongue out to wet his lips, squints harder, then starts gnawing on the corner of his pensive frown as he shades away.
Oh, man. He really shouldn’t have dabbed his tongue on his lips like that. Now I’m thinking of other things.
Like lips. “Bad guys,” I echo thoughtfully, cutting off my highly distracting thoughts. “Are the bad guys, to him, the good guys …?”
Confused, but not interrupting his work, Vann scrunches up his face. “Huh?”
“He looks like a bad guy himself, your demon dude.”
“I dunno. Who’s to say what the hell a bad guy looks like?” He snorts. “The real bad guys always look like good guys, don’t they? Haven’t you ever heard of a wolf in sheep’s whatever?”
“Yeah.”
“Well sometimes, good guys look like bad guys. Sometimes a demon wants to … take down other demons. Worse demons. Hmm, no,” he grunts suddenly, flipping his pencil to erase a line he just made on the demon dude’s wing. He’s a perfectionist, I note, feeling my heart swell with surprise as I watch him work. He starts adding feathers to the end of the wing with such meticulousness, it’s a wonder he’s drawn so much so quickly. He literally just began this drawing not two minutes ago, and it already looks half-finished.
“This is really good,” I tell him, my eyes on his work.
He doesn’t respond to that as he continues shading in some of the feathers. It seems like no amount of beauty in his demon dude will satisfy him, frowning permanently as he draws and perfects.
Jimmy did say I should be with someone more like me, right? Well, look here, Jimmy Strong. Mr. Donovan Pane is also an artist. I have more than discovered common ground with the new guy in town. Maybe Vann is the answer to everything.
Mr. Schubert returns just then from outside to begin class, and everyone hushes to pay attention. Vann, surprisingly, flips the page of his sketchpad to a fresh one, then starts taking notes as Mr. Schubert lectures on. I quickly follow suit, trying with all my might to keep my attention on the teacher—and not on the beautiful, brooding artist seated next to me.
An artist I’m inevitably going to kiss on a stage in two months.
Wow. What a difference a few minutes and a brief exchange of words make. Suddenly, I feel light as air. I feel less alone. I feel a spark of hope. I even feel permitted to smile, should I decide to.
These are all feelings I didn’t expect to have today.
At one point while taking notes, we bump elbows, and though neither of us apologize, there is a very brief moment in which our eyes connect to one another’s, we pull our elbows away, and then we’re back to taking notes like nothing happened.
But in that tiny moment, everything happens for me. I feel a surge of power enter my eyes from that one look he gives me, and my heart breaks into a gallop. It’s a tiny moment of vulnerability, an instant where all his bad-boy exterior is stripped away leaving him exposed, just for that one second, that one miniscule second where through his eyes, I swear I can see straight to his soul. We are both transported to that magical place we found Friday night when the world faded away and it was just us in my little shed.
Then it ends, and we’re just classmates again.
I really wish he’d bump my elbow one more time.
The bell comes before I expect it, and then the rustle of books, backpacks, and chatter fills the room as people leave. Mr. Schubert shouts through the noise, reminding us all to read chapters 4 and 5 in our textbooks before tomorrow. Vann rises from his stool and tucks his pad under an arm. Then he hesitates for a moment, as if troubled by something.
I notice. “You alright?”
Vann eyes me. “So it’s to the gym now, huh?”
I open my mouth to answer, then freeze for some reason. Did I already forget Vann and I will be sharing two periods back-to-back every day? “Yes,” I choke out finally. “Yeah. Of course. Phys-ed.”
“Okay. Let’s go.”
I blink, hugging my notebook to my chest. “Uh … together?”
“Well, we’re headed to the same place, aren’t we?”
“Yeah. Yes.” I slide off my stool, nearly trip over my foot, and miraculously manage to keep my balance. “Yeah, we are. Right.”
“So let’s go.”
I fumble again with my book, then paste on a smile. “Let’s go,” I say agreeably, then proceed to lead the way.
I underestimated how it would feel, walking alongside Vann from the temporary trailer maze all the way through the throat of Spruce High’s main hallway down to the gym. There isn’t a single set of eyes that doesn’t find us. Conversations ebb like receding ocean waves, then rush back after we’ve passed. Faces turn. People move out of the way, nearly shrinking with wariness or fear. Is it the pair of us that has everyone on edge, or just bad-boy Vann? Has news of our joint casting in the fall play gotten around the whole school already?
“I have to stop by my locker,” I tell him when we reach it. “To put away my, uh, things. Do you have to stop by your—?”
“Nah, all I have is this,” he says, wiggling his sketchpad.
“Do you want to just go? Or—”
“I’ll wait.” He leans his back against the locker next to mine and crosses his arms, staring ahead at nothing, smirking.
Wow. He’s … He’s going to wait. On me. To … do my thing.
Faces are still turning as they pass by, noticing us together. I wouldn’t doubt if every person in the school is talking about us. Vann and Toby … friends since the first-day lunch room mêlée … Toby with the scary new murderer kid … Toby and Vann … Vann and Toby …
I’ve lived here my whole life and never realized what it feels like to be the center of Spruce’s endless gossip bonfire.
“You should really get an actual notebook,” I point out.
Vann flinches. “Huh?”
I nod at his sketchpad. “Really? Your chemistry notes are just gonna … live in there next to demon dude and his flaming chain whip? How do you concentrate when you study with … all of your sketches in there?”
“How do you concentrate without your sketches?” Vann scoffs at me like I just made the dumbest point ever. “How do you focus on anything at all without your sources of inspirations nearby? Besides, I already learned all this crap. I did most of my senior year up in New York, and we studied way more complicated stuff than you guys do down here in simpleton Spruce.”
I stare at him, stunned. “Did you just … call me a simpleton?”
“Nah. I called your town backwards and five steps behind the rest of the world. Like I said, this town needs me.” He cracks his knuckles and folds his arms.
I smirk at him. “Simpleton,” I mutter, doing my combination. “I may be a lot of things, but I ain’t no simpleton.”
“Well, you sure are taking your time to open your locker.”
I get the combination wrong. Again. “You’re distracting me.”
“Uh huh,” he mumbles, letting his lips curl up in amusement.
I finally manage the combination, then yank open my locker and stow away my things—or at least I try to. My chemistry book plays a game with me, not wanting to squeeze in between my pre-cal and English books, and I have to exercise a bit of grunting and creative Tetris knowhow to get it to fit properly without bending pages, breaking spines, or setting fire to anything.
“The hell is that?”
I didn’t realize Vann’s peering inside my locker. “A moogle.”
“A what?” He leans in, getting a better look at the doll sitting on the top shelf. “Looks like a fat white gerbil.”
“It’s a moogle. It’s from a game series.”
Vann quirks an eyebrow at me. “From that Deadly Knight game you’re waiting on?”
“Oh, you mean you actually listened to all my rambling Friday night? It’s Dread Knight II, by the way, and no, moogles come from Final Fantasy.” I shut my locker—causing poor Vann to jump back in surprise, to my utter satisfaction—then continue leading the way down the hall to the gym without any further explanation. It’s just as well, because he doesn’t ask for one.
When we push through the doors, a few of our classmates are already changed and sitting in little clusters on the floor, talking to each other. One or two of them notice us, looking up and drawing quiet as we pass by on our way to change. In the noisy locker room full of chatter and commotion, we head to our lockers in the back and promptly start changing our clothes.
Okay, seriously, this is really strange, feeling like I’m “with” Vann right now, moving from class to class in a two-person unit. I’ve always been a single unit. A loner. I’m not used to this. Should I strike up some more chitchat? Tell him who Mog the moogle is and why moogles love to dance? Bring up Dread Knight again? Oh, I could mention how his demon dude’s flaming chain whip reminds me of the Belmonts from Castlevania! Ugh, can’t I think of anything that isn’t game-related? Should I ask him how his first period was? No, that’s stupid. Obviously it was boring and horrible like mine. 
Wait. Am I boring and horrible? What if he’s only with me by default? What if, had Spruce been a bigger place, he would have actually found more likeminded people? It’s suddenly a very real possibility that he might be hanging with me because I’m the only option. I’m a default friend. I’m a just-because friend.
Stop that, I chide myself. He likes you. It’s obvious. And he shows it by continuing to be sort of awful and insult everything you enjoy.
Vann is probably just one of those people who acts one way in front of others, then loosens up when it’s just us. I simply need to play it cool, chill out, and go with the flow, like debris in a stream.
And just like that, I’m a piece of debris, apparently.
I really need to think this out better later in private.
“Yo, Tobes! Toby-Toby-Tobes!” comes Hoyt’s voice from down the aisle of lockers.
I turn to him shirtless, having only gotten my tiny gym shorts on, and see him flanked by Julio and Benji several paces away.
Before I can respond, I feel the strong and certain presence of Vann as he slowly comes around and plants himself in front of me, facing the bold trio of jocks at the end of the aisle. In just a pair of shorts himself, shirtless, he stares at them without saying a word, as if daring Hoyt and his idiot friends to do anything.
I watch as Hoyt’s confidence does a somersault and half a tap dance before, with a shrug, he wisely decides to head off. Benji and Julio follow him, their gazes lingering on Vann as they go.
The moment they’re gone, Vann calmly returns to his locker and proceeds to slip on his shirt. After a moment of appreciating what just happened—and perhaps shamelessly admiring his bod—I allow myself a moment of safety as I put on my shirt, too.
And that’s exactly how I feel the rest of gym class. Vann, for whatever reason, doesn’t once leave my side. Even when we split up into groups for an exercise by randomly-given numbers from Coach Larry, Vann disregards his assigned group and stays with me, since the numbers would have split us up. Coach Larry either doesn’t mind or doesn’t notice, as no objection is made, and Vann and I carry on with the routine together.
Just that act alone sparks a rush of warmth inside me I cannot deny. I don’t think I’ve ever felt this attended to by any friend my whole life. Is that what he is now? My friend? Are we friends?
Should I ask him? Is that how this works?
We’re sent to change back into our regular clothes only three minutes before the bell rings, which releases some of us to lunch and some of us to fifth period. Vann and I—perhaps in yet another slowly-dawning thought—realize we also share this lunch period together. Without even acknowledging it, the pair of us walk out of the locker room together after changing and head down the hall toward the noisy cafeteria, where we file in line side-by-side to help ourselves to a tray. Today, it’s overcooked spaghetti, garlic sticks, and green mush I suspect are supposed to be green beans. Then together, the pair of us seek a new spot in the cafeteria—I guess it’s the end of a table where Vann’s been sitting—and once we’re seated across from each other, we feast.
Just like in the hallway, there is no shortage of people eyeing us from across the cafeteria, then whispering to their friends. It is clear that even with doing so little, we’ve become so much just by virtue of being near each other. Everyone is paying attention.
My phone buzzes between my fourth and fifth bites of watery, tasteless pasta. I pull it out and read a text from Jimmy, randomly asking me how I’m doing. With a sigh, I quickly text back that if his brother could manage to tighten the leash on his stupid jock football players, my life would be superb. Jimmy replies with a big shocked emoji, which I promptly ignore, stuffing my phone away.
Then Vann breaks the ice. “We need to toughen you up.”
My mouth is full when I give him a look. “Okay, Stepdad.”
He either doesn’t hear me or ignores me. “I’m obviously with you third, fourth, and lunch periods, but those guys can run into you anywhere. What would you do if they came to Biggie’s?”
I swallow my bite. “You mean Hoyt, Benji, and Julio?”
“What if they met you outside when you got off work, decided to rough you up or something? Nah.” Vann shakes his head with a note of resolve. “I’ll have to be there every night you get off work, from now on. And if I so much as see one of their faces outside that restaurant, lurking around, waiting to pick a fight—”
“Are you saying you want to be my bodyguard?”
“—then they’ll quickly find out you’re not alone anymore.” He stuffs his big mouth full of an impressive amount of spaghetti. “I won’t allow them another moment of enjoying having their way with you. That ends now. And that ends for good.”
He says all of that with his mouth full, by the way. “Vann, I … I didn’t ask you to, to …” I set down my plastic fork, at a loss. “You don’t have to be my escort every time I work at Biggie’s. That’s two times a weekend. Plus my occasional Sunday afternoon brunch shift, but I doubt they’d want to fight me after morning service at Spruce Fellowship. Believe it or not, even cocky football players are tamed by that place.”
Vann, who was about to say something else, lifts one dubious eyebrow and changes directions. “Wait. You go to church?”
“Some Sundays, yeah,” I admit. “Not all of them. It depends on my mom’s schedule, and whether the stepdad sleeps in from a drunken binder the night before. Reverend Arnold has a gay son who sometimes leads the service. They take turns. Why do you look shocked?” I ask after biting off the end of my breadstick.
Vann swallows a mouthful of green bean mash, then shakes his head. “Didn’t take you to be a Godly guy.”
“I’m not really sure what I am. I guess in Spruce, you just kind of do what’s expected of you, to a degree.”
“See? That’s part of our problem.” Vann jabs his plastic fork at me. “Too many things are just accepted around here. Like the jocks running the school. Or art classes and clubs being canceled.”
“Oh, you heard about that? The arts program? My boss Mrs. Tucker said that has something to do with the mayor. That’s half the reason Nadine Strong is running against him, to change things around here. Allegedly. I don’t really pay attention to politics.”
“Things are going to change.” He bites his own breadstick. 
I feel like Vann just assigned himself a mission: to be my big, brave bodyguard and personal escort. I guess that’s what he needs to do to feel a sense of purpose in this place. Still … “The way home from Biggie’s is pretty safe,” I point out. “I’m pretty sure I’ll—”
“You sure about that? Last time I checked, you were almost mauled with love in a mud pit by your own dog. Besides.” He lifts his eyes from his tray after stabbing an individual green bean with his fork. A moment passes. “I want to do it.”
I swallow. “You … want to do it?”
“Sure.” He keeps his eyes on me, as if waiting for something.
I study the look of silent, calm determination in Vann’s face while bombs go off in my heart. Something about the way he looks at me has my pulse picking up. If he walks me home every shift from Biggie’s like the big, jock-warding bodyguard he wants to be, does that mean he’ll stay over every weekend at my place, too?
I’m going to need a bigger bed. And a muzzle on my morning wood. “But you can’t repeat the first day.”
Vann squints in thought, his fork still skewering a single sad green bean. He lowers it back to the tray. “What do you mean?”
“The fight. With Hoyt and the jocks. Throwing yogurt across the cafeteria. We can’t do that again, even off school grounds. The last thing either of us needs is—” I sigh, then go for a more honest approach. “The last thing I need on my conscience is you getting two more strikes on my behalf. I don’t want you packing your bags and heading off to Fairview High because of stupid Hoyt.”
A moment passes where I’ve touched Vann with my words.
That moment shatters at once when he wrinkles his face up and spits back, “So you’d rather those butt-wipes run you over, beat you up one night after work, then gloat in the locker rooms with their buddies later on about how they owned your ass?”
Clearly I did not, in fact, touch Vann with any of my words. “I just want you to be smart about this. Careful. Think it through.”
“I’ve thought it through,” he retorts. “I think you’re the one who needs to do more thinking. About what matters to you. About how much you’ve put up with already. Look at you … and me.” He points his fork back and forth between us. “We’re eighteen-year-old seniors stuck at a hick high school. The world has shat on both our plates. It’s time we stand up to it. It’s time—”
“Did you just casually use the word ‘shat’ …?”
“—that we fight back, Toby. And …” His voice softens. “And I’ll show you how. You aren’t alone anymore. I care about you.”
I stare down at my tray, suddenly unable to look him in the eyes. I think I’m trying not to blush. Or smile too big. Or cry. My emotions are all over the place, like Vann just tossed my heart into a blender and flipped the switch. “I care about you, too.”
“Good.” He stuffs the green bean into his mouth, satisfied.
A moment passes. The lunch room seems to be full of noise and chatter that, mercifully, seems to have nothing to do with us. I am suddenly deeply appreciative to be sitting across from a guy like Vann. There’s no doubt about it anymore. This guy is who I’ve begged for through so many sleepless nights for the past however many years, someone to call a real friend, a loyal companion.
On the other hand, a friendship with him could mean I’ll always be a step away from sitting in a police station somewhere, handcuffed, and waiting my turn to explain why three of Spruce’s top athletes are in the other room with bloody noses.
Maybe that’s a risk I’m willing to take with Vann. “It’s not just a hick high school,” I decide to say. “Nor is this a simpleton town.”
Vann has finished his lunch by now and is chugging a bottle of water. Its plastic crunches as he sets it down. “That so?”
“Maybe you just haven’t seen the better parts of Spruce yet.”
“Spruce has better parts?”
That makes me laugh somehow. “Yes, it does! Awesome parts, in fact. And people. You just … have to know where to find them.”
“Hmm,” is all he says before going for another chug of water. I watch him as he swallows. He could model, I catch myself thinking, staring shamelessly at his neck as it dances, strong and confident. I wonder if he realizes how beautiful he is, even if it isn’t a conventional kind of beauty. He looks like he’s from somewhere else, yet feels familiar when I look in his eyes. And his face can be so inviting and sweet …
When he’s not scowling angrily, that is.
It’s no time at all before my mind sweeps right back to the whole Vann-being-my-escort-home thing. Should I ask if that includes him crashing at my place? Or should I just let it happen naturally? Did he really have no problem sharing my twin bed, or was he being polite? Is a person like Vann ever “polite”, or does he always speak his mind with blunt, untempered honesty? I should definitely ask him. I should make it a certain thing, a plan, him staying the night at my house every Friday … and maybe Saturdays, too. I mean, if he really wants to go through all of that trouble …
Wait. Am I insane? What am I even talking about?
Suddenly, I’ve seemed to set loose a whole lepidopterarium of butterflies in my stomach. I have just annihilated the rest of my appetite, anxious now over what I should say or ask or do. Why does Vann excite me as much as he scares me? What if he really is a dangerous person, and I’m playing with fire here …?
The bell catches me before I’m ready for it. “Well, guess this is it,” Vann grunts without looking at me. He takes his tray. “See you later at rehearsal, Toby.” With that—and while I’m fumbling for a reply of any kind—he rises from the table and leaves.
“S-See ya,” I finally manage to say long after he’s gone.
All the questions I could’ve asked or topics I could’ve chatted about die quick deaths on the vacated lunch table. I stare at my half-eaten pasta and breadstick, which I took exactly one bite out of, with tumbling excitement in my heart. Something really big is happening here between me and Vann. Something important. I just have to figure out what the hell that is.
Wait a sec. Did he say rehearsal?
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So Toby wants me to notice the better parts of this town.
Good luck with that.
After a boring seventh period study hall, I make my way to the auditorium. On my way down the long crowded halls to the theater, I notice girls slowing to let their gazes linger on me. One of them clutches her books tighter against her chest. Another one runs a hand through her hair, batting her eyes. Two of them giggle as soon as I pass by them, their faces cherry red. I wonder if these are the finer parts of Spruce I’m supposed to notice. You know, that every girl in this school is apparently incorrigibly horny.
The auditorium is buzzing with energy when I come in. While there are faces scattered among the seats, most of them aren’t in the cast, I come to learn. They’re just here to listen to the first day read-through, for which a table has been erected on the stage. I go up the steps to the stage and take a seat at the table where three other cast members have gathered, as well as Tamika, who greets me chirpily and hands me a script. I drop my backpack at my feet, pull out a pencil, then start drawing on the copyright page of the script, waiting for something to begin. “Here’s a highlighter,” says another cast member whose name I think is Frankie, “if you need one for all your lines.” I give the highlighter one look, grunt, “No thanks,” then carry on with my drawing. I’m not bothered again.
Then the auditorium doors swing open, and in rushes Toby. He finds me at once, smiles, seems to think twice about smiling, then assumes a sort of stoic, all-business face as he ascends the steps of the stage and takes a seat next to me at the table. “Hey,” he greets me, then politely accepts a script from Tamika. “Thanks.”
“Hey,” I greet him back, smirking, then continue sketching.
A minute later, Toby’s friend Kelsey pops up and drops into the seat next to him. “You looked cozy today at lunch,” she murmurs teasingly to him, and I don’t think she meant for me to hear that, but her voice is gruff and carries. “Where were you during yearbook?” Toby asks back, red-faced. “Ms. Reyes sent me on an errand to take photos of band class. Don’t worry, Toby, I kept my distance during lunch. Me and the Theatre peeps totally weren’t talking about you and Domino the whole time.” That comment earns her a glare from Toby, and I’m left wondering what the hell “Domino” is.
When the director Ms. Joy arrives, we are immediately set to the task of reading the script out loud among the table. She insists we only pay attention to the story and not “sweat over acting it out or being too dramatic”, since we have well over six weeks of rehearsal to worry about that. The whole time we read the script, I keep sneaking glances at Toby, taking note of how freaked out he looks, his eyes full of fear throughout every scene we read. Tamika reads the stage directions, and when it comes time that our love-bird characters kiss in scene four—which Tamika reads in a dutiful and serious voice—the table is full of giggles, eyes looking up from the scripts to find me and Toby. All they get in return is my deadpan stare and Toby’s blushing cheeks.
After the table read, which ends an hour and forty minutes of unending tedium later, Ms. Joy dismisses us for a short break, after which we return for a round of character questions, discussions, and a few other things that have me bored out of my mind. This is such a crappy script, I keep telling myself, yet everyone at the table seems to revere it like it’s already won a Pulitzer.
“You’re keeping awfully quiet back there,” notes Ms. Joy from the other end of the long table, sucking on the end of her glasses, which she has pinched between her ring-decorated fingers. “You got something to say about Kingsley’s journey in the play?”
All the faces at the table turn to me, Toby’s included.
I shrug. “It sucks.”
Frankie stifles a laugh by slapping a hand on his mouth, his eyes wide. Kelsey sucks her lips in, shocked. Toby quite suddenly avoids eye contact with me, his face going red.
Ms. Joy, however, seems completely unfazed. “It sucks?” She gestures toward me with her glasses. “Why does it suck?”
“It just does.”
“Alright. ‘It just does.’ Hmm.” She shrugs, then goes back to sucking on the end of her glasses. “For the sake of encouraging a more intelligent discussion on the matter, indulge us. Tell me why you believe the script sucks, Mr. Kingsley. We’ve got all night.”
After a tense spell of silence passes, I realize she’s serious. The curious onlookers still lurking in random seats in the auditorium are even perking their ears, waiting. I give the script a swat of my hand. “Kingsley is an indecisive cock-tease who uses the word ‘fricking’ too much. Literally no one on Earth says ‘fricking’. Danny still sounds like a woman somehow—and one with the intelligence of a lemming, at that. Hell, even in the original script as a woman named Danielle, the character is so flat, uninspired, and predictable that it makes me not want to return after intermission, and I’m in the damned play. It’s like trying to breathe life into a blow-up doll. The women at this table should be offended Danielle ever existed.”
Silence rings out over the table, the auditorium, and maybe even the entire school for all I know. Spruce itself just hushed up at my act of daring to criticize the work of one of Ms. Joy’s most prized students.
She picks up the script in front of her and frowns down at it, appearing to read the title page over and over.
Then: “You’re right. It sucks.”
Everyone at the table turns to Ms. Joy, shocked.
She takes in everyone’s faces, then looks up at me and shrugs. “The script is stale. Trite. Pretentious at times. The tiny changes the playwright made in gender-swapping Danielle to Danny didn’t do their story any justice. No, this script needs a truth bomb. Is that how you kids say it?” she asks, giving Frankie a look for some reason. “A little bit of a—” She spreads her hands, making an odd explosion sound from her mouth. “—truth bomb? Anyway, I want this to be a lesson: a play is more than just the sum of its parts. The lines may be weak. Unintelligent. But they’re just words on a page until you breathe life into them. Don’t let it just be a blow-up doll, Vann. It’s your job to strengthen your character. If Kingsley feels flat, give him dimension. Are you dissatisfied with all of your frickin’ this, frickin’ that?” Ms. Joy eyes me with an amused smirk. “Own the frick, my boy. Make those fricks yours. Vann might not ever say fricking, but Kingsley is saying it, not you, and it is your job as an actor to be Kingsley. Make him yours—at least, during the time in which you’re on this stage. Otherwise, where’s the effort in acting? Have you ever actually read Romeo & Juliet? Romeo has to be one of the most boring characters ever written, and look what actors do with him. I dare you to find someone who doesn’t know Romeo.” She closes her script. “That being said, I will talk to the playwright about … some rewrites regarding Danny. Yikes.” Ms. Joy clicks her tongue and shakes her head. “That lazily gender-swapped Danny is an insult to the gay community. We’ve got to do better.”
With that, we’re then dismissed to go home. Toby catches me halfway to the door. “Hey, uh … Vann?”
I tug on my backpack strap and lift an eyebrow. “Sup?”
“I was just wondering if, if …” He hugs his script to his chest as his eyes search the ground adorably, looking for the rest of his sentence, I guess. “Well, you said you wanted to walk with me to my house from Biggie’s on the weekends … or something. And it got me to thinking if, uh … if that means …”
“Yeah?” I prompt him, urging him to get to the point.
He clenches his eyes shut, then finally pulls them up to mine. “Never mind. Do you want to go over lines, like, after school one of these days? To, like, y’know …” He shrugs and lets out a small, nervous laugh, then does air-quotes as he finishes. “… ‘make these characters ours’ or whatever?”
I frown at him. “Isn’t that what rehearsal is for?”
“Oh. Well, yeah. Uh …” His face blushes worse than it ever has. He starts drumming his fingers on his script with shocking tempo. “Yeah, alright. Okay. I’ll …” He shuts his eyes again. “I’ll see you in chemistry tomorrow.” And with that, he takes off.
And I’m left standing there, watching him go.
What was he going to ask me at first?
That night at home, I finish my copyright-page creature, then realize with a start that I think it’s the winged-demon version of Kingsley. He’s handsome, egotistical, athletic, has a chip on his shoulder, and doesn’t look like a very pleasant conversationalist. That notion inspires me, and I find myself getting to work on a demonic counterpart for him, drawing the winged-demon version of Danny next to the cast list. By the time midnight rolls around, I realize that my version of Danny didn’t come out as a demon at all. He’s just a normal guy—cute-faced, seemingly innocent, no wings, no horns protruding from his head, but he has a glint of adventure burning in his eyes, like he’ll dare to go wherever the demon takes him. Satisfied, I flick off my lamp light, then fall asleep with my sketchpad on my chest, charcoal pencil dangling from my fingers.
Every morning is a silent movie. I wake, shower, dress, then stand in the garage and stare at a bike that’s not mine (for another month, at least) while I wait for my mom. She comes out at exactly 7:08 AM, as usual, and the pair of us get into her car. She drives me down to the school while I stare out the window. No words are exchanged, except for the occasional clearing of her throat. Yes, even after my declaration about walking myself to school after she took away my bike, I eventually caved when my dad talked me into taking her up on the offer—which feels more like a sentence. She drops me off at the end of Main Street instead of at the front of the school, because it’s easier for her. She’s still playing out the silent treatment, like I’ve deeply wounded her with my words.
That’s fine. Two can play, and I’ll outlast her in this silence. I’ll stay silent until her next words are either “I’ve decided to give you back your bike, which I shouldn’t have taken in the first place” or “Here is the first ticket out of this town, I’m so sorry for bringing you here, please enjoy your freedom.” Since one set of words seems as unlikely as the other to fly out of her mouth, I’ll count on playing the silent game for the rest of the school year.
Silence is your friend at a new school, too.
Every class, I sit in the back, silent and alone. My first period English with Ms. Bean speeds by as she proceeds to cover the first few chapters of a book I’ve read literally three times between the schools I’ve been tossed out of. It’s perfect, because it gives me time to pull my script out of my backpack and continue shading Kingsley-Demon’s arm muscles, which is where I left off last night. Who needs an arts program when you’ve got classes that are covering crap you aced two years ago? Every class is art!
Second period is world history with a lady named Ms. Jones who whistles unintentionally with every “s” she says. The class is at the far back corner of the school, lined across the back by tall windows, and the harsh morning sunlight beats over my neck as I squint, trying to stay focused on the board as she drones on about something to do with India and trade and something else.
The moment the bell rings, I’m off to the temporary trailers. Funny enough, for the first time ever, Toby and I reach the long wooden walkway that leads to our classroom at the same time. “Hey!” he greets me, going for something between cheery and cool-dude. He’d be fine if he tried less, the poor guy. He goes in first, then holds the door open for me. When we take our table in the back, I pull out my script and go to work shading in Kingsley-Demon’s quad muscles on his thighs. The moment I start, Toby’s eyes are glued to my hand. “Just another thing,” I mumble before he even asks, always playing off my drawings like they don’t mean anything to me, like I make a million a minute. Yet Toby treasures each one with his eyes, amazed. “You have really great form,” he tells me. “There’s something really … consistent with your art. Your demon
dudes,” he adds in a funny voice.
Then the bell rings, and my spotlight is stolen by the teacher, who starts today’s lesson on covalent bonds. Once I deduce that I know everything he’s covering today, I go right back to sketching, and Toby, who I believe was taking notes a second ago, is back to peering distractedly at my work, too curious to look away.
The way his bright blue eyes are glued to what I’m doing has an unfortunate effect on me. That effect being: I can’t focus on my work. Because now I’m focusing on him. And his eyes. And his …
His hands. The way his arms are crossed, I have a glimpse of his fingers near my arm, so close to touching me. Why is it now that I’m suddenly so damned focused on his hands? I wish he might get the impulse to scoot a little closer to me, so maybe our arms could touch. I wouldn’t flinch away. Doesn’t he know that?
When the bell rings, all my distracting thoughts of touching Toby are gone. In PE, the thoughts return in full force—especially when we split into partners to do sets of pull-ups on a row of bars that line one end of the gymnasium. “If your partner’s strugglin’,” Coach Larry merrily instructs us, “then make sure you guide him to finish his set. You’re his spotter, his coach, his trainer. Don’t let your partner down! Get ‘em done, boys!”
So now the coach is encouraging us to touch each other. And of course Toby and I are partnered up. And when an exhausted Toby is on just his second set of pull-ups, his arms shake as he fights to finish his last three reps. C’mon. Don’t make me touch you. Don’t make me have thoughts again. But he continues to strain and grunt, and I can’t just stand here. With a resigned sigh, I grudgingly grab hold of his hips to give him support. “C’mon,” I grunt, my half-assed attempt at encouragement. “I’m tr-trying,” he grunts back. “Urgh! Mmph!” Of course he has to groan like that, all sexual and deep-throated.
But as I push him further, his biceps respond, and he starts to pull himself upward. And as he does, my face becomes gloriously close to his tight, gorgeous buns in those small gym shorts. There go my eyes, dropping right to them. With my hands on his hips, it would just take a little coaxing for my fingers to slide down them and cup his ass cheeks—his pert, firm butt I’ve been staring at for a solid week now, every time he walks ahead of me in the hallway, every day we change in the locker room, every time he walks off. He mentioned earlier in the locker room that he was “definitely going to check with Coach Larry about trading his clothes for a better size”, in his words. Please don’t ever do that, Toby. These tight shorts are showing off your fricking perfect butt in just the right way.
Wait. Fricking? Did I just use that word un-ironically?
“V-V-Vann??” he squeaks out in desperation.
Oops. I return my focus to gripping his hips, guiding him as he finishes out his set. Then he drops from the bars, exhausted, and turns to face me. With my hands still on his hips, we experience a very brief moment of standing exquisitely close to each other, my arms around his waist, our eyes connected.
Lasers and firecrackers and bombs go off between our faces. He catches his breath, sweat dripping down his forehead, a droplet dangling from his nose. His lips are parted, full, kissable, reddened and wet. The blues of his irises glisten and sparkle in the bright lights of the gym, and they’re bottomless with emotion.
Then with a blow of the whistle, we’re dismissed to the locker rooms to change, and the moment is over.
My heart still races when we sit down for lunch. “Why don’t you highlight your lines?” he asks me over trays of dry, crumby chicken-fried steaks and salty potato wedges.
I’m distracted for a second staring at his lips, still thinking of them so close to mine in gym class, holding his waist. “Huh?”
“In your script. I, uh, noticed. You don’t highlight your lines?”
I snap out of my daze by cutting off another bite. The meat is tough and it isn’t easy. “Nah. It’s a tired practice and a waste of time, highlighting lines.”
“Why do you say that?”
“It’s like saying, ‘Here’s my line … bullshit, bullshit, bullshit … ah, another precious line of mine … more bullshit, bullshit, bullshit … and another lovely line for me … crap, crap, waste of space, blah, blah … ah, more lines.” I shake my head. “When you don’t highlight them, the whole script is your responsibility. As it should be. People just highlight their lines because it’s what everyone else does. I don’t do what everyone else does.”
Toby frowns. “I don’t really see it like that. To me, it makes it easier to reference your lines in the script during rehearsal, when you’re trying to focus on the other actor, and—”
“If setting your lines on fluorescent fire does it for you,” I tell him, my mouth full of dry meat, “go to town. Besides, no amount of neon coloring is gonna save that fricking script.”
I stop chewing. Did I just do the fricking thing again?
Toby, thinking I said that deliberately, grins and suppresses a laugh. “That was a good one!” He wags his fork at me. “Clever! Ha! Wow, you really took Ms. Joy’s advice to heart.”
My plastic knife snaps in half upon attempting to cut another bite. I glower at the crummy meat. Toby offers to share his knife. When I take it, my fingers graze his, and in an instant, I feel light again. I even cut my meat calmer now while Toby smiles on, his lively gaze on my slightly-less-boorish-than-before actions.
“See you at rehearsal!” he tells me before departing the lunch room after the bell rings. And I watch him go, feeling excited about something I can’t quite put my finger on. I’m thinking about it all fifth period when I should be focusing on the computer and whatever graphics skill we’re learning from Mr. Hewitt today. My distracted thoughts carry on through sixth period Algebra II as well, my leg bouncing impatiently in place under the desk. When the bell releases me to my seventh period study hall with an old lady named Mrs. Shannon who squints whenever she talks, I can barely focus on my sketching as I count down the minutes until I’m freed for rehearsal and get to see Toby again.
Then: ding, ding.
Today’s rehearsal gets us on our feet on the stage, the table cleared away. Ms. Joy sits in the front row with Tamika at her side, and after a few placeholder set pieces are arranged on the stage to represent various furniture, as well as spike tape on the ground to indicate a wall, a café window, and a door, we’re set loose. Ms. Joy has a bit of a laidback approach compared to what I’d gotten used to in New York, allowing us to simply “feel the space” with each scene. Toby, who is a complete nervous wreck, seems to gravitate toward the furniture as he delivers his lines, using them like little protective crutches, always leaning on them. The scenes move by slowly and awkwardly, and it’s obvious by the third scene that we are all stiff and terrible actors who should just quit, pack up, and go home right now if we know better.
Especially when we get to scene four. “Kingsley, I … I …” Toby looks down at his script for the line, then returns his eyes to mine. “I don’t know what to say.”
“Then don’t,” I reply as Kingsley. “Danny, your eyes say it all.”
Toby swallows hard. He stares at me, wide-eyed, his face pale. This next part, he clearly can’t do. He is paralyzed. He swallows again with such force, I suspect even the back row can hear it.
Ms. Joy, seeming to sense the problem, rises from her chair. “It’s fine, boys. We can just … gloss over this part for now if you don’t feel comfortable enough yet.”
I stare down Toby. This is, of course, the first kiss in the script. It’s Danny who makes the move on me. Regretfully, not vice versa.
Toby looks like he might literally piss himself. “I just …” He glances out at the audience. There are at least twenty expectant faces out there, all of them desperate for this moment, all of them hungry to witness history on the Spruce High stage. “It’s just …”
“The stage lights,” offers Ms. Joy helpfully. “Yes. They’re quite blinding. Stupidly blinding. And hot. KILL THE LIGHTS!” she calls out over her back, and someone in the lighting booth obliges, at once turning off the stage lights. Now, we’re only lit by whatever dim, wimpy lighting spills onstage from the house. “Better?”
I smirk. She knows damned well it wasn’t the lights. Toby is scared out of his mind. He can’t bring himself to kiss me in front of this room full of gossipy, thirsty theatre students. Another stretch of silence passes, during which Toby turns back to me. In his eyes, I see a cry for help. We’re two souls clinging to each other, with a cliff surrounding us on all sides. If one of us lets go, we both fall.
Oh, the things I’ll apparently do for Toby … “Ms. Joy,” I call out to her from the stage, with my eyes still glued on the terrified Toby. “I think it’s … me who’s not comfortable yet. Maybe we can come back to this part later on. Y’know, when I’m feeling a little more fricking comfortable.”
Everyone in the room laughs. Ms. Joy included.
But not Toby. He doesn’t laugh at all. His scared eyes are glued to mine, but I wouldn’t say he looks happy or relieved. Something else is happening in his face. Is he …
Is he disappointed?
“Very well,” announces Ms. Joy when she recovers. “Carry on from the next line, after the kiss. Go, go. We’re already running overtime, and if I don’t get home by six, John may starve for not knowing how to work a goddamned microwave, Lord help us. Carry on, next line, please. Go, go, go.”
And just like that, we snap back into our stiff characters and resume the rest of the scene. Ms. Joy calls time at the end of it, choosing to pick up with scene five at tomorrow’s rehearsal, and we’re dismissed to go home.
Toby catches me by the exit doors, just like he did yesterday. “Hey, V-Vann?”
I face him. “Sup?”
He grips both of his backpack straps like he’s hanging on to a parachute, pulling them towards each other across his chest as he wrestles for the rest of his words. It’s adorable, watching him think. He’s a very expressive thinker. “I was just, uh … thinking …” Obviously. “… that maybe Friday when I get off work, you and I could … could hang out again.”
I try not to smile too much. My heart is jumping around all over the place, making a mess of my insides. “Sure.”
“Sure? Yeah? Alright, great!” A relieved smile spreads over his face. “So I’ll, uh … We can hang out, then! Maybe we could even go over some lines? Like, to get more comfortable with the script? On our own. Without …” He gives a less-than-kind gaze at the seats where the random onlookers sat. “… all of the …”
“Unwelcome attention,” I finish for him. “Sounds good.”
His eyes light up. “Does it?”
“Yep. Also we need to get more comfortable with each other.”
“With … each other?”
“Didn’t Ms. Joy basically imply today we’re terrible actors?”
“I … wouldn’t go that far,” he insists. Then he reconsiders it. “Actually yeah, I guess she did.”
“She did.”
“Okay! So let’s suck less!” he announces proudly. Then his face goes red. “And … And I’ll see you tomorrow, where we pick up with scene six. Or was it five?”
“Five. See ya, Toby.” Before I can give him another chance to be his awkward, bumbling self, I head out of the auditorium, make my way out the doors of the school, and begin my walk home. Of course, thoughts of Toby chase me all the way down Main Street and past every storefront. The evening sun shouts glowing taunts over my back as I stuff my hands into my pockets and wonder why I can’t shake the idea of kissing Toby out of my head. Why didn’t I just set the example onstage right there and plant a big one on him? I could’ve made a moment of it. Everyone would’ve laughed, or let out gasps, or … whatever.
Besides, why am I trying to make some big stupid deal out of it? A kiss is a kiss. There’s no need to build it up the way he is. He should have just given in, done his part, and kissed me. And that night, when I take my pad downstairs and sit at the breakfast table at 11:30 PM, pale moonlight washes over my hands as I draw a new sketch of Kingsley-Demon and Danny. They embrace one another, their lips uniting, demon wings spread, fingers digging into skin and muscle, eyes closed, giving in … It’s just a fricking kiss.
 



10 | TOBY
I could barely sleep last night.
Friday is already here, and I feel like I’m running on an engine full of sugar, cocaine, and internal screaming. I can’t keep still no matter which desk I’m sitting at. Even Hoyt doesn’t bother putting his feet up on my shoulders in English, giving me suspicious looks the whole class period as I sit there, bouncing agitatedly in place. When the bell sends me barreling over wooden walkways toward chemistry, my heart pounds so hard, it could burst from my chest.
But I do. And he’s already here. And when I sit next to him, he flashes his warm, sinister, breathtaking eyes on me. “Sup,” he says in that casual, doesn’t-give-a-crap-about-anything way of his. And I melt all over the place for half a second before, in a mumble, I say, “Hey, Vann,” in as casual a voice as I can manage.
For some reason, it’s imperative he doesn’t know how crazy he makes me. That sole fact becomes Spruce’s greatest secret that I, alone, must work to keep buried at all costs.
The truth is, I didn’t expect us to have to perform that scene so soon. I thought there would be many more table reads and chats and character workshopping before we even considered kissing each other onstage. When Ms. Joy, instead, plunged right on into scene four—on the second day of rehearsal, first day if you don’t count the obligatory table read—my stomach dropped through the stage floor and landed somewhere in the Earth’s core, swimming among liquid-hot nickel and iron. There was no way I was ready to kiss Vann—and not like that, in front of the world.
Something about cheapening our first kiss feels wrong. I don’t want it to be deduced to a silly moment on a stage, existing solely for the purpose of entertaining giggling girls in an audience. Our first kiss should mean something. It should be special—and ours.
I glance at the side of Vann’s face while he concentrates on his sketch, despite Mr. Schubert carrying on with today’s lesson. Does Vann even take notes anymore? But as he methodically adds feathers to his latest demon dude, I find myself wondering if I’m just being foolish about all of this again. Vann could be straight, and this whole Kingsley ordeal is just him playing a role. I can’t be so lucky as Jimmy’s fiancé was, to have a best friend he thought was straight his whole childhood, only to wake up one day in his arms. Jimmy might be my confidant, but he is not the example of what usually happens in these situations. Vann can be very, very hetero for all I know, and I can be very, very out of luck. What if I kiss him and fall for him? Am I willing to watch my heart break the moment the curtain falls on our last performance, and there’s no more reason left to kiss him?
That reality would crush me.
I’m still thinking about it all through PE, when we are taken outside to jog on the actual track that goes around the stadium. In the piercing sun, I jog next to a dutifully-glued-to-my-side Vann, but I keep sneaking glances his way, my mind racing with so many questions. I wish sometimes I was as bold as him, able to just ask him what I want. Is that why I’m so drawn to him? His confidence? His refusal to hide in any shadow whatsoever?
We’re sweaty messes by the time we’re back inside, washing up and changing out of our gym clothes. “Heat here is ridiculous,” gripes Vann, his face creased with irritation, his eyes swimming with exhaustion. “Is this even safe? To force us to jog laps in that insane heat?”
I shrug. “Heat strokes are a real concern here. There are all of these new regulations for football practices and stuff,” I point out, regurgitating things Lee said during dinner over the years—and surprising myself with the fact that I’ve apparently been listening. “Like, they can’t do brutal two-a-days all week anymore like they used to. They can’t even require attendance for them. They—”
“What the hell are two-a-days?” blurts Vann as he peels off his shirt, then proceeds to wipe down his face and chest.
And there goes my concentration. Distracted as I am by my eyes being glued to his body, to his lean build, to his everything, my answer is delayed and comes in a spurt of fractured sentences I can only hope make sense. Vann doesn’t respond as he sits down on the bench and leans back against the lockers, eyes closed, and breathing deeply, his skin still glossy from sweat. I just stand there like an idiot and watch him, at a loss for words.
And maybe also thinking about him walking home with me tonight after my shift at Biggie’s.
And us hanging out after that.
Getting comfortable with the script …
“Hard practice two times a day,” mumbles Vann. “Sounds like something sadistic that only a real idiot would agree to.”
I open my mouth to make a funny point about the fact that we are about to do exactly that—hanging out tonight to go over the script again, after enduring a long afterschool rehearsal—but the impulse vacates me as I clutch my things and wait for Vann, still shirtless and sweaty, to recover. I ignore the yearning growl of my stomach, desperate for lunch.
I continue to ignore my various growls of yearning later in rehearsal as Ms. Joy leads us through an experimental character building exercise, giving us “plenty to think about and dissect as we enter the weekend”. It involves pairing up, sitting in chairs across from each other, and telling personal facts about ourselves while mirroring our partner’s hands without interruption. It has something to do with maintaining physical and mental focus—or whatever. Kelsey, who plays the café waitress, is paired up with Marissa. Frankie is nearby, too, with Emilio. Off somewhere to our right is Tamika, who joined in because we have an odd number. But all my attention is on Vann moving his hands in circles. He’s mirroring my movements as we spit out factoids about ourselves.
“My stepbrother used to wet the bed,” I mutter, zombielike.
“I had a cat that ran away in Chicago,” Vann responds in just as similar a drone. We’ve already shared fifty-seven things.
“But, like, when he was fourteen,” I amend. Fifty-eight things …
“The cat was named Ursula, same as the sea hag.”
“I sometimes wonder if I’m adopted, because my mom looks nothing like me, and I barely remember my dad.”
The voices of others deadpanning random personal facts to each other buzz around our ears like fruit-hunting flies, but Vann and I stay focused only on each other—and the now sixtyish things we’ve shared. Our facts seem to be taking a more personal turn.
“I miss the beach,” says Vann. “I loved the beach. The beach was my safe haven in California, the one place that brought me real peace, my only peace.”
I flinch, meeting his eyes, for a moment forgetting to copy his hands. Or is it him copying mine? “I used to go to this beach town as a kid, down by the Gulf. It’s my only happy memory I have with my family, stepbrother and stepdad included.”
“I miss the taste of salt on my face.” He chuckles. “It’s a weird way to say it, but it’s how it feels like.”
“The taste … of salt … on your face,” I murmur thoughtfully.
“Don’t break the chain,” Vann half-scolds me.
“Sorry.” I clear my throat and resume moving my hands. Ah, he’s copying mine. “I do like to swim, though. I love swimming. But the Spruce pool is only open during the summer, and it’s always overrun by children who probably pee in it. I don’t get to go out to the Strong Ranch to swim, unless Jimmy’s home.”
“I wish my mom would stop looking at me like I’m a monster.”
“I …” His words catch me off-guard, my hands slowing again. I try to stay focused. “I … wish my stepdad would respect me more.”
“I’m thinking of stealing a motorcycle.”
My face wrinkles up. “You want to steal a motorcycle?”
“It belongs to me. My mom has the keys. I want it back. Don’t break the chain, Toby,” he growls again.
“Sorry, sorry,” I hiss, then snap back to it. “I wish I … had more f-friends.” Ugh, that was humiliating, coming out.
Now it’s Vann’s turn to hesitate. After a moment, his voice softens when he says, “I’m thankful I took a chance on this play, because I get to spend more time around you, and you make this town suck less. A lot less,” he adds, his eyes flicking to mine.
I feel my cheeks warm. “I’m really glad you got kicked out of your old school and came here, because I was dying a slow, painful death in this town until you arrived.”
“I wasn’t actually kicked out. All my friends were rich pricks with trust funds. Cash to burn. Drugs. Alcohol. Connections.”
My eyes flash. “I … I think I’m the reason my dad left.”
Vann stops mirroring my hands. “I feel like I always bring out the worst in people, no matter where I live.”
“I think I was an accident,” I murmur, losing steam, “and the stress of having a kid split my parents apart.”
Both of my hands drop to my lap. His do, too. I don’t know if he’s mirroring me, or if we both just gave up.
“Art is the only constant in my life,” he tells me.
“I don’t know where my dad lives,” I admit. “Or if he lives.”
He stares at me awhile, something curious flitting across his eyes, like a troubling thought.
“Don’t break the chain,” I taunt him halfheartedly.
He draws breath. “I can’t remember the last time I—”
“Good!” announces Ms. Joy, clapping her hands, and at once, our exercise is yanked to a halt. And while she explains all of the merits and uses of the exercise to build our character chemistry, Vann and I continue to stare at each other in wonder. Why does it feel like I’ve known Vann for years already yet have so much left to learn?
When rehearsal comes to an end an hour or so later, I put my script away into my backpack slowly, still lost in a swirling cloud of thoughts and feelings. I spot Vann a few rows away where he’d tossed his bag, and he seems to be in a similar state of mind, all his movements slow, his face, pensive. As if sensing me, he glances my way, and I quickly snap my gaze back to my things. I pull out my phone and pretend to check something, feeling anxious.
“Hey,” comes his voice at my side suddenly.
Vann sure rushed up to me fast. When I face him, I’m met with his dark, searching eyes. He’s wearing a black short-sleeve button shirt open over a plain gray t-shirt and dark jeans. “Hey,” I greet him back, putting on a smile. “So I’ll see you at—?”
“Does Biggie’s really have the best burgers in town?”
My open mouth, prepared with the remainder of my question, collapses into a mock gasp of surprise. “Only the best!” I exclaim with put-on excitement.
Vann snorts, amused. “I think I’m gonna come with you and eat there. I need a good place to draw. Somewhere with light.”
“It gets loud during the Friday night rush,” I warn him.
“Good. That’s one thing I miss about New York City.” His eyes narrow. “Noise.”
And that’s how it happens that Vann and I leave Spruce High together and make the brief trip across the street and down a few blocks to Biggie’s Bites, right on the corner of Wicker and Main. After Vann claims an available booth in the corner, I introduce him to the menu before even donning my apron, make my usual recommendations, then take his order to the back.
Mrs. Tucker is on me the moment she catches a whiff of him. “Oh, is that the new boy? Hmm.” She squints at him through the window separating the restaurant from the kitchen. “Seems sweet to me! Comp the sweet boy’s meal. A newcomer to Spruce needs to feel the welcomin’ Spruce spirit, don’t he? Hey.” She leans in close to me. “Is he a boy you’re chasing? Are you taking my advice?” My face goes red as I politely retort in a low voice, “No, Mrs. Tucker, he is just a friend, new to town, and … we sort of clicked right away.” To that, she just gives me a knowing smirk, says, “Yeah, yeah, Mr. Has No Options Here In Spruce,” before swatting my arm with a menu and heading out the door, likely to introduce herself to Vann and do that invasive, maternal thing she’s so known for.
The night flies right on by, and all of the things I normally find stressful don’t seem stressful at all tonight, not with Vann sitting at that booth in the corner reminding me of what I have to look forward to once eleven o’clock rolls around. I catch Mick staring at Vann through the window while doing the dishes, his big blank face wrinkled up with confusion, mouth hanging open in the way it does. “Something on your mind?” I prod him as I wash my hands in the nearby sink. Mick just grunts, shrugs, then asks, “Is he gonna order a dessert or somethin’? Been sittin’ there for an hour or two just drawin’ stuff,” before resuming his dishwashing in a lip-hanging daze.
When the rush dies down after ten, I join Vann at his booth briefly to see what he’s drawing. He flips his sketch around to show me. It appears to be another muscular demon, but this one has a giant head of a viper instead of a human one. “What a … slitheringly sexy fellow you’ve made there,” I tease. “Kinda wish I could see him in color.”
“Nah, I don’t do color,” says Vann, flipping his sketch back to face himself as he adds more scales to the demon’s neck.
“Color is all I do,” I throw back. Then it hits me. “We should totally collaborate on something. You could draw it, and I’ll paint over it, giving it color.”
“Hmph,” is all Vann says to that.
At last, the time comes to leave, and I clock out officially with Mrs. Tucker. Before heading out the door, however, Vann goes up to her when she’s standing at the cash register. “Thanks,” he tells her. “For dinner.” She appears genuinely surprised by the thanks, and touched, as the smile that graces her face is warm and bright. “You come back anytime,” she tells him. “Bring your whole fam if you like. Try one of our specials, on the house. A friend of Toby’s is a friend of the Tuckers.”
Outside in the darkness of near-midnight as we make our slow way to my house, Vann asks, “Who are the Tuckers?”
“The lady you talked to, Mrs. Tucker, she’s Billy’s mom. Billy is Coach Strong’s husband.”
Vann takes a second to process that. “And she likes you? Even though her son-in-law runs a team full of meathead morons?”
“It’s more complicated than that,” I try to explain to him. “I mean, I am buddies with Coach Strong’s little brother Jimmy, who keeps in touch with me from his place in Arizona. He’s bi and married to—well, do you really want the whole story? There’s a lot of luggage to unpack there, if you get me.”
Vann chuckles dryly to himself, shaking his head. “None of it makes sense to me. Everyone knows everyone. Everyone is some other person’s in-law or cousin or mortal enemy—or combination of all those things.”
“Welcome to Spruce, Texas.”
The atmosphere between us changes the closer we get to my house. When we make it there and slip into the shed, I feel all of my nerves twisting up with anticipation—while Vann immediately makes himself right at home by dropping his backpack by the foot of my bed, then kicking back in my computer chair and flipping on the TV. Clearly not as relaxed as he is, I hang up my apron stiffly, awkwardly kick off my shoes, then sit on the end of my bed to join him. I keep going back and forth in my mind about whether to ask if he still wants to go over the script, or if we’re too exhausted to. Isn’t that why I invited him over to hang out afterwards? To get more comfy with the awful, horrible, no-good script? Just say something. Be bold. Take the advice of literally every person in your life—Jimmy, Mrs. Tucker, even Vann himself.
“Do you want to—?” My throat closes up. I fight it and get my words out with more force than I intend: “Do you want to go over scene four in the script?”
Vann smirks, his eyes on the TV. “Thought you’d never ask.”
“So you want to? Should we? I mean, if you’re too tired, or it’s too late, I totally get it. It is late. I just thought maybe—”
“Am I crashing here again?” he asks, cutting me off. 
He’s still watching the TV. Why won’t he look at me when he talks to me? “I, uh … yeah, if you want.”
The next instant, Vann thrusts a hand into his backpack, pulls out his script, and rises from the chair. I fetch my own script from my crowded backpack, then get to my feet as well, trembling. Why am I trembling? Stop that, nerves! While fighting my increasingly racing heart, I clear my throat and turn to the fourth scene. My clumsy fingers fight me with every turn of the page, threatening to accidentally drop the script twice as I do so.
Vann is gazing at his own script, eyes darting across the page left and right. “Ready?” he grunts, still not looking at me.
I take a deep breath. “Yeah. Let’s … Let’s just dive in.”
“Good.”
And then we start.
Line by line, we go through the whole beginning of the scene. I lose my place no less than five times. Five times! But I notice an odd, uncharacteristic stiffness in Vann’s delivery of every line. His neck is tight. He isn’t enunciating as well as he does during actual rehearsals. He stutters on one or two lines. Is he nervous, too?
“You’re shaking, Danny,” he says to me, reading his lines. “I’m not trying to upset you. I was just …” Vann lifts his eyes from the page at last, meeting mine. “I was just hoping you’d notice me.”
“Notice you?” I return. “How can I not notice you? How can anyone? You’re like a beacon of light in a very … very dark place.”
“Touch me.”
I flinch, pulled out of character. “Touch …? That’s not your line.”
“I know. It’s the stage direction. Danny reaches out and he …” Vann gestures at his body. “You’re supposed to touch me on that line. So do it for real.”
“Oh.” My eyes drop to his chest. I can’t stop shaking all over, no matter what mental coaching I do. Is my script trembling? Does he notice? “O-Okay. Let’s go back to that line. Notice—?”
“I was just hoping you’d notice me,” he prompts me, my cue.
I meet his eyes, which look coal-black in the weak and moody lighting of the room. “N-Notice you? How can I not notice you? How can anyone? You’re like …” Oh, man. “You’re like …”
Touch me. Just the sound of his voice when he said that before. The tone of it. The invitation. Touch me. Or was it an order? No guy has ever told me to do that before. Touch me.
“You’re like … a beacon of light in a very …” Just do it. I place my free hand on his chest. Oh, wow. “… very dark place.”
He meets my hand with his own, both of us seeming to clutch his chest. “It’s my heart that’s dark. And it’s you, Danny … it’s you who’s the bright place.”
The words are terrible. The script sucks. Yet Vann and I are connected in this moment, our hands clasped at his chest, and the words of the script are just facilitating whatever’s happening here.
“Kingsley, I …” My heart is up in my throat. Is this about to happen? Is this really about to happen? “I don’t know what to say.”
“Then don’t,” he says back, his eyes glued to mine, knowing his lines. “Danny, your eyes say it all.”
My heart is slamming against my chest.
I can’t make myself move.
Vann’s dark eyes consume me as he waits for me to do it. He doesn’t let my hand free from his chest, as if holding me hostage, keeping me in the moment with him. In the pads of my fingers, I feel the thumping of his heart—strong, proud, and mighty.
He’s nervous, too. He’s anticipating it. He’s waiting for me.
We’re in this together. Two actors with roles to fulfill. A moment to relish. A story to tell. Teammates with a goal.
“Just kiss me,” whispers Vann, so soft, I almost doubt he says it.
Using our gripped hands, I pull him toward me, and our faces nearly collide as I find his lips with my own. Soft. Wet. Firm. His lips seal perfectly upon mine, locking in place, and for a blissful handful of seconds, neither of us move.
I’m kissing Donovan Pane.
Does he realize he’s my first kiss? Did I, until this moment?
I release his lips and pull back. I find his eyes through a haze of emotions that crackle and fill the air between us, connecting us somehow, cellular and electric and ever-present. The scripts have lines for us to read, lines that are supposed to follow this kiss.
Lines neither of us seem eager to proceed in reading.
I reach for his lips once again. And once again, Vann takes me in, kissing me back with an unexpected softness that’s both strong and innocently curious.
Then our scripts drop out of our hands. The kiss deepens. And it’s no longer Kingsley and Danny who are kissing in this shed.
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What are you doing, Vann? You did the kiss already. Why are you still kissing him?
We pull away in slow motion like gently breaking the surface of a pool to take our first breath, then peer into each other’s eyes.
“O-Okay.” Toby is still foggy from our kiss. “That’s h-how …” He’s fumbling for a way to rationalize what just happened instead of simply seeing it for what it is. “That’s how we’ll do it. In, uh … in rehearsal. The kiss.” I still feel his electricity on my lips. “That felt right. Didn’t it feel right to you? The kiss?” He eyes me nervously, his lips parted between his words. “Or was it off?”
“It was off.”
His eyes flash with surprise. “Uh, it was?”
“Yeah.” I reach around and gently grip the back of his neck. “We should try it again.”
Those words steal all the breath from him. “A-Again?”
“We gotta get it perfect before rehearsal, right?”
“R-Right.”
“So let’s get it right.”
“Yeah, okay. Let’s … Let’s get it—”
Despite Danny being the one who is supposed to kiss me, I pull Toby’s face toward mine, and our lips unite once more. I knew just from that first taste I might never get enough, but I have clearly and deeply underestimated how powerful our kisses would be. And it isn’t that they’re violent or rough. In fact, they’re fairly gentle. The way Toby touches my lips with his makes me forget every tiny thing that sits heavy in my heart. He somehow convinces me that I belong right here with him, and nothing matters more than this—the two of us, hidden away together in this shed, a secret, alone.
When the kiss ends, our foreheads stay together. The breath that flows between us is warm and fluid, as if we share the same air, the same lungs, the same heartbeat.
“We need to try it again,” I whisper to him.
“Y-Yeah,” he agrees, breathless.
This time, I bring both of my hands to his head, cradling him as I guide his lips to mine. Then we tilt our faces to get a better angle, and there’s nothing more perfect in this world than the weightless sensation in my chest, the ringing joy in my heart, and the light, funny sensation in my stomach that borders between absolutely giddy and nauseatingly terrified.
His hands find my back. As we kiss, I feel them carefully slide down, down, down until they’re resting on the waistband of my jeans, not half an inch above my ass. When do we use this kiss to shatter the borders we’ve created between each other? When do we acknowledge we’re no longer practicing for a scene?
He must have the same thought, because suddenly he pulls his lips away and his eyes flap open. “I don’t want you to think I’m … I’m taking advantage of … of a … a situation or anything.”
“Situation?” I give him a funny look. “What situation is that? Us kissing? Rehearsing? Breaking the ice?”
“Well … y-yeah.” He swallows hard. His hands are still at the top of my ass. I’m still cradling his face with my hands. “I mean, I guess you know I’m gay. I’m very, very gay. And very … very …” He lets out something of a maniacal titter, then goes silent at once. “I can be super serious. I can separate my acting from, from, from—”
“Super serious?” I echo, half-mockingly.
He misses my sarcasm, nodding at once. “Yes. I can be serious about this and just see it as rehearsing. But I want to make sure it’s okay if I … if I’m …” He struggles for words.
I smirk. “I think we need to keep breaking the ice, Toby.”
He lifts his eyebrows. “Really?”
“Yeah. Really.” The threads are popping. The chains, rattled and loosening. My insides unravel like an old winter sweater. “All night. Until we’re so comfortable with each other, we feel like real boyfriends. Like real lovers. Real chemistry on that stage.”
“Real chemistry,” he echoes, dazed, his eyes wet with shock.
“So let’s break the ice some more. And this time,” I tell him, a hint of authority in my voice, “really convince me you want to.”
“Okay.” Toby does not look ready. “I’m r-ready.” No, he isn’t. “I’m ready to … to convince you.” Nope, still isn’t.
“You’ve kept Kingsley dangling on a string,” I remind him.
“Yes. I have.”
“You’ve wanted him so badly, it physically hurts you inside.”
“It aches,” Toby agrees, grimacing.
“And now you’ve got the King right where you want him. This is your chance to win. Make your move. Declare checkmate.”
“R-Right … yes … chess puns, okay.”
“Make your move, Danny. Don’t hold back. Let Kingsley know how badly you’ve fallen for him. Let Kingsley know—”
I don’t finish the sentence before Toby at once takes charge, his face lunging for my lips. I’m so surprised, my hands slide from his face, down to his sides, and then his hips. His fingers dig into the small of my back as he pulls my body against his with such force, our fronts crash together as if to unite us somehow as one.
It is indescribable, the way Toby succeeds in making me feel in this moment. The feel of lips against mine is nothing new, but the way Toby has introduced me to kissing makes me feel like I’ve never truly kissed anyone before. The feel of another guy or girl’s hands on me sure isn’t new either, yet Toby’s yearning fingers make me feel wanted on a level that far exceeds any other sense of belonging I have ever known.
It’s as if every moment of my life has intentionally paved a path directly to this little shed in the middle of nowhere, to share a moment with Toby Michaels and no one else. This secret place that no one can touch, it’s ours. This kiss, our precious thing. The touch, the grip, the embrace—something no one else will know.
How can someone so gentle and sweet take me apart so easily?
Toby relaxes the kiss, then pulls away. “Wow,” he breathes.
Inside, I’m smiling ear-to-ear. Outside, I’m staring at him, as stunned as Medusa’s latest foolhardy admirer. “That was breaking some damned ice.”
His lips spread into a smile, as if he’s about to laugh, but then he stops. “Was that okay?” he asks, worried. “I felt really good that time. It’ll definitely read on a big stage. It’s important that we—”
“Toby.”
“Yes?”
“Let’s …” My hands rest on his hips. I could kiss him all night. I could stay holding him for as long as he’ll dare to hold me back. I hardly notice how warm it’s already gotten in this shed, just from our body heat. “Let’s … drop the whole act.”
“Act? Which act? Act one?”
“You know what act I’m talking about. Let’s … acknowledge … what’s really happening here.”
“I don’t follow.”
“We’re kissing, Toby. You and me.”
“Yeah. I know. We’re practicing.”
“You and me,” I emphasize. “Not Kingsley and Danny.”
Those are the words that do it. Something clicks in his eyes, like a tiny, unexpected epiphany. And at last, when he looks at me, I feel like he truly sees me. Past all of the gossip that’s been shoved in his ears. Past his own fears and second-guessing. Past his denial. And he sees a guy standing in front of him who isn’t here just to work on some pretentious, poorly-written script.
He sees me. He feels my thumping heart. He sees my yearning stare, my uncharacteristic elation, my prickling anticipation for his touch. He sees me.
“Kiss me,” I tell him.
And without a note of hesitation this time, Toby looks right into my eyes, a knowing glint of desire burning in them, and he goes right for my lips. I embrace him completely, wrapping him in my arms. His force pushes me to the bed where I drop, causing the bed springs to creak, and then he’s atop me, ravenous, kissing, his arms locked around my back. I kiss him until every last wounded part of me is unraveled on this bed, and I’m so loose, I could feel my soul fly straight out of my chest. I kiss him until it hurts.
Somewhere deep inside me, I know that after this moment, after finally giving in, after crossing the line with my only friend here in this crummy town, everything is going to change.
And I have never welcomed it more.
Half an hour later, our shirts are off, and we’re lying back on his bed, side by side, sharing the pillow and staring up at the small metal and wooden ridges of his ceiling, from which hangs a fan, its blades spinning lazily round and round on the slow setting. A fine sheen of sweat covers both our chests.
“I didn’t know kissing could feel so good,” Toby sighs.
“I think that was more making out than it was kissing.”
“Yeah. True.” A moment passes. “By the way, I … don’t think you bring out the worst in people.”
“Huh?”
“Earlier, back in rehearsal. You said you bring out the worst in people, but I don’t think you do.”
I nearly forgot about that exercise. “You don’t know me well enough yet. And you said you think you’re an accident.”
“Well, that’s likely more true.” He chuckles breathily. “I mean, I remember the way my parents fought, even if I don’t remember much about my dad at all.”
“When did he leave?”
“I was six or so. Elementary school. I barely remember him. When my mom and Carl married, there was a court hearing from what I was told, my dad didn’t show, and I became a Michaels.”
I tilt my head towards his. The sides of our foreheads touch, near the temples. “What were you before?”
“Price.” He starts picking at his fingers. “Toby Price.”
“Hmm. You don’t look like a Price.”
“I don’t look like a Michaels, either.”
“You miss him? Your dad?”
“I don’t even know him. He clearly didn’t give a crap about me to stick around or even write a single letter. Do people even still do that?” he asks suddenly. “Write letters? Like, with their actual hands and a pen and a piece of damned paper? My life could be so different. The only things I do remember about him were … good. He let me paint all over his garage with finger paints as a child.” He lets out a derisive snort. “I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t have told me I needed to join a sport to become a real man.”
I wrinkle up my face. “Your stepdad said that to you?”
“More than once. Is he right?” Toby turns his face towards mine even more. For a second, we’re in danger of kissing again. “Should I join a sport?”
“You do what you want.” I consider him for a moment. “You’d look cute in a little soccer uniform.”
“Would I?” A smile breaks over his face. “Cute. ‘Cute’. That’s a word I sure never expected to hear come outta your mouth.”
I shrug, then imitate his accent: “Well, shoot, maybe you’re rubbin’ off on me, gosh dang it.”
Toby scoffs at me. “I don’t sound like that.”
I dive in for a surprise kiss. He melts against me. I dig my arms underneath him and wrap him up into a tight embrace as I deepen the kiss. I knew this would happen. I can’t get enough.
When it ends, Toby stares at me drunkenly. “You gotta warn me next time you go in for one of those! I’m out of breath!”
I snort. “So what do you think, huh? If you join a sport, I’ll join with you. We’ll be teammates.”
Toby stares at me dubiously. “Uh … sorry, the last thing I can picture is you joining a team with me. When would we do this?”
“I don’t know. Isn’t there some swim club or something in the spring? Think about it. I miss the California beaches. You swim, but can never manage with the overrun Spruce pool full of pee in the summer.” I shrug. “Isn’t it perfect? It’s not really a sport, anyway. It’s more like a recreational time-burning love affair.”
“Tell that to the actual swim team,” he sasses back, and I cut him off with another kiss, once again unable to hold back.
This kiss deepens more than the others. It isn’t long before I drag a hungry hand down to his ass, cup it greedily, then slide it around to the front to explore somewhere else.
His hand reaches down and stops mine, his eyes wide, the kiss abruptly ended as well.
“Sorry,” I mumble, staring into his wide eyes.
“I-It’s okay,” he blurts, laughs it off, then turns serious. “I … I just want to, uh … take it slow.”
“Slow?” I remove my hand and settle on the bed next to him, propped up by an elbow. “Alright. We don’t have to do anything.”
“I mean, I want to do things.” He bites his lip. “I want to do all the things. Just—”
“Not right away. Not tonight.”
“Right. Is that okay?” he asks suddenly.
I give him a look. “Of course it is. I’m not about doing anything you don’t want to do. You shouldn’t have sex with a guy until you’re ready. I’m a patient guy,” I insist. I’m not even sure if that’s true, but I’ll practice patience for as long as Toby wants. “Besides, sex isn’t everything. And in the end, it isn’t what matters.”
“The way we were kissing, it felt like we did have sex.”
I quirk an eyebrow. “Uh … are you trying to tell me you made a mess in your pants or something?”
Toby laughs one of his adorable, squeaky laughs, then elbows me harshly, causing me to smirk. “No, that is not what I’m saying. It’s just …” He lets out a cheery sigh of delight. “I’m on cloud ten-hundred or somethin’ right now.”
The base of his ceiling fan looks unsteady as the blades spin, wobbling even on the low setting. “Can that crash down on us?” I ask, voicing my random thought.
“Is this really what I’ve been missin’ out on?” he goes on. “I’m not trying to be overdramatic here, but … I just … I can’t believe the way I feel right now. I’m … I’m on top of the world here.”
If there was ever a way to puff up my chest and make me feel like a champion, Toby’s reaction right now is it. “Well, there’s sure a lot more you can do with a mouth than kiss. I know,” I blurt the moment Toby starts to say something. “We’re taking it slow. Don’t worry. I’m not pressuring you. I said I can wait.”
“But can you? Or is it lame? Am I boring compared to other guys you’ve done stuff with? You probably think I’m a prude.”
I give him yet another look. “You gotta stop judging yourself.”
“What have you done with guys? Have you had a boyfriend before? Oh, that’s stupid to ask.” A flicker of worry bats at his eyes. “Of course you have. You’ve lived in big cities.” He breaks his gaze from mine, and I watch an encyclopedia of fear pass over his eyes. “I’ve never kissed a guy ‘til tonight.”
Wait a second. “You’ve … never kissed a guy?”
“I’ve never kissed anyone before, really. Well.” He rethinks it. “There was a girl I took to a sixth grade dance, and we kinda did a weird peck thing on the lips, but it was apparently just so she could brag to her—never mind, that doesn’t count. Do I have to remind you where I live?” he blurts suddenly, eyeing me.
I give another look at the ceiling fan. The way it wobbles, it seriously looks like it’s a minute from dropping. “I’ve done things with guys, sure. But … they were all fleeting and temporary and … things I knew wouldn’t last. Guys in big cities have short attention spans. Lots of distraction.” It seems to dawn on me in this moment despite knowing the fact already. “I’ve … never actually had a real boyfriend of my own.” Toby doesn’t say anything, but his eyes are on me. He listens. He’s trying to be respectful, I think. Or else he’s just super fascinated by me, since I’m not from Spruce and must have dozens of stories to tell. “So I guess that gives us a few tasks.”
“Tasks?” Toby sits up. “What do you mean ‘tasks’?”
I draw my hands behind my head and lean back on the pillow. “First off, how are you ever going to understand what’s going through Danny’s lil’ twenty-something-year-old experienced head when you haven’t done anything yourself? You’ve gotta live a little so you know what you’re portraying. This is Acting 101.”
“Well, I’m—I’m not an actor,” he stammers defensively.
“Well, I am. I’ve been in a few plays at my old high school in New York, and one back in Chicago.”
“And I’ve painted sets.” Toby frowns. “Tasks …?”
“First, I think we need to get you absolutely comfortable with the idea of being absolutely uncomfortable.”
“What?”
I grab hold of Toby’s arm, then pull him over me. By instinct, Toby maneuvers his body, and then he’s on top of me, his stunned face over mine. “What was that for?” he blurts out.
“Kiss me again. But this time, you take charge.”
Toby gnaws on the inside of his cheek as he considers my lips. It’s the romantic equivalent to a runner preparing for the gunshot at the start of a race. After a while, he sighs. “I can’t. I just … I look at you, and I freak out, and I feel like I—”
“Just do this.” I reach around the back of his neck, pull his face to mine, and press my mouth to his. Every single time our lips touch, everything else fades away like it was never there. Neither of us want to miss a moment of feeling as good as we feel when our lips are together. It nearly hurts each time a kiss ends, like I’m already desperate for the next, but I pull away and stare into his eyes. “Tell me what you’re feeling.”
“Uh, like at this rate, you and I are going to be very convincing by opening night.”
“Forget Kingsley and Danny. They aren’t real.” I gently take hold of his chin. His eyes lock onto mine. “You are Toby right now. Not Danny. I’m Vann. We’re … actually kissing.”
Toby searches my eyes in a panic. “I’m … I’m so …” He lets out a frustrated huff. “I’m so confused. What are we doing?”
“Are you into me?”
“Into you?”
“Yeah. Do you like me?” I feel him hesitating, panicking even worse. “Look, just say it. If you do, you do. If you don’t, you don’t. That’s how we do it where I’m from. You say what you mean. You don’t dance around the truth. You dive into the deep end and kick ‘til you swim. Just grow some balls and say it.”
Toby stiffens up, turning indignant. “I’ve got balls,” he states, “and … yes. Yes, alright? I figured you knew by now that I … well, whatever, yes, I like you. Obviously.”
“So we’ve got that in common as well. I like you, too, Toby.”
That indignant glare he’s giving me softens at once.
I guess that bit of information came as a surprise to him.
“And with that out of the way,” I go on, “you can relax now.”
“I am relaxed,” he insists, totally not relaxed.
“And we can keep kissing each other until you’re ready to get on with the script. You know, since scene five does exist. If we’re … even still bothering with the rest of the script tonight.”
“Right. That.” Toby gives it half a second’s acknowledgement as he glances toward the floor where we dropped the scripts. “We should probably get back to those. Eventually.”
“Yep.”
“But first …” He takes hold of the back of my head, then goes right in for another kiss. He puts his whole body into this one, his hips grinding into mine while his hands take full possession of my head, steering my lips right where he wants them.
There he is.
Even when Toby’s rough, he’s tragically gentle. I have never met a guy sweeter than him, or more caring, or more sensitive. He is so conscious of my feelings, it makes me realize in contrast what terrible, selfish, thoughtless friends I have kept in the past. Toby is quickly teaching me, without even intending to, that a cute, seemingly simple boy from a tiny country town in the middle of nowhere can have more depth than the ocean, more character than any playwright could possibly fathom, and more class than Harvard’s finest. I’ve never been more glad to be so wrong.
I know without a doubt in this moment that I’m not going to be alone in this place anymore. Toby’s got me. And I’ve got him. And nothing short of a category seven hurricane can come between us.
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Toby and I fall asleep in each other’s arms. Then we wake up separated, our bodies covered in a sheen of sweat, and that tired fan still wobbles and blasts as much air as it can down onto us. “I’d install an air conditioning unit,” says Toby as we stare up at the fan with the morning sunlight on our faces from the window, “but it’s expensive, and I’m trying to save up for an apartment.”
“An apartment?”
“When I graduate, I need to get a place of my own. I can’t stay in this shed forever.” He turns his face to me. “My mom worked late last night. We’re on our own for breakfast. Do you wanna—?”
“Yeah. And I know the perfect place.”
Toby squints at me. “You know the perfect place?”
Half an hour later, the two of us are dressed, still sweaty from the night before, and heading into town by foot. I have to circle around Main Street twice before I find it. “This joint has the best kolaches and breakfast pastries I’ve ever had. I couldn’t admit it to my parents,” I tell Toby, “but damn, they struck gold, picking up breakfast from this place.”
Toby eyes me. “You do realize this is my boss Mrs. Tucker’s son’s place, don’t you? T&S’s Sweet Shoppe? Ever wondered what the T or the S stand for?”
I shrug. “No. Let’s go in. I’m starved, and it’s not that busy.”
“It’s Tucker and Strong,” Toby fills me in anyway as we push through the doors. At once, the aroma of freshly-baked pastries fill my senses. I’m at the counter ordering at once. The guy who takes my order, TJ from his nametag, peers over my shoulder at Toby, who I realize is looking anywhere but at him. When the guy finally greets him, Toby mumbles, “Hey, TJ,” before returning to acting aloof. When we have our mixed bag of pastries, a couple of sausage kolaches, and coffee, we grab a seat by the front window. I ask Toby what’s up with him and that guy. “Oh, nothing. He graduated last year. You know. The year I would’ve graduated.”
“So? You were acting all weird. Is he another prick?”
“Nah.” Toby bites the head off his kolache like an ogre. “He’s actually a super sweet guy. But he’s on the rich side of town, and all his friends used to be my friends before I fell back a grade. They act like I don’t exist. It’s … It’s complicated.” Toby waves off the rest of the story, clearly not wanting to go into it any further.
When TJ drops by our table to check on us, we’ve just had our last bites. “Hear about Spruce High’s fall play?” I ask TJ, blurting it right out, much to Toby’s apparent embarrassment.
TJ, handsome, youthful, and approachable, shrugs. “I don’t really keep up with high school theatre anymore. Why?”
“Well, you ought to. Toby here has the lead.”
For a second, the words don’t even register on TJ’s face, as if he’s waiting for a punchline or the rest of the sentence. “What?”
Toby, who is doing everything in his power not to hide his face behind the metal napkin dispenser, finally gives in. “Yep. It’s true. I auditioned and … got one of the leading roles.”
TJ stares at him. “Well, I’ll be.”
“You’ll be?” I cut in, then laugh. “Yeah, you’ll be there.”
“Vann,” hisses Toby across the table.
“It will make Spruce High explode,” I tell TJ. A few nearby ears at other tables have perked up, too, I only now notice. “No one has ever seen a play like this performed in this town. A gay love story. On a high school stage. There’s even kissing in it.” Toby covers his face, pretending to fish something out of his eye.
TJ, however, seems to give Toby a genuine looking over. His eyes are alight with wonder. “Well, that’s pretty amazing. And it’s about time, too. You alright there, Toby?”
Toby drops his hands and puts on a smile. “What’re you still doin’ here, TJ? Aren’t you in college?”
“I am, yeah. But I didn’t go too far,” he confesses. “I only have classes Monday through Thursday. Gives me the weekends off to come back home. Thought I might transfer next year after I get all my basics out of the way, but … haven’t decided yet.” He shrugs. “And besides, didn’t want to leave poor Billy stranded. And having a little extra pocket change sure doesn’t hurt, right?”
Toby slowly nods. “Right …”
“So … why didn’t you tell me about your awesome play?”
Toby shrugs. “I didn’t know we were still friends.”
“Of course we are,” TJ insists with a light laugh. “I even came by Biggie’s the other night with some friends, but didn’t see you there. By the way.” TJ leans in. “Just between us, I think that Mick guy needs some more training. He was just … He had no idea what he was doing. I almost said somethin’ to Mrs. Tucker, but … well, you know how she gets.” He notices someone at the counter. “I’ve gotta get back. Enjoy your weekend, fellas. And I will come to see that play, promise!” He hurries back to help an old couple, one of whom looks like my study hall teacher.
Toby turns to me. “And you did all of that because why …?”
I lean across the table, conviction burning in my eyes. “This whole town is gonna know who Toby is.”
“They already know who I am.”
“No. They think they know you.” I crinkle up my empty bag into a ball. “They don’t know the real you. And when they do, each and every one of them is gonna regret pushing you away.”
The words sink in. Sparks of inspiration enter his eyes.
That’s what I was looking for.
After our breakfast, Toby decides to show me the arcade down the street. Really, it’s just a moment for him to show off how incredible he really is at gaming. He has the high score on nearly every machine. I play against him in a game of air hockey, but lose four times in a row. Toby laughs when I try to beat him at Mortal Kombat II, and I’m treated to his more competitive side, which only further convinces me that he could be doing a sport. Maybe I should bring that up again some other time. We hit up the movie theater afterwards, where we then spend the better part of the day watching back-to-back action films. Halfway through the first movie, I ask, “Is this how Danny and Kingsley would sit, watching a movie?” That revives the mischievous spark of inspiration in his eyes, and at once, he leans into me, smirking. “Better.” I throw an arm right around him and yank him to my side, which causes him to laugh out loud—and a couple near the front to turn around and shush us. I’m so happy right now. If only every day could be like this …
We’re hanging in a nearby park after the movies, me sitting on top of a picnic table with him on the bench part, when he gets a look at the time. “I need to head back and get ready for work. Are you still gonna—?”
“You bet I am. Off at eleven again?”
A smile rushes over his face. “Eleven, give or take. All depends on my closing duties.”
I nod. “Well, I’ll just hang out around here. Maybe get a bite someplace, poke around town the rest of the evening until—”
“Shouldn’t you check in with your parents?”
A cloud passes over my face. When I look at Toby and realize he’s serious, I scoff. “Nah. Doubt they gave a second thought about me since my mom dropped me off yesterday morning for school. I’m the least of their worries.”
Toby smiles, but it looks a bit like pity. “Well, I mean … you do have several hours to kill. Maybe you can join them for dinner, or tell them about the play, or …” He’s really reaching here. “I guess I don’t really know your parents. Can I meet them sometime?”
“No.”
“They can’t be that bad. If we’re going to be spending every weekend together, it’s only gonna be a matter of time before my shed doesn’t cut it. Winter will be here, and by then, I usually start sleeping on the couch in the main house, which … wouldn’t be ideal for both of us, and—”
“Are you inviting yourself to crash at my place?” I ask, half a laugh wiggling out of me. “Toby. You have no idea what you’re getting yourself into with my parents. They’re like vultures. They pick apart anything beneath them. They want me to befriend the Strongs. Or the Evans. Or whoever the hell the McPhersons are.”
“TJ is a McPherson,” Toby points out. “Y’know. Your new best friend at T&S’s. And my only other guy friend is a Strong—Jimmy. This place is only so big.”
I snort. “I’m learning that fact quickly.”
Toby rises from the picnic table, stretches, then checks the time again. “Yeah, I’d better go. Still have to walk home.” He looks at me. “Will I still see you later?”
It’s like he’s afraid every time we part, it’ll be the last. “Yeah. I’ll be outside Biggie’s at eleven, every time.”
Every time.
I might have been reckless a countless amount of times in my life. I might encourage my friends to step outside their norms. I’ve had a tendency to inspire mischief, or bend rules, or get others into trouble. But one thing I have never done is broken a promise. When I make one, I keep it at all costs.
I think it’s that level of loyalty that really speaks to Toby, for after I say those words, a look of warm resolve settles on his face. I want to kiss him so badly right now, out here in this park, with the wind in our hair and someone’s unleashed dog chasing circles around a tree, and a family occupying another picnic table several yards away, and a couple guys playing Frisbee. I want to take him on this table and know his lips all over again.
Instead, I give him a nod, grunt, “Well, see ya,” then head off.
I’m half a melted popsicle, sticky and in puddles by the time I make it home. My mom is out somewhere, but my dad is down in his office off the living room. I hear a distant, “Hey there, son,” as I ascend the steps. “Hey, Dad,” I call back before heading straight for the shower to clean up. And while the hot water bathes me, I can’t help but let thoughts of Toby’s lips flood my dream-filled, swimming mind. All the blood in my body pumps southward, and after squeezing some lotion on my hand, I get to work relieving myself of every bit of frustration that’s built up over the past two days. Toby’s lips. His soft hands. His cute butt in those gym shorts. It takes me literally a minute and a half.
Long after I’m dried off and dressed, my dad finds me at my desk where I’m finishing up some math homework I’ve neglected. “Mom and I are meeting with the Porters for dinner,” he tells me. “You want to join us, or have you got some plans of your own?”
“I got plans.” I scribble away as I solve for x.
My dad leans against the desk, arms folded. He watches me for a while. “You’ve always been so good at math.”
“Not really.”
“You are. It goes hand-in-hand with art, I think. The way you measure and calculate and …” He sighs happily. “Y’know, it would mean a lot to your mother and I if you came to dinner with us.”
“I’m not even hungry.” My stomach growls immediately after the words are out of my mouth. “Not that hungry,” I amend.
“Come out with us. It’s just a couple of hours, tops. You can get right back to your night, whatever you plan to do. Please.”
It has crossed my mind that he hasn’t once asked where I was last night or where I went after school. When I look up from my work and find him gazing out the window with his eyes full of thoughts, something in me gives way.
And with a change of my t-shirt to a button-down, I’m at once in the back seat of my parents’ car as we drive into town. My dad keeps up a chipper attitude as he drives us, chatting on about something to do with an article he read, while my mother peers out her window, her eyes cold and hard. The restaurant is quite a bit of ways down a long road that isn’t quite a highway, and after parking the car, a sign with “Nadine’s” across it in bright, curly letters meets my eyes. Inside, the moody lighting reveals that we’re at the most “upscale” place a country town can provide, judging from the fancy décor and a good portion of the clientele wearing suits or dresses. We’re brought to a big table off to the side where Mr. and Mrs. Porter are already seated, happy to receive us. Mr. Porter’s belly is squeezed into a brown suit, and his bald head shines with the light from a chandelier above. His wife is a stiff twig of a lady whose own coldness makes my mother look as warm as a summer Bundt cake fresh from the oven. An orange handlebar mustache frames Mr. Porter’s thin lips, and while his eyes appear welcoming, his voice carries a more-than-obvious hint of condescension, like everyone automatically reveres him without knowing the first thing, and the world is a plate from which he’ll feast and sample whatever he pleases.
I also soon learn during dinner that he’s the mayor of Spruce. As in: Mayor Raymond Porter.
A little heads-up from my parents might have been nice.
Also, the restaurant we’re in is actually in the outskirts of a neighboring town called Fairview, and is owned by Nadine Strong, which Mayor Raymond is quick to point out. “I find it a bit funny,” he says, smacking his lips as he cracks into his lobster, “that we’re enjoying a nice meal in the restaurant of a woman who is actually thinking of running against me.” He chortles privately at that.
I’ve barely touched my plate. And I don’t like the way he says the word “woman”. And I’m usually not so quick to judge someone within five minutes of knowing them, but I don’t like this guy.
And I’m deeply regretting not going to Biggie’s and hanging out with Toby. I’d take one of their Tackler Burgers over this fancy and uncomfortable lobster dinner with the mayor any day.
“You’ve run unopposed for … how many terms now?” asks my dad, keeping the conversation light.
“Oh, it doesn’t matter how many years I run. I’ll run as many as I like. Spruce has no term limits. The people are happy. What’s this fuss with Nadine gettin’ her pantaloons in a knot? Probably not seemly of me, to talk ‘bout her in her own restaurant like this. She and I go way back, too. No bad blood there, but that woman’s been born with a spotlight over her head, and shoot, if she don’t have half the town talkin’ ‘bout her, she might as well be dead. Pass the bread.” My dad obliges with enthusiasm. Raymond rips a dinner roll in half and slathers it with butter. “Gets me to thinkin’, what was it we were talkin’ ‘bout the other night, Joe?” He guffaws when it comes to him. “Ah yes, taxes. About that …”
I’ve checked my phone five times since sitting at the table and haven’t said a word. I don’t know why I’m expecting Toby to just randomly message me while he’s working, or call me to say he’s off early, or literally anything to give me an excuse to get out of here. It wouldn’t matter; I’m stuck here, a not-a-walkable-distance outside of Spruce, at the whim of this stupid dinner.
My mom also hasn’t said a word since greeting Raymond and his wife, I’ve noticed. The pair of us sit next to each other, silent and eating. As the time crawls by, the table grows loud with my father and the mayor’s chatter. It’s obvious my dad just wanted to present some kind of united family front to impress the mayor. I should have taken the hint when he asked me to change my shirt before leaving the house.
“Of course, yes!” my dad exclaims to something I’ve missed. I look up just in time to find him dabbing his mouth with a napkin and gesturing at Mom. “My wife Amelia would be so delighted to assist in whatever way she can, should it really come to that. She’s had years and years of experience in marketing, campaigning for various brands, even had a stint up in New York when—well, you go ahead and tell him, darling.”
Like the switch on a robot being flicked on, my mother comes out of a well of darkness and puts on a smile. “Yes, that’s accurate, though I do think he inflates my worth just a tad,” she says lightly, inspiring an amused guffaw from the mayor and an eye-squinting smile from the icy wife. She launches into her usual spiel about all the things she’s accomplished since leaving Spruce, who she’s worked for, which celebrities she’s come into contact with—and so on and so on. I could recite half of her spiel for her. “It’s inspiring to me, the notion of helping out my hometown mayor. You know, coming back here, I feel such a lovely rush of—”
“What a ridiculous circus,” Raymond grumbles, cutting her off—much to her visible surprise. “Haven’t had to lift a finger in years, and here the Strongs go, makin’ me work to keep my office. This all the butter we get?” He flags down a server. “More butter!”
Not a please nor a thanks. I doubt either word has come out of that man’s lips in years. How can Spruce be such a pleasant place with such an entitled, lazy man sitting on its figurative throne?
I study my mom’s face, watching as she slowly gnaws on her tongue. She clearly didn’t appreciate being cut off, but has more sense than to challenge the mayor. She simply turns back into the switched-off robot, minding the rest of her dinner. I feel a sudden urge to rub her back or reassure her in some way, until I realize she would probably not like the gesture in front of everyone—and also I remember she’s still mad at me and giving me the silent treatment.
“Your son’s been quiet,” the mayor notes suddenly, eyeing me the way a cheery grandpa eyes his grandson he’s about to tickle.
My father smiles warmly my way. “Oh, he’s just a bit intro—”
“Let your dang boy talk on his own,” Raymond cuts him off with a laugh. “He’s got a mouth, right?” He faces me. “What’s your name, again? Donnie, was it? Same as my brother’s name, that is.”
I wipe my hands off on my napkin, then turn my attention to him. “Donovan.”
“But you go by Donnie, right? ‘Bout time,” he says when the server brings him a plate with no less than five pats of butter on it. He digs right into one, slathering the rest of his dinner roll in it. “Your father here’s told me a lot about you. You’re an actor, huh?”
“For now.”
The mayor, who was apparently expecting a longer answer than that, lets a moment of silence pass as he continues jabbing butter into a dinner roll with his knife. Then he eyes my dad. “Not a big talker, huh?” He chomps off a bite.
My dad chuckles. “He’s been cast as the lead in the play at his school. He’s also an artist. He won an award for an illustration he—”
“I heard about that play,” clips Raymond. He shakes his head. “Delilah Joy always presses my buttons every year with her tastes in so-called Theatre. Nothing against the gays, I love them, I wish I had ten gay sons, but is all that romantic nonsense really the best choice for a high school production? These are teenagers!”
The smile my father keeps pasted on his face grows tighter by the second. “It’s certainly a mature choice!”
“Mature.” Raymond scoffs at that, then drops his bread to go for another snow crab leg with his greasy, buttery fingers, digging for it on his plate next to the carcass that remains of his lobster. “I think she should’ve stuck with Wizard Of Oz, or Our Town, or a play that gives more parts to all her kids. I like a show I can bring my family to. I didn’t hear anyone complaining about the Theatre Arts program at the last city council meeting. Why’d she go and change things up with this weird lovebird show?”
My father opens his mouth to cheerily reply.
But I’m faster: “I think Ms. Joy is acknowledging that teens see and feel a lot more than they’re given credit for. We have issues. We have opinions. We have libidos. We aren’t a bunch of puppets made to just entertain crowds of simpleminded people like you.”
Everyone’s eyes at the table turn to me, stunned. Including my father’s. Including my mother’s. Including the mayor’s wife’s.
The mayor himself, however, gives me one long, testing look. Then, as sudden as a firework, he explodes with riotous laughter. “Your son! HA!” He drops his crab leg onto his plate with a crash, then shakes his head at my father. “He’s got a lip on him! I like this one! Simpleminded, he said?” Another explosion of laughter rips out of his big belly so potently, his wife can only join in, giggling as loud as she can, though her eyes carry a hint of worry in them.
My father seems deeply relieved at the mayor’s response, and he quickly grabs the reins of the conversation and steers it away from all mention of me. I sit back in my chair, appetite gone, and wait for this stupid dinner to end. Would it have been so bad if the mayor actually took what I said seriously instead of just laughing it off? He practically proved my point in doing so. Teenagers are not empty-minded, innocent children—not in the way people like Mayor Raymond think. We have problems just as real as theirs. We have problems that go unheard and ignored, too—and get worse.
And the longer I think on it, the more I fume.
In the car ride back to Spruce, the atmosphere is drastically different than it was on the way to the restaurant. My dad is tired and sullen as he drives, likely exhausted from all of the socializing. My mom is oddly pensive, not altogether upset, but seeming to be mulling over something curious in her mind as she gazes out at the road. Not a word is uttered by any of us, despite my expecting at least a tiny scolding from Mom about speaking to the mayor that way. Is it crazy to wonder if a part of her liked my jab at him?
When we’re back in Spruce, my dad stops by the corner store because he needs to pick something up. After my dad hops out, my mom and I are left in the car next to a gas pump, waiting in our usual stiff silence, the minutes ticking by.
Then my mom asks, “What did you mean during dinner?”
I look up to find her head half turned, her lips pursed. “What did I mean with what?”
“The part about teenagers seeing and feeling more than they are given credit for.”
This might be the first time she’s talked to me in a week. “I … was just … saying it how it is, I guess.”
“Is something going on at school that I need to know about?”
“No. Other than what you already know.”
She frowns in thought. “You mean … with the football players pushing that Toby kid around?”
“Yeah.”
She gazes at the glove box, thinking some more. “Hmm,” is all she says back.
Another moment passes. I take a breath, then decide to see her question as an olive branch of sorts. “But it’s nothing to worry about,” I go on to assure her. “I stick by Toby’s side, now. No one messes with him. And no one messes with me, either.”
She says nothing at first, still staring at the glove box. Then she turns her head halfway back to me, and the look in her eyes is soft. “You both were cast in the play together? Is that true?”
“Yep.”
She nods slowly in acknowledgement. “Well, sounds like Toby is … sure lucky to have you for a friend.”
I feel my posture stiffen up proudly. “I’m the lucky one.”
She doesn’t smile, but her voice seems to when she responds with another simple, musical, “Hmm.”
A few minutes later, my dad returns, and off we go the rest of the way home. My dad who apparently pep-talked himself inside the corner store, considering his change in attitude, makes a few comments about the mayor and how it will be an uphill battle for Nadine Strong, but he isn’t worried. After the election is won—assuming the rumors are true and Nadine is running against him—we will be in good graces with the mayor himself, and isn’t that just the most lovely thing? “He’s someone we want in our pockets!” I swallow a snide remark about whether my dad intends the mayor to be in our pocket, or if he intends to be in the mayor’s.
After returning home, I get myself a glass of water from the kitchen, then make my way for the stairs, intending to finish up my homework before heading off to Biggie’s. My mother’s voice stops me. “Donovan.” She stands by the coatrack in the entryway holding her purse, a mirror at her back. My dad already vanished into the bedroom, likely to change into something more relaxed.
I rest a hand on the railing. “Mom.”
She calmly lifts her eyebrows. “You going out tonight again?” I nod. “To see your friend Toby?” I nod again. She takes a breath, twitches, then reaches into her purse and takes out a set of keys.
My motorcycle keys.
“I realize I made an error in judgment,” she tells me. “What you did your first day of school, it was reckless, it was unnecessary and not a good first impression to make of yourself in a new town, and I do not condone it.” She takes a measured breath. “However, I must also consider its intent. You, in fact, were acting … nobly.”
I don’t think I’ve blinked since she started speaking. “Nobly?”
“I’m not giving you back your bike as a reward for anything. I want to be clear: I still do not agree with your behavior, whether it was noble or otherwise. But I see an improvement in you. I see you making many efforts in ways I doubt you even realize I notice. I do notice. I’m proud, for instance, that you’ve decided to get involved with a play this year. I … worried I wouldn’t get to see you perform on a stage again, not after New York.”
My eyes drop to the keys dangling between her fingers. “Don’t get too excited. I doubt the bar’s set all that high here in this town for quality of theatre.”
Inexplicably, my mother chuckles at my remark. “Well, still, it’s something I look forward to seeing. And … this Toby kid.” She clicks her tongue, then crosses her arms. “He’s a nice young man, I hear. Well-balanced. Sweet. An artist like you.”
My heart warms, hearing those things. “Yeah.”
“And I hear he’s gay as well.” She gives me a look. “Is there … something there, too?”
She and I used to be so much more open about this up in New York—until she realized most of the boys I brought home, I never seemed to bring home again. Short attention spans, remember?
I shrug. “There might be something there. Too soon to tell.”
“Well.” She shrugs exactly as I do. Where else do I get it from? “I’m glad you’ve made a friend anyway.” Then she gives me her signature look, eyebrows raised. “I still expect you to do your part moving forward, Donovan. No more mishaps like that first day, I’m warning you, no matter your intent, or the football boys, or what-have-you. We’re going to be working closely with the mayor, and it’s important that we keep up our face here.” She lifts the keys at me, like I’m a cat ready to playfully bat my paws at it. “You just keep in mind our golden rule. People—”
“—are power,” I finish, stepping off the stairs to take the keys. I weigh them in my hands thoughtfully. “Thanks,” I say down to them, not meeting her eyes.
My mother leans in, kisses the top of my head, then walks away. I listen to her heels clack along the tile until she’s also in her bedroom, and the door softly shuts behind her.
It is with great pleasure that, at eleven o’clock on the dot, my leather-jacket-clad ass is sitting in front of Biggie’s, the engine of my bike growling like a beast, sounding just as glad to be reunited with me as I am with it. And when Toby steps out of Biggie’s at last with his apron balled up in his hand and sweat staining the pits of his uniform polo, I watch his lips part with shock as he takes in the sight of my bike.
I lift my spare helmet to him. “Ready for a ride, lover boy?”
Toby gives one nervous glance back at the restaurant before, with a tittering noise of excitement, he rushes up to claim the helmet, then awkwardly fits it over his head. “Like this?” he asks, struggling with the neck strap. I take over, strapping him in with care, then take his balled-up apron from him and shove it into my top box. “You wanna go for a little joyride before we head back to your place?” I ask him, smirking mischievously. “Hell yeah,” Toby exclaims, shaking with excitement.
Toby, still absorbing his own astonishment, hops on behind me, but doesn’t seem to know where to put his feet. “Here,” I tell him, gently taking hold of his thigh, guiding his foot to the peg. “These are for your feet.”
“Oh.” He seems to have gotten ten times more nervous the moment I touch him, as if I plan to do something to him right here in front of Biggie’s Bites in view of all of Main Street. “Cool!”
I turn my head. “Now hold on to me tightly. And get close.” He scoots a little. “Closer.” His hands slip around my waist at once. I feel his chest press against my back. Mmm, that feels so good.
At that exact moment, likely to investigate all the noise, Mrs. Tucker steps out of Biggie’s. “Oh, goodness. You boys be careful! Phew, all that racket.” She lifts her hands to her ears. “Don’t go on the highway, Tobias, I’m warnin’ you! Be safe! Goodness …!”
Toby waves at her. “Good night, Mrs. Tucker! I’ll see you after church tomorrow!” And then I kick the stand and take off, and Toby’s hands find their place right back around my waist. With a squeal both from the bike as well as Toby’s lips, we’re off.
For quite some time, we just ride on the open road, with the late night air blasting past us. Feeling him squeezed up to my back makes me feel so perfect, like I’ve finally found a guy to call my own. Even if we’re not officially anything yet. Even if we never become anything at all. Even if all we are in the end is just two lonesome misfits who inexplicably found solace in each other in the middle of nowhere.
Just having Toby in my life makes any of this worth it.
After we’ve torn a path halfway out of Spruce and back again, I circle around the streets and make my way toward Toby’s house. I slow the bike down on the curb to let him off. He suggests I bring my bike up the driveway and around to the back past the gate if I don’t want to leave it on the street, so I take him up on the offer and bring my bike along. Once inside Toby’s shed, my helmet’s on the floor, he’s peeling off his sweaty clothes and starting to say something about needing a shower, but I intercept his lips before the words are out, tackling him to the bed. Toby makes no further complaint as we resume right where we left off Friday night, our lips attached, our hands exploring, and our hearts racing.
At one point, Toby pulls away. “We should really go over our lines some more before Monday.”
“Yeah,” I agree, out of breath. “But just a few more kisses.”
Toby considers it for exactly one seventh of a second. “Yeah, a few more.” Our mouths come back together. We never once return to studying our scripts, which still lie neglected on the floor of the shed where we left them last night, and all thoughts of Danny and Kingsley are long forgotten.
 



13 | TOBY
I’m really liking this new routine.
Ever since Vann came crashing into my life, Lee seems to bug me less, even when we walk to school together on his non-two-a-day mornings. I don’t seem to get antagonized as much by Stepdad Carl, either, whose schedule always seems to be opposite mine lately. I run my office-aide errands every first period with such a bounce in my step, Becky calls me her personal Hermes. I barely even notice Hoyt’s annoying antics in second period, too high on my own happiness to be bothered by anything—even smelly jock feet. From third period through lunch, I am in total bliss as I stay by my buddy Vann’s side, a real companion, a friend, a partner …
And maybe something else.
I don’t know. It’s so new. It’s so exciting. It’s so … weird.
I’ve settled on saying we’re friends. What do I even call it? We make out now and then. Mostly on the weekends, definitely. And sometimes during a rehearsal … behind a curtain when no one’s looking. Is this what people call being “friends with benefits”? It feels a bit cheap to describe him that way. Friends will have to do. Really close friends. Kissy friends. Cuddly friends. Comfy friends.
But not boyfriends. At least, not quite.
Would I even know if we are? What does Vann consider us? Is something supposed to be discussed? Do we decide whether we’re boyfriends now? It’s downright humiliating that I even have to ask myself these questions, that I don’t have any personal experience in this department at the ripe age of eighteen when I’m sure half of my class lost their virginity in the tenth grade. I can’t stomach the idea of asking Jimmy and having him tease me—or have him ask who the special someone is, then tell me what a bad idea Vann and I are as a couple. He just wouldn’t get it. And besides, a part of me really wants to figure this out on my own.
That same part of me is also getting better at grabbing hold of Vann’s shirt and planting a big one on him during scene four—in the middle of rehearsal, right there on the big stage, in front of Ms. Joy, Tamika, and the whole world I know. And the following weekend when Vann and I enjoy two more nights together in my shed—“rehearsing”—we make sure we’re more than comfortable with our lines, our chemistry … and our kisses.
After such a rocky start, I did not expect to leap into a handful of exhilarating, soul-feeding, glorious weeks of happiness. I feel absolutely untouchable. For the first time, I’m the one who is on top of the school, invincible to the day-to-day struggle of being a teenager in Spruce. Is this what I was missing out on all this time? Is this what Jimmy felt when he first kissed Bobby? Is this what Kelsey was talking about when she mentions her best friend Lucas and how he found his dream man against all odds?
That’s who I am: a lost soul in Spruce who just got a pie slice of happiness dropped from the heavens and right into his lap. Or dropped down from New York City, to be more accurate. Or maybe slid down a long table from California where he was born.
Maybe we could go on a little trip to the beach this summer. The Gulf of Mexico might not compare to California’s beaches, no doubt, but I think he’d like it anyway. Is this too premature? To make plans for the summer? Who cares! The thought makes me so happy, reason flies straight out my narrow shed window.
Homecoming rushes forth as September draws to a close, and the halls of Spruce High explode in streamers, oversized posters, and gaudy decorations. I narrowly dodge being steamrolled over by a band of cheerleaders and jocks on my way to third period one day, but that’s fine; nothing can possibly ruin my mood on the way to chemistry when I get to see Vann. “I swear, I don’t think the halls of this school can handle one more fricking football fan,” I gripe to him as we wait for the bell to ring. Vann eyes me. “We’re still doing the ‘fricking’ thing?” he deadpans, to which I smirk. But he seems to take the bit about football fans seriously, his eyebrows pulling together in thought. Then he asks if I still walk to school in the mornings with my stepbrother, to which I nod. That gets his wheels turning even more, piquing my suspicion.
My suspicions are put to rest the morning of the Homecoming game when I’ve just gotten dressed, ready to head off to school, and I hear the distant roar of a motorcycle. Lee comes out of the hallway, and the pair of us share a look. When I rush to the window and find Vann on his bike at the curb in his sleeveless leather jacket awaiting me, my heart swells. Lee makes a remark about how motorcycles are dangerous and Vann better not have any weed on him before I swipe my backpack off the couch and zip right out of the house. Vann grins when he sees me. He offers a quick kiss before I take a helmet from him, fasten it on, then get on right behind him. After he revs the engine, my front door flies open, and a very angry, slightly hungover Carl staggers onto the front step in a blue opened robe, revealing him in just his boxers underneath, hairy chest and belly exposed. “What’s all this loud business??” he shouts, red-faced. “Who’s that? Toby, you get back here right now! Who d’you think you are now, some big-shot biker poser?—Agh, that noise!—Get your sorry ass back here!”
Vann calmly peers over his shoulder at me, as if wondering whether I care to acknowledge my clown of a stepdad or not. And I do so … by flipping him the finger. “Have a lovely day, Carl!” I call out lovingly, just to send it home. Lee, who stands next to him on the step, gapes at me. I honestly can’t tell whether my stepbrother is offended or amazed. I don’t have time to figure it out either as Vann rips down the road, engine roaring like a lion, leaving the stunned pair of them in the dust of our wheels.
It might be the most satisfying experience of my life to date.
That’s topped only by the reaction of everyone in front of the school when they get a look at us—and discover we’re not arriving alone anymore. When Vann parks his bike and we hop off together, I feel like a local celebrity who’s only missing a camera crew. Vann and I stroll into Spruce High like kings, untouchable, proud, and ready for anyone to take us on. I’ve never known such power.
Today is also the first day I learn, upon Vann and I parting ways, that his first period is English with Ms. Bean. We’ve been crossing paths every day before chemistry and didn’t even know it. 
In the office, Becky has an oddly excited look on her face and keeps stealing glances my way. I can’t quite figure it out until, ten minutes before the bell releases me, she comes up to my desk and, in a super secretive whisper, asks, “Are you and Vann a thing? Is he gay? Are you guys going to the Homecoming dance together? You have got to give me every last detail, Toby, I am starved for somethin’ to talk about other than all of these gorgeous Lance Goodwin Design dresses I’m seein’ on the rich girls! Please, please, please tell me you two are a thing!”
This is a drastic change from her thinking Vann was a Marlin Manson-worshipping troublemaker our precious town of Spruce needed protecting from. I’m of course deliberately copying her error of saying Marlin instead of Marilyn, because it’s an adorable true story that my morning needs. And when I let her down with a little, “Sorry, we’re just good friends,” I watch her face collapse with frustration, and then she’s back to toying around with her computer and whatever else has her super occupied this morning.
When I reach my dreaded second period, I’m surprised to find not a cocky-faced Hoyt awaiting me, but Vann, who apparently stuck around after the bell. I won’t say he’s playing the role of guard, but seeing as he knows who I share my second period with, it’s more than obvious his newfound reason for lingering. He even saved me his own seat in the back, which I take. Just as he’s leaving the classroom, Hoyt shows up, and there is a very tense exchange of staring between them as they cross paths near the door. Neither say a word, but their eyes say enough. And after Vann is off to his second period history, Hoyt notices I’m in the back—and all the desks around me are taken—and with a pretending-not-to-care smirk, he takes a seat somewhere in the front. I continue ignoring the curious glances of the rest of my classmates, who are probably asking each other in whispers if the rumors are true and Vann and I really are boyfriends, or if we’re just buddies, or if we have some secret pact against Hoyt, who is, for the first time all school year, not sitting directly behind me.
“I’ll see you at rehearsal,” Vann tells me hours later after we enjoy a lunch of greasy pizza, “and then … your house after that.” I smirk knowingly, then collect my things and head to fifth period pre-cal with my head held high. Somehow, I end up at a desk next to my stepbrother, but even his quizzical staring at the side of my face can’t touch me, nor even when he leans over the aisle toward me and whispers, “My dad was so mad at you this morning.”
Even my stepdad’s so-called wrath means nothing to me, nor Lee’s subtle use of the word “my” with regard to describing Carl, reminding me whose father he really is. That’s fine, too. Carl isn’t someone I’d lay any familial claim to in a million years. It’s enough of a stretch to call him stepdad.
It’s after sixth period yearbook—and a mildly tedious grilling from a way-overly-excited Kelsey about all the motorcycle-riding gossip she’s heard today in the halls—that I make my way toward the theater for seventh period study hall. When I reach the doors to the theater, I think about rehearsal and my glorious upcoming weekend with nothing but Vann, Vann, Biggie’s, and more Vann. 
I don’t make it inside. “Toby?”
I peer over my shoulder. Coach Strong stands across the hall from the auditorium by the door to Ms. Joy’s office. He’s a sturdy, muscular man in a pair of gym shorts that look glued to his thick thighs, and a polo shirt that stretches across his shapely pecs, sleeves filled to the max with his biceps. He lives up to his name. The flimsy clipboard he clutches in comparison looks like it might snap in half if the man accidentally sneezes.
I grip my backpack strap tighter. “Coach Strong,” I greet him.
“Hey there.” He lets on a smile, appearing relieved somehow. “I was just checkin’ in here with Ms. Joy to see if I could steal you. I hope you don’t have anything pressing or urgent you’re planning to study or do during your seventh period. I was hopin’ …” He tilts his head toward me. “I was hopin’ we could chat.”
Despite being friends with his little brother, Coach Strong and I haven’t interacted that much directly. “Chat …?”
“It’s nothing bad,” he assures me, “and won’t take long. Just a few minutes of your time. I just wanted to talk.”
“What about?”
“Can you come with me to my office real quick, bud? Ms. Joy already said it’s okay. It won’t take long, promise.” He beckons me with his clipboard-carrying hand. He holds a bottle of Gatorade in the other. “It’s just down the hall, near the gym.”
Ugh. Yippy. My favorite place. I reluctantly follow him. He leads the way, his sneakers making tiny squeaky sounds with each step. It’s just a couple of minutes later that we’re in a narrow side-hall near the gym where all the offices are. I pass a storage room full of wrestling gear and custodial supplies before he stops at a door and lets me in first. I take a seat in front of his desk and, channeling Vann’s signature move, drop my backpack heavily by my feet.
He sets down his Gatorade after shoving aside a pile of papers, then sits. “How’s senior year been? I saw you got cast in a play!”
Did Carl tell Lee to say something after I flipped him off? Did Lee go and tell Coach Strong a bunch of crap? What’s this about? “Yep. I did.”
“And it seems like you’re helpin’ the new guy fit in,” he adds, which only further confuses my suspicions. “Of course, I wouldn’t expect anything less from you. Jimmy talks about you all the dang time, how great a guy you are. Did you know he asked me to look after you? My brother really cares about you.”
I reluctantly nod. “Yes, he does.”
“And that’s part of the reason why I wanted to chat with you.” He takes a breath. “It’s been brought to my attention that a few of my boys have been givin’ you a hard time. Is that true?”
My mind is racing. “Well, I mean …” I’m so conflicted about what to say. Doesn’t everyone already know what happened during lunch that first day? Doesn’t everyone know the hell I’ve been enduring for years at the hands of Hoyt and his buddies?
Then suddenly I remember something Vann said to me the other day: Don’t play the victim with these pricks. Don’t let them decide for another moment how you get to feel about yourself.
My back straightens. A new attitude hardens my eyes. “I don’t let them give me a hard time. Not anymore.”
Coach Strong studies my face for a moment. “Hmm.” He lifts an eyebrow at me. “But some boys have been giving you a hard time? Or they used to? Look, I care very much how my boys are behavin’ off the field, too.” He points at a couple of plaques on the wall. “I expect them to uphold the reputation of the proud Spruce Tigers. Fast and fierce, but friendly. Brotherhood and sisterhood. Inclusive. If just one of my boys is actin’ up, I want to know. You can be totally open with me, Toby. Don’t hold back.”
I catch sight of a picture on the wall directly behind him. It’s the football team from last year. Right at the front, kneeling in his uniform, helmet tucked under an arm, is Hoyt Nowak. I stare at his proud, smirking, model-boy face. He thinks he’s so invincible. The way he struts in the halls. How he uses me like a damned footrest in English. That day he grabbed me in the locker room and tried to force me into a social situation with him at G-Man’s, where I’m certain any number of horrible things could be done to me. Hoyt and his privilege. Hoyt and his charm. Hoyt and his invincibility.
I don’t need Coach Strong’s help. I don’t need anyone’s help. Not anymore. “I don’t hold back,” I tell him. “No one’s causing me any trouble. I’m a big boy. I take care of myself.”
That isn’t the answer he was expecting, judging from the look on his face. But after a thoughtful glance at his Gatorade bottle, he purses his lips and murmurs, “It’s Hoyt Nowak, isn’t it?”
I stiffen up.
Coach Strong notices. “It’s okay, Toby. Look, we’re not here to ruin anyone’s life, or make things more complicated than they are already. I just want information. It’s my responsibility as a coach and teacher here. Honestly, I really wanted to confront this matter sooner,” he admits, his voice taking a tone of annoyance, “but I was told it was handled, then I was told not to interfere, then I was told to definitely interfere … I swear, sometimes I don’t think the principal knows up from left, or down from right. That stays here between us,” he quickly adds with a nervous chuckle. “Jack’s a great guy, but sometimes … eh, never mind, sorry, shouldn’t have gone there. So anyway, I’ve taken it on myself to call you in here to chat. Just to chat. Nothin’ more.”
I wonder if this is because I’ve texted Jimmy on more than one occasion telling him his brother needs to handle his jock students better. Maybe I should’ve thought twice before doing that. Didn’t I warn myself something like this might happen?
He leans back in his chair and rests his hands on his stomach. “Normally, this is when I’d call in Hoyt, have a chat with him too, get his side of things, then bring you two together and talk it out therapy-style.” He lets out a deep sigh that unsettles a couple sheets of paper on his desk, then puts his hands behind his head. “But that won’t do. You’ve had enough confrontation and stress. I want to nip this in the bud,” he assures me, raising his eyebrows. “I guarantee you, I’m not just a man of talk. I will take action.”
I’m not sure I like the idea of that. “Action?”
“Don’t worry about it. It’s already handled.” He sits upright and brings his hands back to the desk, fishes a flyer out of a stack of junk (seriously, he needs an assistant to organize this mess of a desk he keeps), then slides it in front of me. “Are you aware of this club? Spruce Teens Against Bullying? It was started a few years back, can’t quite remember, but their whole mission is to prevent stuff like this, or handle it when it happens. I’m not sayin’ you need to attend one of their meetings if you aren’t comfortable, but—”
“Thanks,” I say, cutting him off. I’m already well-aware of the group and their completely ineffectual, useless existence. I’d bet the creators of that group formed it just for a cute thing to put on their college résumés. I wonder what they even do.
Coach Strong’s eyes linger on me, still troubled. “Toby, I know it seems sometimes like no one’s listening, or like … like no one’s got your back. I want you to know that that isn’t the case, and—”
“No, it isn’t the case,” I agree, cutting him off yet again. Then I meet his eyes importantly. “Not anymore, now that Vann’s here.”
The words, which came out harsher than I intended, have the effect of knocking him right in the jaw. “Well, I …” He lets out one breathy noise I think is supposed to be a chuckle, then looks down at the desk. “I’m glad you have a friend. But I think it’s important not to … ah, how to put this … not to respond to wrongdoing with … with more wrongdoing, if you get what I’m sayin’? A little bit like fightin’ fire with fire, right?”
Now it’s my turn to get hit in the jaw with words. “Are you referring to what Vann did on the first day of school? Defending me?” I’m on the edge of my seat, stirred up. “Is that what you’re referring to with ‘more wrongdoing’?”
“Well, it certainly wasn’t the most mature tack.”
“And eating Hoyt’s twisted version of a Football Sundae was?” I throw back at him.
That has his face all twisted up. “Say what?”
“Sometimes the only thing you have to fight fire with is your own kind of fire. Vann was defending me that day. Against your so- football jocks.”
“I’m not excusin’ what Hoyt did. Like I said, I am dealing with him, and you won’t have to worry. But it still remains a fact that Vann shouldn’t have tried to assault Hoyt the way he did. In fact, didn’t his ‘attack’ end up hittin’ you instead? It’s a fortunate thing that enough bodies—and a couple of tables—were between them. From what I heard, Vann was downright out for blood.”
The memory of that day wrings in my head like a wet rag. I’m on the ground, blinded, and the noise of crashing trays, screams, and breaking things rings out in my ears. I didn’t see what happened. For some reason, that sole fact only now seems to occur to me as something important.
The coach gives me a strange look over the desk. “Sometimes when you fight with fire—now forgive me for beatin’ a metaphor to death here—but you stand a chance of gettin’ burned yourself.”
I cross my arms. I try to picture Vann as the demon everyone in Spruce wants him to be. I try to picture him beating Hoyt to a bloody pulp—but can’t. All three of them—Hoyt, Julio, and Benji—made it out of that cafeteria scene without a scratch on them. Yet here I am, still dealing with the ghosts of that day.
My jaw tightens bitterly. “Yeah, I get what you’re saying.” For some reason, I imagine how Vann might respond to something like this, and then the words fly out: “Guess I’ll set aside my plan to burn down the school next time Hoyt pisses me off.”
Coach Strong’s face hardens. “Now, I know you’re kiddin’, but that ain’t somethin’ to joke about, Toby.”
It’s like Vann’s attitude has possessed my mouth. “Maybe you should ask yourself whether you called me in here to make sure I’m okay, or rather just to make sure I’m not gonna go badmouth your precious athletes and—what was it, you said?—‘tarnish your Spruce Tigers reputation’.”
The moment the words fly out, a jolt of fear wriggles through my body. What am I doing? Why am I talking to Coach Strong like this? He’s not only Jimmy’s older brother, but he also happens to be a decent guy who’s done amazing things for this town. Despite that, another voice inside tells me to stay strong, not let down, and stop apologizing for the way I feel. He called me in here to make sure I’m okay, didn’t he? Don’t I owe him some honesty?
Coach Strong stares at me for a moment, like he’s trying to figure me out. “Let me make something … more clear, if it wasn’t before. If Hoyt was causing trouble, giving my team a bad name, or harming you in any way at all, I’d bench him for this weekend’s Homecoming game without a second thought. It isn’t ‘reputation’ that concerns me. It’s my students’ wellbeing—that includes you, Toby—and the decency and character of my athletes.” Just then, the phone on his desk rings. He sighs, grunts, “Just a sec, sorry,” then answers it. “Yes? … Billy, I’m in the middle of—” His face tenses up, then collapses with a sigh as he slaps a hand to his forehead. “And I really thought it’d work out this time. Damn.” He bites his tongue, turns away slightly in his chair, and in a quieter voice murmurs, “We shouldn’t let this discourage us, babe. Look, we both knew this was gonna be challenging, and—Yeah. Yes, right. Right. Just … I know, tonight’s a bad night. The dance and all. We’ll talk more later. Toby’s in my office right now, and we’re in the middle of—” He peers over his shoulder at me. “Billy says hi, apologizes for interrupting, and wants you to know that you’re singlehandedly keepin’ his mother sane at Biggie’s.” Then he cups the phone to whisper, “Love you, Billy, talk later,” before hanging up the receiver with a heavy sigh. He stays in that position for a long moment, gripping the hung-up receiver and staring at it.
I take the bait. “Is everything okay, Coach Strong?”
“Tanner. In here, you can call me just Tanner. You know me.” He sighs again, still gripping that receiver. “Billy and I … we’re … tryin’ to make something happen, and every force in the universe is against us.” He speaks to that phone, keeping all his thoughts with it. Then he turns his face to me. “Sorry. This isn’t … what I brought you in here to discuss.” He lets go of the phone, but only to take hold of his head. “What were we sayin’? Before he called?”
“The decency and character of your athletes,” I answer dryly.
Coach Strong slowly nods, as if mulling it over. Then just as quickly, he seems to change his mind about continuing where we left off at all. “If you got anything you’re goin’ through—anything at all—you come straight to me. You are not alone, no matter what.”
“Got it.” I take hold of my backpack off the floor. “Can I go?”
He studies me a second longer. “I’ve really noticed a change in you lately, Toby. It … worries me.”
I frown. “What is there to be worried about? I don’t let people walk on me anymore.”
“Well, I won’t reprimand you for a little confidence, but …” He winces. “It’s somethin’ else I can’t put my finger on. Toby, I don’t want you wrapped up in bad influences, if you get me.”
Jimmy got to him. Cookie-cutter brothers. “Vann’s a good person.”
“I’m not sayin’ he isn’t. I’m just—”
“And I’m doing better than I’ve ever been. And I wish people would see that instead of just seeing … something different.” Yet again, the spirit of Vann’s defiance surges into my bones. “I’ve got to get to my study hall. Can I go?”
He seems to want to say something else, then lets it go with a lighthearted sigh. “Only after you answer me one last thing.” He squints critically. “You got a date to Homecoming tonight?”
His unexpected question hits me as a joke, and I crack a smile. “Sorry, Coach Strong.” I can’t ‘Tanner’ him. It just doesn’t feel right. “Shift at Biggie’s. Gotta make money.”
“Bummer. Just promise me you’ll stay true to yourself, Toby,” he says. I give him a nod, then make my way for the door. “And I’m serious about seein’ me anytime about anything!”
His words and our strange conversation linger in my head all through the rest of what remains of seventh period. And when I’m joined by Vann for rehearsal right after, I can’t help but fret over what Coach Strong meant by taking action regarding Hoyt. What is he planning to do?
What has he already done …?
I’m still thinking about it during my shift at Biggie’s, where we repurposed the restaurant with candles and mood lighting so as to appeal to all the Homecoming couples stopping here for a bite before or after the dance—and also to compete with the fancy, distant restaurant of Nadine’s. Twice Mrs. Tucker asks me what’s on my mind, and twice I paste on a smile and tell her I’m fine. And I’d say she’s at least halfway convinced, if it wasn’t for the sassy look she keeps giving me each time I rush back to the kitchen to deliver an order, or take one out.
When 11:15 rolls around, Vann comes in, having parked his bike because he got impatient waiting on the curb. I apologize to him. “Forgot I work late tonight because of the whole—well, all this.” I gesture at the busy place, post-dance.
“There’s nowhere to sit,” Vann realizes. “I guess I’ll just circle the block a few times, or—”
“I might be here ‘til one.”
“Oh.” He fidgets, pocketing his keys and frowning.
“I’ll understand if you don’t want to hang around. But if you do, maybe you could, like … just sit back in the office? Behind the kitchen? I’m sure Mrs. Tucker wouldn’t mind at all. She knows you’re my ride.”
Vann gives me his usual shrug coupled with a, “Sure,” then follows me back through the kitchen, where he claims an empty overturned tub for a seat in the back, then pulls out his phone and busies himself. His happy moment of peace only lasts five minutes before Mrs. Tucker is upon him. “Y’know you aren’t allowed back here since you aren’t an employee, but don’t you see how busy we are out there? Y’know what, I think you could be put to some good use. Mick,” she calls out at the sink where he’s working, “get out on the floor and improve your social skills!” Mick stares at her, wide-eyed. “S-Social skills?” he asks before she goes shooing him out of the kitchen like a confused fly. Then she smirks at Vann. “Y’know how to wash dishes, don’t you?” She nods toward the sink expectantly. “And don’t forget your apron!” she clips before magically producing one and pitching it at him. Vann gives me a bewildered look, slips the apron on, and strolls up to the sink.
A whole hour or so later, I’m honestly shocked to find Vann still being put to work here and there in the kitchen. I figured by now he’d have stormed out the back door and thrown his hands. Instead, he’s scrubbing at a stubborn stain on a pot when I come by. “You don’t have to do this,” I whisper to him. “She just likes bossin’ around now and then. I can take over in a sec.” Vann just shrugs at me, says, “It’s not that bad. I’m bored anyway.” I snort, then warn him to be careful or else he might find himself on the payroll. He just smirks, then eyes me and says, “Wouldn’t be the worst thing.” And I’m left to wonder what he means by that as my heart races excitedly—and I struggle not to imagine the pair of us sneaking off into the storage closet or pantry for some private kissy-kissy time.
Actually, it might be the worst thing; I’d get fired in a blink.
Right around 1:05 AM when the place is finally dying down and just our last two tables are lingering, the kitchen door swings open and in walks Billy Tucker-Strong himself. He’s a handsome guy, full of youth, boyishly messy hair, but with a sharp look in his eyes, like he’s always puzzling something out that’s very complex and bothersome. When he spots me, however, his eyes lighten up and he grins. “Toby,” he greets me cheerily, and I give a tired wave back. He then spots Vann at the sink, which confuses him for a second before his mother stops him by the office. “Why, Junior, what’re you doin’ here?” He leans in, murmurs something in her ear, and she sighs. “Come in, let’s … Lord help us … let’s talk.” The two disappear into the office, the door left open a crack.
Vann drops his last dish into the drainer, peels off his gloves and apron, then eyes me. “Alright. Where’s my paycheck?”
With a peek out through the kitchen window looking into the restaurant, I note all the customers have finally gone, and Mick is out there cleaning up the last tables. I come up pleasantly close to Vann’s face. “You want a form of payment for all that hard work?”
“I mean, it’s the least you owe me, right?”
I pretend to gawk in offense. “Oh, I owe you?? Is that so? I’m the one who turned you into a dishwasher tonight?”
“Well, if I wasn’t here to pick you up, I wouldn’t have been put to work, right?”
I tilt my head coyly. “Maybe.”
“Maybe. Maybe. Yeah, ‘maybe’. And also maybe … you owe me a kiss. Or something.”
My heart skips a beat. “Or something …?”
“Or something,” he repeats.
We have been basically making out for weeks. Tonight is the night of a big school dance neither of us went to. Couples all over Spruce are … doing things. I’m certain of it. Is it time that Vann and I finally … do something, too? In an instant, I can’t think straight. I can’t even focus on his face as my mind races off without me, afire with fantasies, thoughts, fears, worries, excitements, pleasures …
“I’ll go get the bike,” he says. “You can tell Mrs. Tucker ‘you’re welcome’ from me.” With a knowing smirk, he tosses the apron at me and heads out the door, and my eyes drop to his ass in those dark skinny jeans of his and his military-style boots, which he has on tonight. How does Vann make legs look so sexy? “Later, Mick,” I hear him call out, and Mick—who pops out his earbud a second too late—squints in his direction and hoarsely yells back, “Huh?” But Vann’s already out the door. The guy’s probably just surprised Vann remembered his name.
I put the extra apron aside. After double-checking everything in the kitchen, I go to ask Mrs. Tucker if I’m all good to go. At the office door, however, I stop at the sound of Billy’s distressed voice. “—stupid regulations and forms and bureaucracy. I swear, you’d think they didn’t want any children to get adopted.” Mrs. Tucker replies in a struggling-to-keep-positive tone, “Well, that’s Fairview for you. Only so many agencies within reach of here, sweetheart. Have you tried—?” “Yes,” Billy cuts her off. “Whatever it is you’re about to ask, yes, we have tried that, and this, and also that, and everything-else-or-other.”
My knuckles were raised, ready to knock. Now they drop back to my side as I worry whether I want to risk interrupting this chat of theirs. After Coach Strong’s call from Billy, and now seeing Billy here to talk to his mom, I’m putting two and two together. Jimmy mentioned in a random late-night text once that his brother and Billy were “looking to expand their family”. I figured he meant a dog. Not a human being. A baby or a child. Whatever they planned.
Suddenly the door whisks open, and Billy appears there. “Oh, Toby,” he breathes, surprised and flustered. “Did you—ah—Did you need anything? Is the deep fryer doing that thing it does when you try to turn it off?”
“No, I’m fine, it’s all shut down.” I spot Mrs. Tucker in a chair by the desk, looking away. I’m guessing I gave her a moment of reprieve where she doesn’t have to put on a face in front of her son, who I am momentarily distracting. She’s clearly upset. Maybe I should draw this out for a moment longer. “I … just … wanted to check to make sure I could leave for the night. My ride’s been—”
“Waiting,” Billy finishes for me, then nods quickly. “Yeah. If there’s anything else, don’t worry, I’ll get it done. Remember, I ran this place many years before you did.”
“Right. Thanks, Billy.” I loiter at the door a second too long to be natural, squirm, then make up a question. “Is there some sorta reason Coach Strong doesn’t call himself Coach Tucker-Strong?”
Billy, whose mind seems everywhere except here, squints in confusion a moment before he gives a distracted answer. “I guess it’s more like no matter how many times he says it, no one knows him for his new name. I think he’ll be a Strong the rest of his life, whether I’m his husband or not. Hell, I still get called Billy Tucker. Or Mr. Tucker. Or Junior,” he adds with a teasing glance over his shoulder—where he then catches his mother still looking away, her face full of distress.
Crap. “Is, uh, everything okay?” I quickly ask.
Billy, flustered even further, mumbles, “Hmm? Yes. Why?”
Suddenly—and rather belatedly—I wonder if the weirdness here has anything to do with the phone call to Coach Strong. If I get the story from Billy right now, I won’t have to pester Jimmy into spilling the beans later. Besides, I’m not sure I can trust that what I talk to Jimmy about doesn’t just get hot-potatoed right to his big brother. Thanks, Jimmy. “You seem upset. Earlier today—”
“Oh, you were in the office when I called Tanner.” It hits Billy, and he lets out a strained laugh. “Now I get it. No, you don’t have to worry. It’s just … We’re just goin’ through a little somethin’.”
I suspect I already know what it is. “If you want, I can talk to my best friend Kelsey and—” Did I just call Kelsey my best friend? Is she? Is this an accurate statement? “—find out what the Kings went through in adopting her. They’re a gay, married couple right on the outskirts of Spruce and Fairview, so … maybe it could help.”
Billy, who quite instantly appears stunned at what I’ve pieced together with just a few clues and mental glue, stares at me like a frozen block of Billy-shaped ice and sweat.
I realize just as instantly I might have overstepped. “Sorry. I’ll just go. I didn’t mean—Anyway, she was in the foster care system. It’s probably different than what you’re doing. I won’t tell anyone. I’m gonna—I’m gonna go.” After another clumsy spill of words I can’t recall saying, I make a fast departure. I suspect a still-bewildered Billy watches me the whole way out.
When I swing onto the back of Vann’s bike, take the helmet from him, then slide my arms around his tight, toned waist, I lay my head on his back, smell him, and instantly feel at home. “You all good back there?” he asks as his motorcycle growls between our legs. “Ride away, cowboy,” I tell him with a relieved and happy grin spilling over my face, and off he goes.
But apparently it isn’t my house we’re heading to. “Isn’t it a bit late for a joyride?” I ask loudly as we zip down the road—away from my neighborhood. “I mean, I’m not opposed to one, of course. Everyone’s out and about tonight, but—”
“Nope!” he shouts over his shoulder. “This isn’t a joyride!”
“Are we making a rendezvous at TJ’s lovely estate??” I tease as I take note of our general vicinity—the rich area. I’m seriously at a loss. “Are you guys best friends now? What’s goin’ on?”
He doesn’t answer any more of my questions. 
Five minutes later, he doesn’t have to. He comes to a stop and cuts the engine off in front of a big house. We pop off our helmets, and then soon we’re walking up the long driveway to the garage, him rolling his bike along. 
“Where are we?” I ask him, numb, but I think I might have figured it out already. “Is this … Is this your …?”
“The better question,” he interrupts me, “is how long it’s been since you’ve gone swimming.”
I nearly drop my helmet, fumbling with it. “S-Say what?”
Vann smirks, amused.
When he takes me inside the house, he tells me to keep quiet. I’ve been to the Strong Ranch a few times, and I’ve got to say, this house is quite comparable to the size of theirs, minus a few acres of livestock and farmland. After asking me in a whisper if I want anything to drink or eat, which I politely decline, he takes me straight out to the backyard. Past a large, L-shaped patio lies a swimming pool stretching before us, lit by small lamps that line its oblong shape. At one end sits a hot tub, slightly elevated from the pool, around which tropical-looking trees and flowers grow. Even at night, or perhaps especially at this hour, the pool is picturesque and breathtaking. I was definitely in shock already, just walking up the driveway as the reality slowly began to dawn on me. Now, I’m speechless.
“Empty your pockets on the table,” he tells me as he does the same. “Believe it or not, I haven’t even stepped foot in my own pool yet.” He takes off his clothes one piece at a time, starting with his leather jacket, then his t-shirt. “But it’s an unseasonably warm night for October … and why not?” I watch him in a daze as I take out my phone and wallet and set them on the table next to his things. As he starts to unbutton his jeans, he eyes me. “You just gonna stand there? Or you gonna jump in with me?”
My thoughts come as slowly and stickily as syrup. “I … I didn’t know you lived out here. In the nice part of town.”
“Oh. I see. You want help.” He stops just after unzipping his jeans, and with them left half open and showing the shiny black material of his boxer-briefs underneath, he takes hold of the base of my Biggie’s shirt and starts working it over my head. “Don’t worry,” he tells me as I start to protest. “All of the windows of my parents’ bedroom don’t face out here. And there’s no neighbors. We’re all alone. You’re mine, and I’m yours.” My shirt drops to the ground. Next, his fingers go for the zipper of my slacks.
I grab hold of his wrist at once, stopping him.
He looks at me. “Something wrong?”
When I meet his eyes, an actual earthquake of excitement has its way with my belly. Does it have to do with what he just said? That we’re all alone? That I’m his?
That he’s mine?
“Vann, I …” Still gripping his wrist, his fingers still hanging on to my zipper, our hips and half-open crotches so blissfully close to one another, I find it difficult to draw breath. “I just … I feel … I … I feel like … like there’s something I need to say first …”
“Come on.” His voice is oddly gentle, soft, and sweet. Gentle, soft, and sweet aren’t words I think I’ve ever associated with Vann before. Maybe this is the real him, the sweet guy who’s taken all this time to finally come out of his shell. “Don’t be afraid. Just say what’s on your mind. Isn’t that what I taught you?”
Be bold, he’s said. Be confident, he’s said. You’ve got the right to do whatever it is you want. This town’s yours. I guess even Mrs. Tucker herself said that same thing in different words. Yet somehow, hearing it from Vann, I seem to believe it more.
A flicker of mischief enters my eyes. “Watch out.”
Vann’s eyebrows pull together. “For what?”
Without warning, I tackle him, my body smacking right into his hard set of abs. He lets out one uncharacteristic yelp of shock before the pair of us fall into the pool with a huge, loud splash. The world turns over several times as our hands grapple for one another’s bodies under the water, and then together, we break the surface laughing. We’re in each other’s arms, floating, light from the water shimmering across his face as I gaze into his beautiful, dark eyes. Then our laughter is gone, and the only thing we know is our faces as we stare, ghosts of our laughter in our teary eyes.
Then I kiss him. And I kiss him again. And again. I don’t know how it happens, but at once, I’ve got him pinned to the side of the pool with all of my kissing, and I can’t stop. My hands have a journey of their own, too, as they slide down the wet, smooth skin of his chest and stomach. Under the water, I find the buttons to his jeans—and decide to finish a certain task I interrupted. While we kiss, Vann’s fingers follow my lead as they fumble underwater for my zipper. He loosens my slacks, and down they go in the water. Both of us are now in a swimming pool, in the dead of night, wearing nothing but our underwear.
Our mouths pull apart, as if sharing the same thought, the same burning question, the same desires. Vann’s eyes seem to ask permission as he stares at me, curious, longing, impatient.
Permission. It’s strange, how just that look in his eyes can ask.
He’d like everyone to believe he’s a bad-ass who respects no boundary, who breaks every rule, who answers to nothing and no one. Yet here he is, letting me into his big house, braving his swimming pool for the first time, and waiting for permission to touch me. Respecting my body. Respecting my wishes. Respecting my asking him to go slow, to take our time, to wait.
No one knows Vann like I do, no matter how everyone acts like they have him all figured out. That fact alone makes me feel like the luckiest, most special guy in the world, to truly know him.
“What did you want to say?” he asks softly.
Water drips from our hair, drawing crystalline lines down our skin. “You mean before I body slammed you into your own pool?”
His cute lips curl up at the corners. “Yeah. Before that.”
“I was just … just going to say that I …” Well, isn’t it obvious? “I have feelings for you, Vann. Strong feelings. And I know all of this started out as just two guys rehearsing for a play … but it means a lot more to me than that.”
“It started before the play.”
I tilt my head. “What?”
Vann’s hands slide around to my hips, finding a comfortable place to rest underwater. I do the same, which has the unintended effect of bringing my face a lot closer to his. “It started when I first saw you,” he tells me, “on the first day of school. Chemistry. I saw you and I thought, well, if this whole school sucks, at least I get to sit next to the cute guy in my chemistry class. Then I discover you all over again in the gym. And …” The darkness intensifies in his coal eyes. “And then I saw Hoyt and those assholes mess with you in the gym. And then again in the cafeteria during lunch. I hated the way they treated you. I couldn’t just sit by and do nothing.”
“I know. You were defending me.”
“It was more than that, Toby. I had feelings for you, too. Since that very first day. Real feelings. Feelings I don’t think I’ve had for anyone before. Feelings that confuse me. And also I …” He shuts his eyes. “I was afraid of you.”
That takes me aback. “Afraid?”
“What you could do to me. What you can do to me, right now. The potential you have of breaking my damned heart. Shit.” He scoffs at himself and shakes his head. “I sound so stupid.”
“No, you don’t,” I state, wide-eyed, my words like percussive instruments. “Literally, that is the most amazing thing a guy has ever said to me. You really think I could break your heart?”
“You can break my heart. That’s what I’m trying to say. You could break it right now if you wanted.” Vann glares at me. “I’ve been so messed up about you, Toby, since that first day. I … I want you. You make me weak, Toby. Foolish. Stupid enough to do stupid things for you. Look at this lonely place. Out here in Spruce, Texas, out here in the middle of nowhere, you make me feel like I belong. In this town I have no business being in, you give me a purpose. A reason to even bother going to that school. A reason to make art. A reason to be better than the street rat I used to be. Toby, you are the beginning and the end of my every heartbeat.”
I lose all sense of gravity and fall into his eyes. For all those pretty words of his, I think it’s my heart that just broke apart and came back together anew.
Is this the boyfriend speech I was waiting for? Is this when it happens? Is this the start of that thing I always dreamed about?
“I … I think I love you, Vann,” I hear myself say before I even realize I’ve said it.
Those words should scare him off. If he has any sense at all, he will realize that he’s fallen in too deep with a sweet, simpleminded small-town guy like me with stars in his eyes. Once those words are returned, if he dares to return them, he’ll be stuck with me in this precious little corner of the world forever.
He reaches up and thoughtfully pulls a few wet strands of my hair off my forehead. His dreamy, dark eyes meet mine. “Damn it, Toby,” he whispers.
My heart is beating so fast, I wonder if it’s making Jurassic Park ripples in the water around us, like the kind you see in a glass of water when a great, big, prehistoric beast is approaching with its Earth-shaking footsteps.
That’s what my feelings are for Vann.
A great, big, prehistoric beast with heavy feet, a deep roar that scares even the trees, and teeth made for sinking into meat.
And when I’ve got the appetite, I can’t let go until I’m sated.
“All I wanted to do tonight,” he whispers, “was take you out here for a little swim, because you said all that business about kids peeing in the Spruce pool … and you missed the water …” A deep fire burns in his eyes. “And then you went and said those words.”
“S-Sorry.”
“I’m not.”
“Am I really the beginning and end of your heartbeats?”
Vann answers me with a kiss. I respond by pulling our hips even closer under the water, our fronts crashing together. I am a mess of desire, wild and untamable cravings, and psychotic needs. I don’t ever want to separate from him. I want him with me every minute of every day. I can’t even remember what my life was like before Vann came crashing into it with a cup of yogurt in my face. This is where I belong, right here under the stars, his lips on mine, and our hands beneath the water, doing things—things that very much give Vann the permission he asked for earlier.
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After weekends of waking up sweaty next to Toby in his shed, bodies separated, for the first time I wake up with him in my arms, bed sheets tangled up in our legs, and the cool air of the house on our bare skin. I’m not sure what hour it is, but the sun isn’t up, my room is a cocoon of semidarkness, and the only sound is Toby’s soft breathing.
My Toby.
I gently tighten my hold around his body, pulling him against me. It doesn’t disturb his sleep at all. I nuzzle my face in the nape of his neck, close my eyes, and drift back to sleep with a smile on my stupid, lovesick face.
I love you, Vann—his words, repeating over and over, circling my head a thousand times until I’m quite sure I’m spinning, even lying here on this bed.
Was it a dream? The kisses in my swimming pool? Our hands as they explored our bodies beneath the water? What he did to me when my underwear came off? What I did to him? The way he made me so delirious at one point, I was certain my moans were loud enough to not only wake my parents, but wake my neighbors half a mile down the road. When I returned the favor by giving Toby more pleasure than he’s ever known, my instant reward was the glorious sight of his eyes rocking back, cheeks flushing deep.
I don’t think we even got a chance to swim.
When things were getting a little too hot for the pool, we took off like a pair of mischievous kids back into the house, wet clothes in hand, padded up the stairs to my bedroom, and resumed right where we left off. Free from our clothes, everything that had been tumbling around in our imaginations was a possibility now. There was just some kind of magic in the air last night, whether it be the fact that it was Homecoming night, or Toby and I had finally had enough of kissing and wanted to take it to the next step.
We didn’t go all the way. But we did several other things two excited boys can do in the privacy of a bedroom. The fact is, I have been waiting for someone like Toby all my life. He pays attention to me. He makes me feel like I’m the only guy in the world who matters to him. He isn’t shopping for a better deal while hanging on to me like some item in his Amazon cart, like every other guy I ever let into my past bedrooms.
I could stay here in this bed holding Toby forever.
Of course, the rising sun helpfully informs me that that dream can’t be a reality. When I next open my eyes, sunlight has filled all the dark corners of my room, and I hear the activity of my parents downstairs in the kitchen. My safe space with Toby feels invaded by the noise, and I cling tighter to him, not wanting our moment to end, or to change, or to be taken away somehow.
I’ve never been this damned insecure in my life.
Or this afraid of losing someone.
“Mmm, I like when you hug me tight,” croaks Toby sleepily.
My face is still buried in the nape of his neck. I decide to put a kiss there, smirking. “I like hugging you tight.”
“I’m also totally naked right now.”
“You are. Except for my bed sheets over you.”
“I don’t have the luxury of sleeping naked. Lee has randomly barged into my shed more times than I can count.”
“Weirdo.”
“Do you have something I can wear? I mean, I could put back on my Biggie’s clothes from last night, since they’re likely dry by now, but …” He squirms a bit in my arms. “I’m not sure it’s how I want to meet your parents.”
I flip Toby onto his back and straddle him in one fast motion. “Who said I’m gonna let you meet them?”
He smirks up at me. “What other option do we have? Sneakin’ me out your window like some naughty overnight secret? Don’t they know we’re … friends or whatever?”
Friends or whatever … “What are we, Toby?”
A look of uncertainty twists his face. “You tell me, Vann.”
We’re still naked, and straddling him like this puts us in a very compromising, sexual position. Yet somehow, neither of us seem to be focused on any of that. It’s as natural as anything, our state of undress right now. I find that immeasurably amazing, the level of comfort we’ve achieved between us in so short a time.
I shrug. “We’ve been seeing each other for weeks now.”
“A month, if you round.”
“It’s hopefully pretty clear I have no interest in anyone else in this stu—in this town,” I go on.
Toby squints suspiciously at me. “You were about to say stupid town, weren’t you? Just now? Why’d you hold back?”
“I dunno. Guess it’s growing on me. Can I kiss you?”
Toby sucks in his own lips, then says in a tiny voice, “Uh, even with my morning breath?”
“You don’t have morning breath,” I say as I do a push-up over him, bringing my mouth closer to his. “And that hasn’t stopped me before, has it?”
Our lips connect. My push-up slowly collapses as I lay myself atop him, then scoop him up in my arms. We roll around, sheets twisting around our legs as we give in to another wave of desire. One minute of kissing turns into two, and it’s clear neither of us want to stop anytime soon.
It’s well after noon when I let Toby fish through my closet for something to put on. He chooses a pair of black shorts and a shirt I always thought looked like a bunch of dominos, which fits him just right—and which he seems suspiciously selective of. “Reminds me of you,” he says innocently when I poke him about it. I don’t press him further. We take turns in the bathroom, then share my sink to fuss with our hair, and he marvels at how big the mirror is. After throwing on a black tank top and jeans myself, I notice it seems very quiet downstairs, and I cross my fingers that my parents have taken off to do some sort of mayoral crap this morning, leaving the house to us.
Upon coming down the stairs, I’m pained to discover my mom and dad at the breakfast table with laptops opened, softly typing away. My mom is first to notice us. When she sees Toby, her brow creases. “Joe, Donovan has a guest.” My dad pulls down his glasses and turns around in his chair, taking us in. “Oh, hello there,” he greets us. “I’m going to take a wild guess here and say you’re the wonderful Toby my son won’t stop talking about.”
My face goes red. I don’t talk about him that much, I growl inside my head, annoyed. “This is my boyfriend Toby,” I say, presenting him. “He was just staying—” I cut myself off, my eyes going wide.
Toby heard it, too. He looks at me, just as surprised.
My parents share a look. It’s my dad who speaks first. “Well, I knew he was your friend, but looks like things seem to have …” He chuckles despite himself. “… progressed?”
Toby, all manners and southern charm, swiftly makes his way from the stairs right up to the breakfast table in the bay window. “Hi there, Mr. and Mrs. Pane. I’m Toby Michaels.” He extends a hand toward my dad first, who shakes it, followed by my mom, who regards Toby with a soft, impressed, eyebrows-slightly-raised expression. “I worked late at Biggie’s last night, and Vann always makes sure I have a ride, since it’s so … since it’s so late and all.” He smiles, blushing, then peers at me over his shoulder. “You have a very kind, considerate, protective son. I’m proud to know him.”
Normally, his words would set my heart on fire and make me grin. In this particular set of circumstances, I’m all but squirming and tap-dancing inside my chest with discomfort.
Yet somehow, my parents are immediately taken with him. “I am very pleased to meet you,” says my mother first. Then she eyes me. “See? This wasn’t so bad. And here you were, hiding him from us like some shameful secret.”
“Now, Amelia,” my dad butts in, smiling. “Nothing wrong at all with our son wanting to keep his life private. I’d invite you two to have some breakfast,” he says to us, “but we’ve already eaten. Unless, I suppose, you don’t mind warming up some—”
“It’s not a problem,” I quickly tell him, coming up to Toby’s side. “We were going out to get a bite anyway.”
Toby blinks. “We were?” I nudge him. “We were,” he states in sudden agreement. “There’s … There’s this amazing place with the best crêpes you’ve ever tasted. Country Lovin’. Highly recommend.”
My dad smiles warmly. “We’ll try that next time. Oh, perhaps tomorrow morning,” he then suggests, turning to Mom. “Sunday crêpes sound perfect! I didn’t know this town had them.”
“It has a lot you don’t know,” murmurs my mother cryptically before turning her eyes back to Toby (and leaving my dad with a baffled expression). “I’d love to get to know you better, though. All I know is you’re the costar of my son’s play at the high school.”
“It isn’t my play—” I interject, irked.
“Your son has been awesome,” Toby blurts out. “He makes me feel so comfortable. I’m not really an actor. Honestly, the most I’ve ever done is paint the sets and props since I was a freshman. I’m a bit overwhelmed to be cast in my first play as a senior, and …” He looks at me, finding my face to be taken aback by his words. “And I can’t be luckier to have a more supportive castmate and costar.”
I keep my gaze averted, staring off somewhere through the window at the backyard, the patio, and the swimming pool where our relationship took a sudden turn last night. I can’t seem to take in the curious, appraising look of my mother right now.
But looking away doesn’t help me escape hearing her words. “I’m very pleased to hear that, Toby,” she says, looking at me.
“He’s a really great guy,” he continues, laying it on thick. “I’ve always had trouble making friends and … and this town is only so big. I’m lucky I met Vann. He changed my life in the best way.”
I’ve got to cut in. If I hear another word of this gushing … “Okay, there, they get the idea.” I put an arm over his back, not-so-subtly steering him away from the table. “We gotta go. Later.”
Despite my efforts, Toby slips out from under my arm to give my parents one last farewell. “It was so great meeting you two,” he says with his big, charming smile. “I hope we get to see more of each other.” And after another nice comment from my dad, we at last head for the door.
Outside in the sun while we’re putting on our helmets, Toby keeps eyeing me, but says nothing as we mount my bike and take off into town. A handful of minutes later, we’re seated at a table by the window in Country Lovin’, the title of which sounds more like some lame tourist spot to me. My sarcasm and attitude is laid to rest the second I get my first bite of chocolate crêpe past my lips, and my mouth explodes with incredible taste beyond any kind of description I could fathom. “Told you,” Toby mutters at me with a cute smirk on his face.
“Sorry for chasing us out of the house,” I say between bites.
Toby winces. “Glad you said something. I was afraid to ask.”
“It’s just … after I slipped up with the ‘boyfriend’ thing, I felt weird as hell. I’ve never actually brought any kind of guy home to my parents before.”
“Any kind of guy …?” Toby quirks an eyebrow, apparently finding my wording odd. “You mean, like a boyfriend?”
“I’ve never really had an actual boyfriend before. They’ve all just been …” How do I put this so I don’t sound like a totally horrible, soulless monster? “… guys who don’t like to spend more time with me than just a single night so they have something hot to go and brag about to their friends?” I cut another bite of crêpe with my fork, scooping up some melted chocolate with it. “No one’s ever really respected me before. Not like you do.”
I was hoping he’d be flattered by that. Instead, he looks hurt.
I set down my fork. “Did I say something wrong?”
“No.” Toby shakes his head. “I just can’t imagine the kinds of crowds you’ve kept in the past, who would think so little of you. I don’t want to imagine them. Why wouldn’t they respect you? It’s human decency. You’re such an amazing person, Vann.”
“Well, give it time.”
“You’ve used that joke before,” he calls me out, catching me by surprise, “and I have given it time. And you’re still amazing.” He reconsiders. “Well, except for the snoring.”
My jaw drops. “Snoring??”
“Just a little.” He winks at me, then goes for another bite.
I watch him indignantly as he eats. Ten whole seconds pass by as he gives me that smug look. “I do not snore.”
Toby snorts, then turns serious again. “No matter who you’ve spent time with in the past, I know you know I will never treat you like that. And maybe you should get used to me being around your parents a little more.” He puffs up his chest. “I happen to think the two of them have already taken a liking to me.”
“Yeah, alright.” I take another succulent bite, then smirk at him. “Then I guess it’s my turn next. With your stepdad.”
Toby stops chewing.
I grin. “Oh, and not to mention … opening night is just a week away. In case you forgot.” I stuff my face with another tasty bite, now being the one with the smug look. Toby is still frozen in place. “So I’ll definitely be sure to meet your stepdad, since I met your mom and stepbrother already. I’m sure they’ll all be sitting right up there in the front row, watching their sweet, innocent boy kiss the scary new kid in town, onstage, in front of the world.” I lift an eyebrow. “What’s wrong? Lost your appetite?”
Toby’s glassy stare indicates I’ve more than just taken away his appetite. I’ve damned near made him turn to stone.
Mission accomplished.
Trouble is, when we’re back at school, it isn’t me who gets the last laugh. The last week of rehearsal is a nightmare leading up to Friday’s opening night. Everything that can go wrong, does. A very sudden “throat thing” takes out Frankie, who is then reduced to mere croaking and hoarse whispers despite the piping hot honey tea he chugs. One of the guys in the booth breaks a knob on the soundboard, which blows out the left house speaker somehow. Toby’s friend Kelsey, who plays the quirky waitress at the café, has a new excuse every day for why she should be replaced by an understudy—until realizing there is no understudy for the role of the waitress. Toby has to keep talking her down with encouraging words about her dads, who will be “so proud to see her up on that stage”. He is trying to be the glue that holds the cast together, despite all of the discouragements and freak-outs. I admire that commitment about him, smiling as I watch him talk sweetly to the stage manager, working out a fast costume change he has to do between the first two scenes. And despite every day throwing some new outlandish problem at us, we make it to Friday, opening night, our crazy final dress rehearsal behind us, and all that awaits is the rising of that curtain in front of our first real audience.
And that’s when, in the dressing room, Toby grabs hold of my shirt, pulls me to a corner behind a makeup cabinet, and breathes, “I don’t think I can do this.”
I should comfort him. Instead, I hold back a laugh. “Toby …”
“It isn’t funny. This isn’t funny. I can’t do this. Why did I agree to do this? I’m such a self-sabotaging masochist, ugh!”
“Because you’re brave. Because you wanted to try something new. Because you love me and I love you and all that crap.”
Toby rolls his eyes. “Yeah, funny. Except … I’m shaking here.”
He completely just glossed over the fact that I said I love him. Indirectly. Sort of. Squeezed right into there in between a bunch of other words. I hadn’t said the words back to him, not after that magical night last weekend when he said them to me.
I shrug it off just as flippantly as he did and take hold of his trembling hands. “Toby, remember what you said that one night in your shed, weeks ago? When we actually did rehearse? Between all of that wild kissing we couldn’t stop doing?”
“Uh … no?”
“You said there would be a time in your life, an important and defining time, when you’d face a challenge that looked impossible. A great, big wall you couldn’t climb. And you said: This script is my wall. Danny is my wall. I will climb over him, and I will win. Remember that? Then I kissed you? And we did the scene again, and you felt like you truly embodied the spirit of Danny for the first time?”
Toby looks absolutely lost. “I said all of that?”
I might be making all of this up. But Toby is too freaked out to know, and the point is to pep him up and conquer his stage fright. “Yep. Every word. And now here you are, ready to show everyone the spirit of Danny. Who is Danny?” I ask him. His blank eyes meet mine. “He is a clever, smart, and daring person who takes on any challenge,” I answer for him. “He’s incredible. He’s sexy. He’s sure of himself.” I jab Toby in the chest with a finger. “He’s you.”
“Ouch,” whines Toby, rubbing his chest.
I take hold of his shoulders and bring my eyes right to his. “And despite every cell in my body wanting to, I’m not gonna give you a good luck kiss right now before the show. Y’know why?”
“Because you’re supposed to say ‘break a leg’ …?” croaks Toby.
“Because Danny is gonna kiss me in scene four. Not you.”
At first, Toby appears to be rapidly playing catch-up with my logic. Then at once, it seems to snap into place. “So the kiss is like the carrot you’re dangling. Your lips are a carrot now.”
Sure, yeah, whatever works. “Yep. Big ol’ lip-shaped carrot.”
Toby blinks. “That’s … both cruel and incredibly helpful.”
“You’re welcome.”
And with that, Tamika pokes her head in, and in a strained voice I suspect is supposed to be cheery, but instead sounds one loose thread away from falling apart, says, “Five minutes ‘til the curtain! Take your places! I can’t wait to see y’all out there!”
It’s Kingsley who opens the show—a cold open, him, alone in a college library, no one else onstage. There’s a moment before the curtain rises when I’m all alone, physically and mentally, and I feel a vacuum of existence behind my eyes. When I close them, even the murmuring noise of the audience that sits just on the other side of the curtain fades, and the only thing I know is something deep, visceral, and untouchable within me. It’s a sort of glowing, vibrant passion that I believe is the source of all my creativity. It’s sometimes dark, but even in its darkness, it seems to glow. And as I stand there before the curtain, holding that glowing darkness, all alone, with no one and nothing else on my mind, I feel like I’m capable of anything. I can smile all day long instead of scowling at the world. I could thank people, say hi to total strangers, and hug my enemies. I feel as bright as a child. I feel like all of my problems are so small in the grand scope of everything. In this moment, everything that defines me as a person is stripped away, and all that’s left are the bare, fragile, innocent pieces I’ve protected since I was a kid let loose on the sunny California beaches.
And in this state of mind, I can see my future with Toby.
And I know I can be truly happy with him.
Then the curtain rises before I’m ready, and it’s okay, because I take in the audience, the setting of the college library, and say Kingsley’s first words.
The rest is history.
From Toby’s nervous yet powerful first entrance as Danny, to our first kiss in scene four when even the audience holds their breath, to the curtain at intermission, we couldn’t have asked for a better first impression of our show.
“Do you see?” Ms. Joy tells us backstage during intermission. “You’ve taken this script and made it into something more than just the words on the page. I am so, so proud of you. Goodness, my husband may not leave me after all, with all the late nights putting this together has caused.” And to all that, Tamika politely leans in and reminds her, “It’s only act one. We still have a whole other act.”
Act two goes just as well as the first. And in the final scene when Kingsley and Danny embrace one another for one last kiss before the curtain closes on our story, I fall out of character for a moment, my eyes searching Toby’s. And I suspect he has a similar experience, for his lips curl upward, betraying the emotion of the scene, and for a flicker of an instant, I don’t see Danny; I see a guy who is proud that he just got through opening night of ‘I’ll Always Remember Seaside’ and rendered all of Spruce speechless with his performance. And damn it, I’m proud of him, too.
And that’s precisely the feeling we leave the audience with, as the curtains close on our joined faces.
The auditorium explodes with applause as the curtains rise again with all the rest of the cast among us, and we take our bow. I grip Toby’s sweaty hand when the cast separates to allow the pair of us our own bow, and after I take mine, I give a gesture at Toby, letting the whole school explode with screams of joy and proud celebration. Toby is the shining star tonight in Spruce, Texas, and I couldn’t be happier for him.
Apparently more people showed up for the show than Toby was counting on. After we wipe off our stage makeup and change back into our normal clothes, we are surprised upon our exit to the lobby to be met with a secondary wave of applause and cheers from all the people who stuck around. A trio of last year’s grads rush up to congratulate Toby, including TJ, that nice guy from the T&S pastry place, who seems to be seeing Toby in an all-new light. Meanwhile, I’m approached by a number of random strangers who tell me how great a job I did, including some freshmen, who are apparently so inspired by my acting that they are now eager to audition for the upcoming winter show.
I’m still combing the crowd with my eyes, on the lookout for my own parents, when Toby is met by his mother. “You did such a great job, sweetheart!” she cries as she flings her arms around her son’s neck. “I cried when you two came back together in the end!”
“Where’s Carl?” Toby asks when they separate from the hug.
“There’s a game tonight, honey! So he’s there supporting Lee while I’m—Oh, don’t worry, he’ll come to your show tomorrow, I’m sure! Or … Or the Sunday matinée. Totally certain of it!” She titters nervously as her smile tightens.
I see it in Toby’s eyes. He’s not fooled either.
But he smiles anyway, kisses his mom on the cheek, and tells her how happy he is that she’s here. Then he goes into a story of how nervous he was before the show, how I talked him down, and a bunch of other stuff to distract himself from the fact that his stepdad and stepbrother likely won’t support Toby’s show. I don’t know if he was actually expecting them to come, or if the subtle look of pain in his eyes says that, despite flipping off his dad and having a strained-at-best relationship with his stepbrother, he did actually hope they’d show up.
I don’t want anyone to hurt Toby or make him feel less than the amazing guy he is, even his own family.
Toby turns to me. “Vann! Come in for a pic!” Smiling, I throw an arm around my guy, with his mother’s sweet face squeezed next to ours. Toby lifts his phone, shoots the screen a lopsided grin with our three faces in the frame, then snaps a selfie of us.
The selfie is at once crashed by an overly-excited Kelsey, who has arrived with her dads, Tyrone and Omar King. Omar, who is apparently the town veterinarian, is a stout, soft-bodied bald man whose smooth, russet complexion reddens in his cheeks when he smiles at us and congratulates us for our performances, citing very specific things he enjoyed. His husband Tyrone is a tall man with deep chestnut skin and eyes that are inviting and kind, despite a harsh, jagged scar that winds down his left cheek, hidden only somewhat by his short, tightly-shaped beard. Toby leans in to tell me Tyrone used to be a police officer here in Spruce, but doesn’t mention what caused him to leave the force, so I just assume he retired. Kelsey looks like a completely different version of herself in front of her dads, appearing as chipper and energetic as a ten-year-old girl on Christmas morning. Every time she looks at them, they beam back at her.
I wonder if I’ve ever looked at my parents that way.
As if summoned by my thoughts, my mom and dad make their appearance, emerging from the thick crowd like surprise celebrity guests. My mother is in a gown I’d say is way overdressed for the high-school-theatre occasion, and my dad has chosen to don one of his finest suits. Their priority, however, doesn’t seem to be coming over to throw me any big congratulations; they’re stopped several times on the way by people they’ve met around town, with whom I can only imagine my dad is working business deals, or my mom is working her social circles. My mother is first to reach me, as my dad is caught up in a conversation, and when she hugs me, it just might be the most dramatic embrace she’s ever given—a grand, public display of mother-to-son affection. “I am so, so, so very proud of you,” she states, loud enough for everyone to hear. “Such an outstanding and provocative performance. Truly stirring. And Toby Michaels.” She faces him with light in her eyes. “Truly splendid. Remarkable performance. Sensitive and heartwarming.”
“Thanks so much, Mrs. Pane,” he responds, blushing. “It really means a lot to me. Your son is the best costar I could ask for.”
My mother peers at me thoughtfully as she speaks to him. “I would say you’ve had a really … positive effect on my son.” A smile spills over her face, which might even be a fully genuine one. “I’m splendidly surprised at the close and powerful relationship that’s grown between the two of you. A strong bond, indeed.”
Despite my usual glumness with regard to my parents, I think there might be a hint of a smile on my own face as I hear her say those words. For some reason, I’m thinking of chemistry now, of electrons and covalent bonds, and how two elements can depend so deeply on one another to make a miracle—like how sodium and chlorine join hands to make the salt that gives every Michelin star cuisine in the world its flavor.
Are we that miracle?
Then again, hydrogen and fluorine make one of the most dangerous acids known to man. That could just as well be us, too.
“Relationship?” blurts Omar, cutting in cheerily.
He was in a conversation with Kelsey. Now he’s not.
And neither is anyone else. Tyrone has lifted his eyebrows to us, curious. Toby’s mother has opened her mouth with surprise. Kelsey is biting her lip. My mother smirks knowingly. Toby’s face turns its usual cherry color.
To put everyone out of their miseries, I make the gesture of putting an arm around Toby and hugging him to my side. “Well, if it wasn’t obvious before, I guess it’s obvious now. Toby and I are boyfriends. We’re in a relationship. It’s official … or whatever.”
Toby turns his smirking, blushing face to mine. “Or whatever,” he mumbles, mimicking my lame choice of words.
Kelsey leads a very unnecessary applause, which no one joins in with. Instead, Tyrone nudges Omar and mutters, “Knew it,” as my mother smirks at me, as if proud to have unveiled our secret. She’s certainly taken a complete turn toward me over the past few weeks since she gave me back my bike. For a moment, it almost feels like it used to between us, back in the day when she had more faith in my choices and saw a bright future for me.
It’s an hour later before we’re finally freed from the crowded lobby—and people in general. I take Toby back to my house, which he insisted on, not wanting to face his stepbrother and stepdad. We sit by my pool under all the stars and riff back and forth about everything that could have gone wrong in tonight’s show. Toby is practically delirious now that opening night is past us and all the social obligations are over with. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him so loose and relaxed before, laid back on that lounger next to mine. I take his hand. He turns his face and smiles my way as our clasped hands swing lazily between the loungers.
“I was really proud tonight,” he murmurs after a while, “to have shared that big ol’ stage with you.”
“I’m already looking forward to tomorrow’s performance.”
“Does that mean we have no excuse to kiss anymore after Sunday?” he asks teasingly. “After the show closes?”
I shoot him a look. “I don’t need any excuse—or show—to tell me whether or not I get to kiss that pretty face of yours.”
He leans over the short divide between our lounger chairs, and I meet him halfway, our lips coming together for a kiss. Even the distant crickets and the lazy night wind appear to still, as our breath becomes one and our hearts beat in seeming unison.
When our lips part, Toby’s next words spill out in a nervous rush. “I don’t want to wait anymore. I want to take the next step.”
My eyes flap open. He’s got my full attention now.
“The next step,” he repeats. “Have sex. With you. T-Tonight.”
“Tonight?”
“I want it to be with you, Vann. My first experience. My first time going … all the way.”
What we did last weekend certainly skirted around the big act of actually making love. It’s a significant choice, and it’s not one I take lightly. So when I hear him say those words, it isn’t my deep hunger for him that responds. Nor is it the tightness in my pants, the racing of my heart, or the anticipation of our coming together.
It’s the fact that I know we’ll share this experience together, for the rest of our lives. It could define us. It could be the most meaningful thing I’ve ever shared with someone before. I know it. He knows it. And I don’t want to mess things up with Toby.
Still holding his hand, I ask, “You sure?”
“Yes,” he answers too quickly.
“Toby, I need you to be absolutely sure. I don’t want you to … feel like you’re doing it just to make me happy. Or because you feel obligated somehow. Or you think I’ll get bored if you don’t. It’s a very important decision to—”
He interrupts me with another kiss, then swings his legs off the lounger and faces me more directly. “I’m speaking from my heart. Not anything else. I’ve been waiting for someone like you to come into my life. And I want to share this with you. If …” His eyes flood with concern. “I mean, if you want to do it.”
“I do. But only if you’re ready. Completely ready.”
“These eyes don’t lie,” he states, squeezing my hand tighter.
I rise from my seat and pull him to his feet. Our lips connect, and this time, the urgency in his heart is all but subtle. I swear I can feel his pulse on his full, wet lips as we kiss. That invisible sort of fire only true lovers know ignites between our bodies.
I don’t know how it happens, but at once, we’re upstairs, our clothes are on the floor, and I’m staring into his eyes, seeing him past every wall he’s let down, the real Toby, naked in more ways than just his body. I tell him we’ll try whatever he wants, here in the safety of my room. We’ll chase any urge in his heart, and I’ll be there with him every step, showing him how it’s done.
“I want to try being the top,” he states unexpectedly.
I thought he’d want to try bottoming first, but I kiss him, tell him, “My body’s all yours,” then trade positions with him as I lie on the bed. I suspect the condoms in my nightstand are going to deplete as the night goes on and we keep experimenting. After he gets himself ready, wrapped up and (overly) lubed, I guide him as he enters me. He’s eager and pushes in quickly, but I can take it, and his accidental abundance of lube makes it very easy. “You feel so good inside me,” I tell him, partly because it’s true—and likely the biggest understatement I’ve ever made in a bedroom—but also because I want him feeling present in every moment. Toby is so excited to be doing what we’re doing, he barely speaks at first, all of his expression coming out in tiny breaths, sighs of pleasure, and a whispered exclamation of, “God,” or, “Wow,” or some other word that somehow conveys exactly how he feels. It must feel just as incredible for him as it does for me, because he stays inside me for a very long time, gently thrusting. With every push of his hips, I suppress a groan as my own pleasure starts to mount and grow to the point of it being too much to bear. He lays his chest against my back, bringing his lips to the nape of my neck. In nothing but a breath, he tells me he doesn’t want this to ever end. I turn my face as best as I can toward him and assure him I can last as long as he wants, then kiss the fingers of his hand that grip my shoulder.
When we switch, I make sure he’s on his back, because I want him to see my face as I enter him. “I’ve got you,” I keep telling him as his excited yet slightly-freaked-out eyes watch mine, his lips parted as he anticipates the indescribable sensation. I make sure to take it very slow so as to give his body a chance to open up for me. The last thing I ever want to do is hurt him. There’s a moment when he winces and I stop at once, only to have him snap his eyes to mine and quickly blurt, “No, no, don’t stop, I’m good, I’m great, it feels so … so …” He can’t find the words. I slide in deeper, and a smile spills over his face as his eyes rock back.
I lean down to bring my face to his, cradling his head with my hand as the other one keeps me propped up over him. Our lips connect for a kiss as I gently ease myself more into him. “You’re doing so good,” I murmur to him between kisses. To my face, like a drunk lover, he nearly chuckles as he replies, “This is the best feel, feel … feeling I have … have ever …” He shuts himself up by kissing me with deeper passion, reaching around my back to embrace me and pull me against him tighter, as if already wanting me deeper inside him. Toby has clearly craved this as badly as I have.
I don’t know what hour it is when we finish. Toby and I lie on our sides, bodies covered in the same sweat dampening my sheets. His fingers softly stroke my cheek, dreams swimming in his eyes.
“So what’d you enjoy more?” I ask. “Topping or bottoming?”
He gives me a cute, lopsided smile. “I liked when you … kinda took charge. When you topped me. You made me feel so safe.”
I knew he would. “That’s how I want you to feel with me. Safe.”
“And I heard you, by the way.”
“Heard what?”
“What you said. Before the show. In the dressing room.” Toby sucks in his lips. I can literally see his heart racing in his eyes, the way they overflow with emotion. “In that pep talk you gave me, I heard you say … that you love me, too.”
I just gaze at him for a while. I’ve never felt this content in my life. I’ve never felt this needed. Or loved.
“One more time?” murmurs Toby, his soft fingertips leaving my face and trailing down my chest, over my sensitive naval, and to below my waist, where it takes hold of something.
That something wakes right back up. I grin. “As many times as you want, boyfriend.”
He kisses me deeply, pulling me close. Our firm bodies press together once more. This boy owns my heart, every last atom of it.
 



15 | TOBY
For the remainder of the weekend, I don’t think my feet ever touch the ground.
Figuratively. Maybe literally. Who knows. I could be floating, I don’t know. I’m too busy exploring the landscape of Vann’s soul, split wide open for me, and his body, every square inch of which I feel I now intimately know as well as my own.
It’s true, what they say, when you finally go that last step in opening yourself up to someone sexually. The way it’s like taking down that last section of wall around your heart. Or unlocking every door in your proverbial house. Or opening the windows and letting all the light inside.
I am completely open to Vann. I am his now, in every way.
How much closer can two guys get? I can’t even fathom. I’ve never felt so connected to someone before that I can’t tell where I end and he begins. All of the rope that kept me bound to whoever I used to be is untied, setting me free. It’s scary. It’s exciting. It’s something I know is natural, yet freaks me out.
But every time I look at Vann, I feel at home. No matter where we are. No matter what we’re doing. No matter what we have to face, we face it together.
Even a Sunday matinée, when we have to say goodbye to our show forever.
The cast party is held at Frankie’s, who held all the parties last year. A lot of people who weren’t in the cast or crew of the show come too, filling Frankie’s parents’ little house to the point of its walls nearly bursting apart, much to Mrs. Lopez’s apparent shock. Vann and I quietly claim a corner of a couch where we hang out with Kelsey, a strangely giggly post-show Tamika, and Frankie, who keeps whining about his croaky voice, which is only now starting to return in full. We spend all afternoon at the party with our castmates, and looming thoughts of Monday are kept at bay, when everything will snap back to normal and the big show will become just a memory in our phones, hearts, and dreams.
Later when we’re back at Vann’s house, lying on his bed, I ask him if he plans to audition for the winter show. “Nah, I don’t think so.” Our clothes are in a pile on the floor. We might’ve done a little bit of our own celebrating. “One was enough.”
“Yeah. I think I’ll go back to painting sets.” My head is on his chest, fingers playing on his tummy. “One’s enough for me, too.”
“Why not start up your own Art Club or something?”
“It’s a headache. You need a teacher’s permission, who has to also be the supervisor, and there’s all this other paperwork and stuff. Not to mention affording supplies. I looked it up,” I add in explanation, taking his silence for confusion. “The mayor and the school board made all these budget cuts to pay for an upgrade to the football stadium—you know, town priorities and all—and a bunch of other things. Those ‘budget cuts’ were to the Arts.”
“That’s crap.”
A flicker of humor tickles me. “Well, yeah, and that begs the question why your parents are supporting reelecting that mayor—”
“I have nothing to do with that or my parents’ decisions.”
I drop the subject at once. It’s a little bit of a sore spot. “What’s Monday gonna be like at school? Everyone must know by now.”
“You mean about us?” He snorts. “If they didn’t know already, then they’re oblivious and probably can’t tell their own feet from their heads. I’m crazy about you.”
My heart flutters. “I love when you say things like that.”
“Yeah?” His arm around me tightens, pulling me against his chest. “You like hearing how messed up you make me? How badly my heart races when I’m around you? How I melt into nothing when you kiss me the way you just did? Damn, Toby, sounds like you enjoy hearing how much pain and misery you cause me.”
“Is that what this is?” I teasingly ask back. “Pain and misery?”
“Yep. I’m in total agony with you.”
“Am I the worst boyfriend ever?”
Vann kisses the top of my head. “The worst,” he answers, and I smile against his chest. My phone sits on the nightstand, ignored. Doesn’t matter; I haven’t gotten a single text from my mom, or my stepdad or stepbrother, wondering where I am. They either know or don’t care. The only living being in that house who likely cares where I’m at is Winona, who I can imagine scratching at my shed door, or panting happily by the gate as she awaits my return, or sulking on the couch next to my stepdad while he guzzles beer.
Neither Carl nor Lee came to my Saturday or Sunday shows. I honestly didn’t expect them to. And why should I? The last actual interaction I’ve had with my stepdad was not pleasant or kind, admittedly, but what part of our relationship is healthy? It should be no surprise I’ve barely stepped foot in my own house but once or twice this week, if that. A part of me—a wild, completely crazy part of me—wonders if I could just take everything from my shed and move in here with Vann. We already spend so much time together. Is it such a radical idea, the notion of living with him? Then I wouldn’t have to worry at all about Carl or Lee.
That thought follows me to school Monday when we show up together on his bike, and Vann gives me that proud, smirking look of his when we take off our helmets in the parking lot. And on our way to our first periods, just before parting, he dares to kiss me in the hallway, right there in front of everyone. A distinctly dark bolt of pride surges through me as I feel the attention of so many eyes on us. I had once told Vann it would take “the next big thing” to happen for the school to stop talking about us. Yet somehow, we keep being that next big thing, over and over again. And yet I keep wondering: What if we lived together? What if that’s our next big thing?
I can’t sit still all throughout my first period, dreaming up the notion. Somehow, I picture a shack by a lake or a river—or maybe a beach, where Vann longs to be again. We could walk right on down to the sand if we wanted, kick back, and drink fancy drinks all day long, the taste of salt on our skin. I imagine us cuddling up together on cold winter nights in our shack, fireplace burning, hot cocoa in our mugs, and a soft blanket cocooning us together like conjoined caterpillars. I just can’t imagine a more perfect peace than that. “Well, well … you look absolutely glowin’, Toby!” chirps Becky as she hands me a note to take to a class across the school. “And I didn’t get to see you after the show, but I wanted to tell you, you were fantastic! I’m spoiled! Oh, I just wish that every dang play was a gay love story now!” And I have to smile, thinking of my real-life love story, and where Vann and I are headed.
When I meet my Vann outside the classroom door of second period English, I give him a kiss, feeling brave. He grins devilishly at me when we pull apart, says, “See you in chemistry,” and heads off down the hall. I’m still spinning happily from the kiss as I settle into a desk by the wall, pull out my notebook, and start to doodle in the margins, feeling just like Vann. Am I still floating? I wonder if my feet still haven’t touched the ground since Saturday.
Until a Hoyt-shaped shadow falls over my notebook.
I look up, feeling smug. “Somethin’ I can help you with?”
To my surprise, Hoyt isn’t his usual cocky self. His eyebrows are pulled together with irritation, and his eyes appear harsh. I’m about to repeat my question when Hoyt suddenly produces one of his own: “Did you say somethin’ to my coach?”
I stare at him hard. That was a week ago. Why is he bringing it up now? “No.”
“Nothin’ at all?”
“I said no, didn’t I?”
Hoyt squints at me dubiously. “I know you’re friends with his lil’ brother. I know you guys got some kinda … bromance goin’ on.” He spits out that word like a nasty vegetable, and he’s the petulant child who won’t eat them. “Is that what’s goin’ on? You’re talkin’ about me to my coach now? Trying to get me kicked off the team? He’ll never kick me off. I’m his star player, his number one.” Hoyt’s voice softens. “C’mon, I thought you were better than that.”
Imagine that: Hoyt acting like he’s taking the high road. “And why are you asking?” I challenge him, lifting my voice. “Did he put you in time-out? Did he give you a little spanking? Humiliate you in front of the team?”
Hoyt’s face wrinkles up. “A spanking? What the hell? No.”
Reading sarcasm—or any other form of communication that isn’t accusations or jock-speak—is clearly out of Hoyt’s intellectual capacity. I sigh and decide to level with him. “Coach Strong called me into his office to talk, but I didn’t say anything. I don’t have to, because you aren’t a threat to me.” I turn my face away from him. “You don’t mean anything to me, in fact. Not anymore.”
A moment of tense silence passes. At once, I sincerely wonder if that was a mistake, to speak so harshly to him. Prodding the bear isn’t something I normally do, but maybe this newfound confidence of mine is giving me permission to act in ways I never dreamed I’d act before. Didn’t I just kiss a guy onstage in front of three separate audiences this past weekend?
Hoyt puts a hand on my desk as well as the back of my chair, then leans his head in real close to mine—and I mean really close. “You’re so cute when you pretend you hate me, Toby,” he says in a voice so low, it’s nearly flirty. His breath is minty, sharp, and oddly pleasant, like he’s chewed and swallowed ten sticks of spearmint gum. “Now I know better. It wasn’t you who talked to the coach. It was your big-shot, stupid, insecure boyfriend Vann.”
I ignore him, staring ahead at the blackboard, as he continues to breathe on the side of my face.
In my peripheral vision, I see his lips curl up into a grin. “You wouldn’t go and try to ruin my career like that. Nah, you and I are still tight, aren’t we? Even when your boyfriend is around, acting like he owns you? I warned you he’s bad for you.”
I turn back to him. He’s leaning in so close, our faces are mere inches apart. “If I didn’t know better,” I murmur quietly, “I’d think you were a jealous ex-lover.”
Something in Hoyt’s eyes flicker. His nose twitches irritably.
“Why are you so close to my face, Hoyt?” I ask, a touch louder. “You trying to kiss me or somethin’?”
A gasp comes from somewhere across the classroom. A pair of girls giggle in a nearby row. I didn’t actually anticipate anyone hearing our exchange, but apparently the classroom quieted down the moment any sign of our confrontation was made known, and now we have everyone’s attention.
Hoyt’s face hardens. He seems unable to decide whether to be angry or amused. Then he settles on amused, pushes away from my desk with a bit of aggressive force, and seats himself in the desk right behind mine, which either I didn’t realize was empty, or else he just scared its previous occupant away. But unlike usual, he doesn’t prop his feet up on my chair or shoulders.
I face front, feeling victorious somehow.
Still, when the bell rings and Ms. Bean starts class, I can’t help but feel a pinch of guilt. What did Coach Strong do after our chat? Even now, it’s still unclear what Hoyt’s all miffed about. Then, just as quickly, I chide myself for feeling guilty at all. Have I forgotten who the hell Hoyt is? The masculinity-complex monster who has continually antagonized me since we were kids? Already, I can feel my blood boiling back up just thinking of all the times he’s gotten in my face while making me feel so small, I literally prayed for the superpower to turn invisible. I may never have gone home with a black eye or a bloody nose, but the worse scars are the ones no one can see, the ones inside which have stolen my confidence—until Vann. Don’t you dare feel a bit of guilt for that asshole behind you.
As if having a self-affirming internal monologue himself, Hoyt regains his own confidence and, without warning, props a foot up on my shoulder. He’s already done me the courtesy of removing his shoes. That’s soon followed by his other socked foot, crossed at the ankles. I hear a satisfied, breathy snicker from him.
Ms. Bean, completely oblivious, continues to identify the main motifs recurring throughout The Great Gatsby. Everyone around me takes notes—while seemingly no one takes note of a particularly arrogant jock’s feet propped up on me like a footrest once again.
Is today the day I say enough is enough?
Another amused snicker from behind me tickles my ear.
Resolve settles in my stomach like an iron stone. If Vann was in this chair, he wouldn’t put up with this for a second. On the very first day of class, he would have done something about it. He doesn’t let people walk all over him—figuratively or literally.
The moment another snicker comes out of his lips, I perform a fast maneuver of hooking my arm around his ankles, at once trapping them. Hoyt seems to experience a moment of confusion as he realizes I’ve got his feet trapped, giving them one futile tug of protest. Then, with no regard whatsoever to Ms. Bean’s lecture, I dig my fingers straight into the socked soles of Hoyt’s feet.
It’s a very random thing to do. Yes, I counted on him reacting. And I also considered my odd action here could prove ineffective.
I did not at all, however, count on Hoyt Nowak being the most ticklish person in Texas.
The instant I attack his feet, Hoyt scrambles in his chair to get his ankles free from my underarm grip—to absolutely no avail. As I continue ruthlessly digging in with my fingertips, he manages to keep all his screams swallowed down at first. It’s a bit admirable in fact, as he squirms and writhes like a snake, making all sorts of odd pre-vocal noises. “S-S-Stop it!” he finally hisses out. Heads are starting to turn. Someone else snickers nearby. A girl gasps. “S-S-S-Stop!” Hoyt continues to hiss at the indifferent back of my head, not bearing to cry or shout out in the middle of class.
And still, I continue to dig, scratch, wiggle, and burrow my fingers into the soft, cottony bottoms of his feet. I can hear him as he clings to his desk, then the arm of his chair, then the desk again, his hands flinging out wherever they can. He even tries to reach ahead and grab me, but with the position I’ve got him in, he is at my total mercy. Hasn’t he basically been asking for it all semester?
And then he can’t contain it in: “STOP IT!! AHH-HAHAHA!!”
At once, the class bursts into laughter as everyone becomes aware of what’s going on near the wall. Hoyt by now has tried to twist and pull and kick in every possible direction to free himself, but I have his ankles locked so tightly under my arm, his precious feet are my prisoners. I don’t dare give Hoyt one second’s reprieve from my evil fingers as I dig, claw, and grind.
Ms. Bean, tired and squinting through her glasses, sighs when she takes in the scene. “Now what in the world’s going on here?” she asks lazily. “Class? Class …? Excuse me …?”
Hoyt by now is screaming out, howling, and hooting like some kind of wild animal. Everyone in the classroom is laughing as if my fingers might as well be tickling them, too. Phones are out. People are taking sides, yelling across the room at either of us, laughing.
But no one even remotely attempts to come to Hoyt’s rescue.
He is all on his own in this overdue tickle torture.
“STOP!! HAHA! S-S-STOP THAT! YOU BITCH! HAHAHA! STOP!! TOBYYY!! AHHHH!!”
“Toby Michaels,” Ms. Bean reprimands me in the most lazy and unintimidating drone imaginable. “Please stop tickling him.”
“He’s turning purple!” shouts a girl at my side.
That’s what finally distracts me enough to break my tickling trance. My arm barely slackens without my realizing it, allowing for Hoyt’s next kick to free both his feet. The next instant, he’s out of his seat, heaving and breathing and gasping for air. When I turn to get a look at him, I’m shocked to find Hoyt’s entire face covered in tears of forced laughter, his eyes red, his perfect hair a mess …
And a huge wet spot at his crotch.
“Holy crap!!” someone else cries out from the next row over, pointing. “He pissed himself! Hoyt Nowak pissed himself!!”
There is a moment when I meet Hoyt’s eyes, and what I see in them is exposed, naked, and shattered into pieces. Maybe it’s the tears, or his reddened nose, or the look of absolute mortification that now enflames his humiliated, puffy face …
But I feel instantly horrible.
Hoyt doesn’t say a word. He bolts for the classroom door amid the roiling, exploding laughter in the room. I stare after him, the door left ajar, my heart beating with heaviness at what I’ve done. As Ms. Bean tries to get her classroom back in order, I slowly turn to his desk, taking note of his things that remain there—his blue spiral notebook, with a few pages crinkled up from where he was no doubt struggling to break free from me, and his pencil on the floor nearby, kicked off in the scuffle … as well as his shoes.
I’m no longer the brave, takes-no-shit Vann. I’m Toby again. I’m all me. I’m sensitive, emotional, and anxious.
And I can’t just sit here another second.
Without thinking, I rise from my seat, grab Hoyt’s shoes, and go after him. I hear the teacher call out at me, but I’m already halfway down the hall, searching for where Hoyt went. Obviously the restroom. As my heart continues to beat with worry, I head to the closest restroom. Inside, I see no one, but the farthest stall is closed. When I approach, I give its handle a tug. Locked.
A quick peek under the door reveals a set of legs—with two socked feet.
“Hoyt …?” I try softly.
No answer.
“Hoyt. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to go that far. I’m really …” He can’t be taking this well. I fully realize he could burst through this door and put a fist through my face right now. He could turn me into blood, pulp, and tears for the very first time in our long, tumultuous relationship. I’m seriously playing with fire just being in here. “I’m … I’m really sorry. I mean it. I …”
“That all you got?” he grunts from the other side of the door. “Just sorry, sorry, sorry?”
He sounds stuffed up and nasally. I don’t want to entertain the idea that Hoyt is actually crying, so I’ll assume it’s just the tears of laughter I forced out of him that are clogging up his nose. “Hoyt, I really am. I just wanted to come find you, and … and maybe—”
“—rub it in that you made me piss myself in front of the class? And I thought you and I were friends.”
That sets me off, making me forget every ounce of guilt I just a second ago had. “Friends? Are you kidding me?”
“I bet you liked that a lot.” The toilet seat he’s likely sitting on creaks as he shifts his weight. “Making me scream out like that in the middle of the classroom, tickling me the way you did.”
“I said I feel bad about it.”
“Yeah, sure you do. Now everyone’s seen me pee myself. I bet you enjoyed that, too. I bet you were into it. You’re twisted.”
“I didn’t intend for that to—”
“You’re just as twisted as Vann is. Both of you are the same person now.” He snorts with derision. “Twisted and messed-up.”
Okay, so I guess this was a pointless, useless mistake, and no lessons are going to be learned between us yet again. “Well, I came in here to apologize and see if I could do something to help—even going as far as to bring you back your shoes—but I’m now realizing what a futile endeavor that is.” After Hoyt makes a dismissive sort of snorting noise, I roll my eyes, toss his shoes to the floor, then walk off. “Forget it. Enjoy your semi-permanent bathroom break.”
“Wait.”
I stop halfway across the restroom. Beyond all reason, I close my eyes and indulge him. “What?”
“Can you …?” He sighs. “Never mind,” he groans miserably.
My jaw tightens up. I feel a vein bulging in my forehead. After ten long seconds of deliberation, I return to the stall door, cross my arms, and bite. “Can I what, Hoyt?”
The door clicks, then swings open. Hoyt’s face is cleared of all the forced tears of laughter, but his cheeks and eyes still look red and puffy. Somehow, the wetness has made his eyes look pretty in the weirdest way, and I’m left feeling struck at how vulnerable and exposed he looks. He just stands there awhile, staring at me, not revealing what the rest of his question was.
The next instant, he grabs hold of my shirt, pulls me against him, and presses his lips to mine.
The action comes as such a surprise, I trip over my feet in an attempt to step back, then stagger backwards and slam against the wall. Hoyt, still gripping me, comes along, pressing me to the cold, hard wall at my back as his lips dig with such force, my teeth hurt.
I manage to push him off of me at last. “What the hell, Hoyt?!”
He catches his breath and lets out a strange, delirious chuckle. “Just wanted to see what it’s like,” he grunts, wiping his mouth.
I stare at him in disbelief. “What it’s like …??”
“To kiss you. What the big deal is. Why Vann is so obsessed … obsessed with …” He wipes his mouth again, but just with a thumb, his eyes on me. “With you,” he finishes, softer.
My back against the wall, Hoyt still seeming to taste me on his lips with a mixture of confusion and excitement, I can’t seem to close my mouth as I process what the hell just happened.
“I ain’t gay,” he then throws in, like it’s a necessary point to make. “I just wanted to see what the big deal is. Your lips are soft. You taste good. Whatever. I don’t see what the big deal is.”
I’m not entirely convinced that’s the reason. “Hoyt …”
“I said I’m not gay. Stop lookin’ at me like that. Are you gonna help me out or what?” he suddenly blurts, spreading his hands. “I need a change of pants. They’re in my gym locker. Go get them for me. It’s the least you can do.”
My mind is racing with so many thoughts right now, for some reason I can’t bring myself to feel indignant or angry anymore. All I feel is sympathy. “Okay,” I finally manage to say. “What’s the …” What’s that word I’m trying to say? Thoughts are coming so slow. “… the combination? For your locker?”
“10. 3. 1. My birthday. My locker number’s 205.” Hoyt licks his lips between sentences. “Do you wear lip balm or somethin’?”
“No. Your birthday is … Halloween? 10-31?”
“Yeah. It sucks. Can you get my pants or not? You gotta get them before the bell rings. C’mon.”
“Okay.” I move past him in a daze. When I glance back at him over a shoulder, he’s gone back into the stall. The door soon shuts and locks again, and then there’s nothing but silence. If I stand still and hold my breath, I’d never know anyone was in here.
The walk toward the gym reminds me of the walk I took with Coach Strong to his office, leaving me thinking about what he may have said to Hoyt. Did he pull him aside? Did he scold him in front of the team? Did he bench him for a game?
Who am I kidding?? That’s not at all what I’m thinking about right now. Hoyt Nowak just kissed me. On the mouth. My mouth. And there was no perceivable punchline in it at all. It wasn’t a dare he was fulfilling, or a loser’s bet he was subjected to. Hoyt wanted that kiss, and he wanted it badly. It was a hungry kiss. A desperate one. A fearful one. Is that what he’s thinking about right now as he waits for me in that bathroom stall, perched on the seat of that toilet like a bird trapped in a cage? Is he still wondering if I wear lip balm? Or why Vann likes me so much?
The locker room is mercifully empty, but I doubt that will be true much longer, since the bell is inches from ringing. Standing in front of locker 205, I have to do the combo seven times before getting it right. It’s cluttered with several items, including a Nike gym bag, several sweatbands, and another pair of sneakers. I find his pair of gym shorts—size medium, the size I wanted—folded up on the top shelf with his matching medium-sized gym shirt. I grab the shorts, since I see nothing else, then shut his locker just as I start to hear voices from the other end of the room where second period’s class is coming in to change out. I slip out the back door.
When I return to the restroom, I give his stall a knock. “I got your shorts,” I tell him through the door.
It swings open. Hoyt’s face scrunches up. “My gym shorts? Why didn’t you bring me my pants? I had a change of clothes in my gym bag.”
“You didn’t tell me to go fishing around in your gym bag.”
“I’m not wearing these to my third period. You crazy? You’ve gotta go back and get my pants from—”
“You can wear the gym shorts or nothing at all,” I cut him off. “I’m not your gofer.”
Hoyt squints at me, frustrated. Then the corner of his lips pull up. “Are you mad I kissed you or something? I told you I was just seeing what it’s like. It didn’t mean anything.”
“Okay. And how ‘bout you allow yourself a moment to think how this might look if you just went up to any random girl, forced a kiss on her lips, and told her you just wanted to know what it’s like. I’m not a sampling spoon at T&S’s Sweet Shoppe.”
Hoyt crosses his arms and leans against the stall door. “You wouldn’t be the samplin’ spoon. You’d be the ice cream flavor.” He snatches the gym shorts from my hand, then shuts the stall door in my face as he proceeds to change.
I stare at that door, which shows a warped, oblong reflection of my face, and wonder for half a second what flavor I am. “Hoyt,” I start to say, think the better of it, then resume anyway. “I know it might seem kind of … confusing. What you’re feeling right now. Wondering about guys kissing guys or whatever. Just know that you’ve got a lot of people you can talk to, and—”
The door swings back open, startling me. Hoyt, now wearing the pair of gym shorts, which don’t match at all with his polo shirt he’s got on today, smirks at me. “I said I wasn’t gay, didn’t I?”
“Well, yes, but—”
“But nothin’.” He brushes past me with his balled-up pants, heading for the door. “I’m going to the locker room myself to get my other pair of pants. Go to class, Toby.”
“It’s almost over.”
“Well, find out what I missed. This is all your fault, anyway.” He eyes me over his shoulder before opening the door. “Don’t tell anyone about this.”
“I think everyone already knows by now,” I point out. “People had their phones out.”
“I meant the kiss.” He absently licks his lips, then frowns at me. “Seriously, Toby. That’s between you and me and nobody else. You tell anybody, and—”
“And what?” I throw back at him, daring him to threaten me.
Hoyt averts his gaze, annoyed. Then he mumbles, “Just don’t,” as he shoves his way through the door. A moment later, the bell rings, and the hallway outside fills with the noise of moving bodies and chatter. I guess the story of Hoyt Nowak and his potential sexual awakening that I now inadvertently played a role in is a lost cause for now.
When I arrive to third period, I find Vann already in the class with his notebook out. Upon approaching, I discover he’s actually studying his notes from last week, gnawing on his lip. He looks up. “Did you realize we had a test today?” he asks, then snorts and shakes his head. “A test on a Monday. Only Mr. Schubert would do something as sadistic as that, huh? Hey, do you have your notes from chapter 12? I’m missing mine.”
I sit down next to him. “Vann, the weirdest thing happened.”
“This test has me so messed up. How the hell do you calculate isotopic mass again? Or did we even learn that?”
“I need to tell you about it.”
“Oh, wait, it’s the atomic mass I’m thinking about.”
“Vann …”
“Here I was, freaking out over a thing that isn’t even on the—”
“I made Hoyt wet himself in class by tickling his feet,” I blurt out, “and then he kissed me in the bathroom.”
Vann’s eyes snap to mine.
The bell rings.
Mr. Schubert wastes no time in starting the class, and handing out the tests. And today’s third period chemistry class officially becomes the longest period of time I have ever in my life had to endure sitting next to a very tense Vann, whose thoughts I can’t even begin to fathom.
Until after the bell when we’re walking the planks back to the main school. “Why the hell would you drop that kind of bomb on me before class?” Vann asks as we march on. “And how do I even begin with that? Tickling him? Wetting himself? Kissing you?”
“It didn’t all happen at once, but … Vann, we’re walking fast.”
“I’m mad,” he growls. “And I walk fast when I’m mad.”
“Look, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize he’d kiss me. If I’d known he had some kind of—”
Vann stops at once, a beam of sunlight cutting across his face. “I’m not mad at you, Toby. Why would I be? Hoyt forced himself on you. And as for wetting his pants?” He scoffs. “He’s been messing with you way too long. That pompous prick had it coming … and he’s got more coming, as far as I’m concerned.”
I grab Vann’s arm. “Don’t do anything.” He narrows his eyes at me. “I’m serious. Your strike one might’ve been the first day of school, but if you do anything, Principal Whitman could just give you all three strikes at once and … and …” I drop my eyes. “I can’t be at this school without you, Vann. You make it bearable.”
He puts a finger under my chin, lifting my eyes to his. “You’ve been a star on a stage,” he reminds me. “This school’s got your back now. You don’t answer to anyone, and you don’t depend on anyone for that newborn brazenness in your eyes—not even me.” He kisses me, then smirks. “That’s all you, Toby.”
My anxiety unwinds as I sigh. “Thanks.”
Vann’s face tightens. “But Hoyt’s a whole other issue, and I’m gonna deal with him my own way. And it won’t involve any feet—or laughing.” He resumes walking.
My anxiety tightens right back up. “Vann, stop. I’m serious.” I hurry and catch up to him. “Don’t do anything. Why are you being like this? I told you it’s been dealt with.”
“No. It’s only just started. He kissed you, Toby. He’s trying to rile me up.” Vann all but cracks his knuckles as he works his jaw, his eyes as dark as storm clouds.
Even when we stop by my locker so I can drop off my things, Vann can’t seem to stand still. He paces behind me as I continue to try talking him down. “I know you want to see it your way, but I think this is something else, Vann. I don’t believe he was trying to get under either of our skins. He was just …” I sigh as my worried eyes meet those of my moogle doll’s, hoping they’re still watching over me. “He was just confused. If you want me to be completely honest, I think he’s working through some sexuality issues.”
When I close my locker, Vann’s half-lidded eyes are there to meet mine, and he’s smirking. “You don’t think I called him for a repressed jock homo the first day we met?”
I frown. “Really?”
“It’s written across his face. And that’s beside the point. He disrespected you. He forced his lips on you. I don’t care who he is or what he thinks he’s entitled to do. That arrogant prick is gonna learn some respect today.” Vann heads for the gym.
Vann is unstoppable when he barges into the locker room and heads the opposite way from our lockers, around the corner, and directly up to a particular set of lockers I happened to be near not two periods ago in search of pants I apparently couldn’t find. And in front of those lockers is Hoyt, Julio, and Benji, all three of them partially undressed, only their shorts on. Upon Vann approaching, Julio and Benji straighten up. Hoyt is fishing something out of his locker, distractingly telling them a somewhat familiar story. “And before I knew it, he had my feet, and I was laughin’ my ass off, and y’know that old Ms. Bean can’t see for crap, so there she is, sayin’—”
“Hoyt.”
Hoyt stops talking and pulls his head out of his locker. When he sees us, his eyes freeze over. “The hell …?” he mumbles.
I come right up to Vann’s side. I can’t believe I feel like I might have to hold him back. “Vann,” I mutter warningly. “Please.”
“I’m only gonna say this once,” Vann states. “Just the same as I warned you in the cafeteria on the first day of school, Hoyt. Stay away from Toby. This is your one and only warning.”
Hoyt’s eyes shift back and forth between me and Vann. I think he’s trying to figure out how much Vann knows, and the prospect of it terrifies him to the core.
“Vann,” I try again.
Julio, the strong and silent one of Hoyt’s friends, takes a step forward. “You better get to your side of the locker room,” he tells Vann in his deep voice. Benji only watches on, his face hanging in suspense with a wetness in his eyes that suggests a desperation to find something funny and laugh.
But nothing is funny on Vann’s stone-hard face. He pays as much attention to Julio as he would a gnat in the air. His eyes are locked solidly on Hoyt as he continues addressing him. “As long as you keep away from Toby, I won’t lay a finger on you.”
“Oh, you’d better try to lay a hand on him,” states Julio, lifting his chin, “and see what happens, city boy.”
I grip Vann’s hand at once. I feel like if I let go, it could end up through one of these guys’ faces, and that’ll be the end of it.
The bell rings, but no one moves. The locker room, I’ve also noticed, has become deathly quiet. I didn’t even realize how many guys have come around the corners of either end of our aisle to pay witness to what’s going down. It’s like we’re on a stage again, but with grimmer stakes for doing the wrong thing.
“And what’s goin’ on here, boys?”
At the sound of Coach Larry’s sudden voice, everyone quickly scatters back to their lockers—everyone except the five of us, who remain deadlocked, tension in our eyes. Only when Vann finally steps back and walks away do the others relax. Hoyt’s gaze lingers on me as I follow Vann, suspicious and dark. I don’t know what’s on his mind, but whatever it is makes me uneasy.
It isn’t until lunch that I finally speak my mind. “Vann, I really wish you hadn’t confronted him like that in the locker room.”
He’s barely touched anything on his tray. “Hoyt should have kept his hands—and lips—off of you.”
“I don’t want you getting into another fight.”
“And what happened to you standing up for yourself?”
“What do you call what I did to him in English class? Not that I meant for that to happen,” I add with a sigh. “We shouldn’t … fight fire with fire.”
“Sounds like the title to a self-help book.”
I eye him. “Well, it’s true, isn’t it?”
“What’s true is you’re settling back into just accepting things the way they are. I told you, if you don’t like something about your life, or your school, or some jock punk who props his feet up on you every day, do something about it.”
I sigh and stab my fork into a mound of mashed potatoes, the sight of which—at this particular time—reminds me far too much of that first day of school. “I just think he’s lost.”
Vann studies me. “You sure have a lot of sympathy for a guy who made your life hell.” He goes for a chicken strip, then ends up just staring at it without taking a bite, eyes dark and frustrated.
My gaze slips over his shoulder where I spot Kelsey and all of the theatre people at their usual table. None of them notice me, not even Kelsey, too caught up in some hilarious story someone’s telling that has Frankie nearly falling out of his seat busting a gut. 
“Sorry.”
I lift my eyes to Vann. “What?”
“I said sorry.” He’s still contemplating that little chicken strip, pinched between his long fingers. “You’re right. Should’ve trusted your advice and shrugged it off. I won’t confront him again.”
I wasn’t expecting this concession so soon. “Thanks.”
“It’s not even a jealousy thing. Him kissing you. It’s more just who he is, what he’s done, what he thinks he can get away with … I guess I’m not as bighearted and forgiving as you.”
“I never said I forgave him.”
Vann meets my eyes. Slowly, understanding settles in them. Then he drops his chicken strip and reaches over the table for my hand, which he squeezes, his lips curling up into a soft smile. I squeeze his hand back. That little bit of reassurance is all I need.
For now.
 



16 | VANN
My mom stirs creamer into her coffee, and when she lifts her eyes to mine, they are cold. “I really wish you wouldn’t interpret my words so harshly. I am simply making a very valid point.”
“That I see Toby too much?” I huff at that. “He’s my boyfriend. Of course I see him a lot.”
“And I’m not opposed to you seeing him. At all. I like this …” Her spoon scrapes the inside of her mug over and over with every stir as she considers her words. “… this new energy in you. You are happy, and I know that. But Toby’s got a job. He works. And what do you do?” She keeps stirring, stirring, stirring. “You doodle.”
It’s a hot-button word. She knows what it does to me when all of my sketches, illustrations, and artwork are reduced to such a condescending word as a “doodle”.
“My point,” she goes on, coming around the kitchen counter to return to the breakfast table where her laptop sits, “is that your play is over with. You didn’t audition for the winter play. You’re not involved in a sport. What’s taking up your time? What positive and productive project have you committed yourself to? You have time now to devote to something meaningful.” She gestures at me. “And I’m offering it to you.”
“I’m not helping you with that campaign.”
“It doesn’t have to be the campaign. You can get a job.”
“No one’s hiring,” I throw right back. “It isn’t the summer.”
“So what’s your answer then? Continue waiting around every weekend for your boyfriend to finish at work so you two can …?” She sighs, pinches her forehead, then sits at the table. “I can’t. I’ve said it a hundred different ways. Too much freedom and you’re just going to descend right back into your old ways.”
I ignore that last part and head for the stairs. My mom says something else at my back about wanting an answer soon, but I ignore that too as I make it to my room, sit at my desk, and stare at the next blank sheet in my sketchpad. No inspiration comes. Toby is working a long Saturday afternoon shift today and won’t be off until eight or nine, after which we might hit up the arcade before heading back here. But until then … nothing.
I stare at the blank page, bored. Maybe my mom is right.
I’m still dwelling on it the next week at school. As I sit next to Toby in third period chemistry, trying and failing to pay attention to Mr. Schubert’s lecture, I can’t stop wondering why the idea of having a job out here in this town is so objectionable. Does a part of me subconsciously believe that we’re just biding our time until my dad has some new business venture that will relocate us all yet again? Am I afraid to get too attached to Toby or this place?
Is there something wrong with me I can’t even admit to myself …?
“Do we have any plans for Halloween?” asks Toby as we meet by my bike at the end of another school day, ready to head off.
I shrug. “Buy a ton of candy, then eat it all instead of handing it out to the kids? What do you do out here for Halloween?”
“Oh. Pretty much that.” He chuckles. “And I know it’s not for a little while, but I heard that the Strongs are hosting a crazy-big Halloween bash at their ranch, and there’s not any other cool stuff happening in town, except for some lame haunted house thing, and a horror flick special at the movies. But the films they plan to play are kind of old, and …” He stops fastening his helmet on and gives me a look. “Are you okay?”
I turn to him, distracted. “Yeah. Why?”
“You seem checked out. Is something on your mind?”
“Nah. Not at all.” I mount my bike, then nod at him. “So … you getting on or what?”
Toby bites his lip in thought. Suddenly, he takes off his helmet and tucks it under an arm. “Is this about Hoyt?”
Just the dude’s name makes my teeth gnash together. “Huh?”
“Your weirdness lately? Are you mad at me because I told you not to confront him anymore? Or because of … that weird thing that happened in the restroom …?” he asks, lowering his voice, and very deliberately not mentioning the act by name.
And it wouldn’t matter if he did. It wasn’t a real kiss. I know Hoyt did that to Toby just to play games with his head. That’s all that jock has been doing since I stepped foot in this town: playing games, strutting around, and doing whatever he wants. No one has ever held that guy accountable for anything—until me.
“This has nothing to do with … him,” I nearly growl. “It’s a lot of things. Stuff on my mind. My mom’s nagging me, but she might have a point. She wants me to get a job, but—”
“Oh, I can put in a word for you at Biggies,” Toby says at once. “I mean, you kinda already proved your worth Homecoming night. I’m sure Mr. and Mrs. Tucker would be happy to—”
“Nah.” I shake my head. “I’m already enough in your space. I gotta do this on my own.”
“But I can help. If you don’t want to work at Biggie’s, I can—”
“It’s alright, you don’t have to worry about me,” I cut him off. “I’ve been … having some ideas of my own, anyway. Things I could maybe do. I was thinking of …” I’ve already nixed every single one of my ideas. They’re horrible. They’re lame. They’re stupid. What am I about to suggest to him? “… of maybe … starting up a new afterschool Arts club at Spruce High, maybe for the spring. I was thinking I could talk to some of the teachers. Find a sponsor. Or maybe do some unofficial thing on my own. Like … open a studio. Or something.”
The look on Toby’s face says it all. He sees right through me. He knows I’m reaching and clueless. Yet still, he puts on a smile and says, “That sounds really great, Vann.”
Somehow, his words of encouragement don’t make me feel good at all. “I guess, without the play, I kinda just wanted to … find a thing on my own to occupy my time.” And now my mom’s words are spilling right out of my mouth. “Something productive.”
“I’ll be the first one to sign up for that club or studio,” he says at once, smiling bigger.
I shrug. “And sure. Let’s go to the Strongs for Halloween. But I’m not doing the whole costumes thing.”
Toby scoffs at me. “What? Yes, you are! And I have the perfect idea for us, too.”
I eye him suspiciously.
Of course, Toby refuses to divulge his incredible genius to me. In fact, I go for quite a long time in the dark while he works on his costume idea in private. And each day, he seems more and more like his old self: eager, inspired, and excited beyond words.
And each day, I pass Hoyt in the hall between first and second periods as he replaces me in Ms. Bean’s English class. My dark eyes are on his, and his smug eyes are on mine. I’m gnawing on my own tongue as I kiss Toby before leaving him in English with that guy I can’t stand who has no redeemable qualities whatsoever. And each day when we change in the locker rooms, I have to swallow bile as Hoyt struts by with his two dumb lackeys to the gym.
I’m not sure how much longer I can stomach seeing that guy’s face before I put something through it. Preferably my knuckles.
It’s the morning of Halloween when Toby tells me to meet him in his shed before school. I get there extra early on my bike, pull it around to his backyard, then step into his shed. And Toby’s whole diabolical couples-costume plan comes together.
And I still don’t get it. “Are we … post-apocalyptic knights …?” I ask, picking up a set of fingerless gloves, then glancing down at a toy sword on his bed, painted black.
Toby sighs. “You’re totally hopeless! Let’s get dressed. Then it ought to make more sense to you.”
With his guidance, I strip out of my clothes and start donning my costume pieces, which he excitedly starts telling me about. He was able to borrow several parts from the costume department, which hasn’t put on a medieval show in over six years, according to Ms. Joy. He built a few pieces using random stuff in his garage, touched up with paint. A connection of the Strongs in town named Harrison who apparently builds furniture as a side job constructed the swords, which Toby then also painted. After stuffing my feet into the boots—sorry, I mean “knight’s greaves”—with metal plates at the shins, I stand in front of his body-length mirror and take it all in. I’m shirtless except for a piece of breastplate armor that covers my pecs, with leather straps that wrap around my back and over my shoulders, my abdomen exposed. A set of shiny pauldrons on my shoulders, a sword that fits into a sheath attached to the straps on my back, and a dark purple belt complete the look. I look like a warped barbarian out of some medieval fantasy nightmare.
“A dark paladin,” Toby explains as he starts donning his own costume, its silver and dark purple color scheme matching mine. “You’re essentially the main character from Dread Knight. You’re a bit of an anti-hero who strives to do good despite the dark magic that courses through your veins and keeps you alive. Which is a lot like all of the demon dudes you draw.” He grunts as he pulls on his own set of stylish boots. “You can’t bring the sword to school, even though it’s just a lightweight wood and a bit of dulled metal, but we can do the full thing tonight at the Strongs. And now …” He clicks a metal cuff onto each of his wrists, then brings himself to my side. He’s in a simple dark purple tunic cinched at the waist by a black sash, the tightest pants I’ve ever seen with tears across the thighs and knees, and two tall, dark boots that are bound to his legs with cord. “I’m your half-demon, half-elf familiar, which you can summon at any time to aid you in battle! Isn’t this perfect?” He grins, proud of himself.
I stare at the pair of us, dead-eyed. We look like we’re about to crash Comic-Con, except I haven’t seen a single episode of the show we’re dressed for, nor do I know the names of any of its actors. Yet the amount of effort Toby put into these costumes—mine, more specifically—is nothing short of impressive.
“Wait.” I eye him. “We can wear these costumes to school?”
“Yep! Well, except for the sword, like I said.”
“You guys get away with murder out here in the country.”
“Couldn’t do this up in New York City, huh? Well, you can do it here. They even encourage costumes. Oh, and tonight, we’ll put to use some stage makeup, too,” Toby decides. “That’ll provide the finishing touch. I mean, how can we not win the costume contest? We’ll look awesome! What do you think?”
I smirk at myself, puff up my chest, then quirk an eyebrow. “I think I look pretty hot in a breastplate.”
Toby considers it. “Might need to put a shirt on underneath.”
“Why bother with that?” I turn to face him completely. “We can be whatever we want today. We’re a pair of rebels.”
“A pair of rebels,” Toby agrees with a happy sigh. Then his eyes light up. “Oh! I forgot the best part.” He grabs something off his desk, clicks it around his neck, then hands me a leash. “As your half-demon, half-elf familiar, I’m kinda your pet in a way. So you get to hold this and tug me around.”
I hold the leash, then smirk darkly at him. “You sure you want to give me this much power, Toby?”
He at once assumes the role of an overly obsequious servant, bowing his head slightly and peering up at me. “You hold all the power, Master Dread Knight. Do whatever you wish.”
I give his leash a gentle tug, bringing his face to mine. “I need to play this damned game before the sequel comes out.”
To that, Toby grins, then kisses me deeply.
Now imagine the wicked sight of us on my motorcycle—a half-armored knight and his demonic, elven sidekick guy—slicing down the streets of Spruce while burning rubber. After parking the bike and pushing through the doors of Spruce High, every head turns as we pass them by down the hall. Me, the dark paladin anti-hero with a superior smirk, and Toby, who strolls proudly at my side, his leash hanging loose in my grip.
Today, we own Spruce High, and nothing can stop us.
We’re not the only ones who got creative today. I see a decent number of vampires, fairies, kittens, zombies, mermaids, and one hazmat-suit-wearing Walter White. In third period when Toby and I reunite, we even have the pleasure of seeing Mr. Schubert in a big green frog onesie complete with a hood bearing bulging frog eyes. From the completely relaxed look on Toby’s face, I guess his second period went by without any issue from a certain someone. Maybe the dark vibe of his character scared off the jocks.
“I’m surprised there are so many people in costumes this year,” Toby remarks later as we’re changing into our gym clothes. “Just something in the air this year with Halloween, I guess. Do you need help?” he asks suddenly, wincing. “I didn’t think about this part of our day, when you’d have to take the armor off.”
“Don’t worry. I’ve got this. Go ahead.” I nod toward the door. “I’ll be out in five.”
Toby winks at me, then heads off, jogging in that cute, athletic way he does, springing from foot to foot as he rounds the corner. I sit down on the bench and start working my feet out of the heavy boots, taking care not to damage the greaves.
A shadow falls over my efforts. I look up.
Hoyt stares down at me. “Hey,” he greets me, smirking. I rise up at once. “Hey, now,” he says, lifting his hands in surrender. “I was just comin’ on over here to say a few things. Just us.”
With a quick glance, I notice that dumbass number one and dumbass number two aren’t with him. Everyone else has changed already and is gone, leaving me and Hoyt to ourselves.
Hoyt comes up close to me and lowers his voice. “I just wanna know what he told you.”
My eyes are as hard and dark as coals. I don’t answer him.
He shifts uncomfortably, then folds his arms. “Look, whatever he said, that stays between you guys and me. I don’t need no rumor mill runnin’ around here sayin’ things that aren’t true.”
“Is that really what you came all the way over here to say? To tell me to keep silent?”
Hoyt shrugs carelessly.
“And why now?” I go on further, annoyed. “Why’d you wait a few weeks to ask me this?”
“I could never get your ass alone. Toby’s glued to your side like an arm. Look, I know Toby will keep his word. He won’t tell anybody. But you?” Hoyt gives me a onceover. “I think it’s fair to say you don’t trust me, and I don’t trust you. But I need your word that at tonight’s party, you’ll stay quiet.”
Tonight’s party …? “You’re going to the Strong ranch?”
“Of course I am. Everyone will be there. It also happens to be my birthday, and my own family doesn’t give two donkey dicks about that fact, so …” He lifts his chin at me. I think it’s his way of defying the difference in our heights, considering I’ve got a few inches on him. “Do we need to make some kinda truce, you and I? Is that what it’s gonna take? ‘Cause I don’t want any trouble.”
I stare him down hard. Even now, Hoyt still won’t own what he’s done to Toby. He’s dodging all accountability or consequence for his actions. He thinks he’s so untouchable.
When I take a step forward, Hoyt takes a step back. After a nice long stare that’s sure to make him sweat, I finally say, “Yeah, I’ll make a truce with you.”
He lifts a dubious eyebrow. “Really?”
“Yeah.” My eyes darken. “As soon as your cocky ass makes up for the last six years of Toby’s life, which you dicked around with.”
Hoyt squints at me. “The hell you talkin’ about, city boy?”
I jab a finger right into his chest. “I swear, Hoyt. I made a vow to Toby that I wouldn’t confront you, but if you come at me again with some other ridiculous request—after everything you’ve done to my boyfriend—I won’t hold back, and you’ll see what it’s really like to be on his side of the fence. Bullied. Excluded. Pushed around. He’s not your personal footrest anymore. He’s not the punchline to your jokes with your sad friends. He’s the best damned person you will ever have had the privilege of encountering in your sad, small life.” My face comes within an inch of his. “And the day you finally see that, you’ll mean nothing to him anymore. You’ll just be the stain on an old pair of gym shorts. Discarded. Forgotten like yesterday’s trash. And I’ll be the one still kissing him and making sure he knows what a valuable, amazing human being he is.”
Hoyt experiences about five full seconds of taking in each and every one of my words, which come out like sharpened daggers. Then, almost lightly, he asks, “So is that a yes to the truce?”
I glare at him, hard and cold. “Fine,” I concede, my voice firm, before I drop back onto the bench and resume trading my costume boots for gym shoes. After a second, Hoyt departs the locker room. When I rejoin Toby in the gymnasium, I keep my eyes on Hoyt and his friends the whole time, ensuring the nasty trio of them keep the hell away from us.
Truce or not, I don’t trust that guy.
“Maybe we should throw our own party,” I suggest at lunch, trying to navigate the use of utensils with these bulky fingerless gloves as I eat. “I’ve got a big enough house. We could invite over all our friends from theatre. Kelsey. Frankie. Tamika. Between the three of them, everyone else will come, and then—”
“Vann …” Toby sighs. “I think it’s a noble idea, but it’s a bit late for that. Too last-minute. And besides, everyone knows the Strongs. They throw big parties.” I try not to glower down at my tray, but Toby is too perceptive and reads my face. “What’s wrong with the Strongs? Tanner and I—sorry, Coach Strong and I—are okay now. He was just worried about my wellbeing. I’ve texted back and forth with Jimmy a lot lately. Not to mention—”
“Hoyt’s gonna be there,” I cut him off.
The rest of Toby’s sentence escape his lips in a sigh. “Okay. So you’d rather we avoid the big Spruce party because of him.”
“I’m just saying, why don’t we start our own tradition? Why do what everyone else does? Isn’t that our mission, to break from the norm?” I reach over the table and take his hand. “You and me? Don’t we … just do our own thing all the time?”
Toby gives me a cute yet patronizing smile. “Sounds more like hiding. Isn’t the better point that we stand up for ourselves? That we don’t let anyone intimidate us?” I start to say something, but Toby tugs on my hand. “We’re going to the Strongs tonight. And we’re going to give everyone a sight they’ll never forget.” He leans in to me. “They hold a costume contest every year, remember? I mentioned it. Bonus points for couples’ costumes.” Satisfied with himself, he gives my hand a quick peck of his lips, then dives back into his lunch. “Mmm … the gravy’s super peppery today, just how I like it. Are you gonna eat all your potato wedges?”
I glance down at the leash still attached to his neck, which he left lying across the table, as my thoughts drift back to Hoyt’s little truce. Is it possible he meant what he said? Does he just want me to keep my mouth shut about his secret kiss, and he won’t cause Toby any problems? Is it really that simple?
Later at my house, Toby and I do the finishing touches to our look for the party. He brought his stage makeup kit, and from its plethora of colors, he gives himself a shadowy fade over his eyes, complete with a spot of glitter here and there that gives his face an ethereal yet sinister glow. He even has prosthetics to give his ears a more pointy, elven look. After fixing up our hair, we’re picture-perfect and ready to brave the crowds. Even my parents are impressed with our look, my mom specifically pointing out the craftsmanship of my armor. “Really, truly remarkable,” she says, then gives a look at my exposed abdomen, “even if a bit revealing.” My dad only chuckles and says, “If he’s got the goods, show ‘em!”
I snort, finding that to be a weird comment coming from my dad. When I glance at Toby for his reaction, I find his elven face tightened as he gives my mom a nod of thanks. Then I’m reminded anew that he’s got reservations about my parents, since they’re more or less working for the mayor now. Even still, he treats them respectfully and maintains the southern charm I know him for. Before we go, he even has the kindness to say, “Have fun handing out candy tonight! Spruce kids always get excited when there’s someone new to trick-or-treat at, especially on this side of town. Hope you have full-size candy bars,” he adds as a joke, and my dad laughs too hard while my mom only smiles, crisp and reserved, and says, “Do remember it’s a school night. Don’t stay out too late.”
I guess that’s as good as we’ll get for now.
The ride out to the Strong ranch is long, but Toby is my guide through these winding, back, poorly-lit farm roads. The sun is set by the time we get there, and the party is well underway. I park my bike on the gravel, then walk with Toby up to the house. It’s about ten times as spacious out here than it is at my house, and their property seems to stretch on and on with no end in sight. A porch wraps around the big two-story house decorated with spiderwebs and glowing orange lights. Carved pumpkins lit up with candles line the pathway to the porch, and when we pass through the front door, a corny Dracula laugh plays from a hidden speaker. I hold Toby’s leash, but he leads the way as we navigate through a thick crowd of costumes, chatter, and general madness. In a few minutes, both of us have some punch and a plate of ghoulish, clever finger foods, all catered by T&S, of course. We’ve also already found some familiar faces hanging out by the glass doors of the kitchen that lead back out onto the porch and the swimming pool beyond, which is covered in creepy mist from a fog machine, its water decorated with giant lily pads. Among the familiar faces we’re now hanging with is a Zombie Kelsey, who just finished up a private chat with a silver-looking Robot Billy Tucker-Strong at the dessert table. She launches straight into a story with Toby about a new idea for the yearbook she thought up in the shower. Frankie, who is some kind of killer doctor complete with a stethoscope and blood running down his front, asks me how Toby and I are doing, why we didn’t audition for the winter show, and then whether we plan to do anything else in the spring, because he might be directing the final play of the school year (as their “star senior”), and he totally has a part in mind for either of us. Tamika, who wears both angel wings and a pair of devil horns, insists that we come to support the winter show even if we’re not in it—especially me—because I’m now part of their big theatre family, and there will always be a seat with my name on it.
The punch runs right through me. I lean into Toby and ask where a bathroom is, and he points me upstairs. After handing off his leash to Frankie, who gives Toby a suggestive look and laughs, I cut across the crowded room (and bump into no less than three different Frankenstein’s monsters on the way) and make my way upstairs. I head down a short hall, the noise of the party fading behind me. Upon reaching the bathroom door, I find it occupied. Resigned to waiting, I lean against the wall nearby, fold my arms over my armored chest, and stare ahead at a picture on the wall. It appears to be one of Mr. and Mrs. Strong, with a high-school-aged Tanner crouched in front of them next to a ten-year-old boy I can only presume is a prepubescent Jimmy. Seeing the family portrait gives me a jumble of mixed feelings I’m not sure what to do with.
That’s when I hear the voices. “It’s horse shit! Horse shit, Paul!”
“It’s fine, honey,” comes a soft voice I assume is Paul, soothing the woman. “We knew there would be bumps. We knew it would not be a fair fight. But look at it this way: We’re making Raymond fight. How many years has he gone unopposed? Nadine, honey, it’s just an article written by some paid-off intern.”
“Well, I sure ain’t gonna stoop to his level and write no dang article about how he spends more of his time frequenting porno shops on the outskirts of Fairview than he does managing his own town. Don’t ask me how I know, I just do.”
“You hear it all, huh?” teases Paul. I hear the smack of lips.
After a sigh, Nadine goes on. “Maybe it’s a lost cause. Maybe I really do make a better councilperson. But is it so much to want to make our town shine brighter than it already does? Our mayor sits around eatin’ cinnamon rolls all day while our beautiful parks get overrun by weeds, while buildings crumble at their foundations, while Fairview gloats every time they build a megaplex-somethin’-er-other. How much more can you take, Paul? I sure can’t!”
“He knows you throw a big Halloween bash every year. And he was countin’ on you reading this article today and breaking your spirit. But your spirit can’t be broken. And why can’t it be?”
“Yeah, yeah, ‘cause I’m a Strong, yadda-yadda. Why you gotta make everything so corny?” she teases him. A breath of laughter is shared. “Oh, I’d better clean up my face now. The costume contest is supposed to be goin’ on soon, isn’t it? What time is it?”
The door across the hall opens, and out walk the two people whose conversation I just heard every word of. Mr. Paul Strong is an older, less muscular version of his son Tanner, with a full head of grayish-brown hair and glasses, and he appears to be in normal clothes. Mrs. Strong is a petite woman in every aspect of the word—except for her boobs, which nearly spill out of the tight corset she’s wearing as part of her costume. Between her whacky hair and lavish eye makeup, I’d suspect she’s some kind of sexualized medieval bar wench. Upon seeing me, Mrs. Strong gives a look of shock, which quickly turns into suspicion. “There’s a bathroom downstairs, too,” she says before even a greeting. “Just under the stairs, a half-bath.”
I get the sense suddenly that I’m not welcome here. “Sorry. I, uh …” I try to stuff my hands into my pockets, then realize I don’t have any. “I didn’t mean to overhear anything. Toby sent me up here to use the …” I’m uncharacteristically on edge. “I’m Vann,” I finally blurt out. “Toby’s boyfriend.”
“Oh, I know who you are.” She purses her lips as she drags her eyes down me, taking me in. “Interesting costume.”
“It’s all Toby. His idea. We’re a couple of characters from this video game he’s way into. Listen, I …” I take a step toward her. She lifts her eyes to me. “I heard some of what you said. It was muffled through the door, but I heard it. And I know you know who my …” I struggle to get this out. “Who my parents are. Maybe you don’t like me because of them. But I just want to say I don’t approve of who my parents are working for. I don’t think we should have a say in the politics of this town, whether or not my mom grew up here. We’ve been gone my whole life, and …” I feel like I’m making a jumble out of all of this. “Well, whatever. I’m sorry. And if I could somehow help you, or make my parents give up their work …”
The bathroom door opens behind me. A meek goblin comes out, smiles sheepishly at us, quickly greets the Strongs, then takes off down the hall.
Mrs. Strong nods at the bathroom. “Your turn.”
I guess it was a mistake to bother opening my mouth. “Thanks,” I mutter, turning away to head into the bathroom.
“And thank you,” she adds.
I stop and glance at her over a shoulder.
Mrs. Strong doesn’t smile, but her voice is kind. “I appreciate you saying that. From what I heard of you and your relationship with dear, sweet Toby, you’re fiercely loyal and … sometimes to a fault. To say that about your own parents must not be easy.” She smirks. “And your performance in the Spruce High play was quite stellar. Made me miss seeing my son Jimmy dance on that stage.”
From what I understand about this town, a compliment from Mrs. Strong is like being complimented by a royal queen. Despite my misgivings, I can’t take that lightly. “Thanks, Mrs. Strong.”
“For goodness’ sake, ain’t no one around here calls me that. Except that goblin that just hopped on by.” She extends a hand to me. “Nadine. That’s what you call me.”
Reluctantly, I shake her hand with my gloved one.
Paul comes to her side. “Can we let the boy take a leak now? He’s probably desperate and we’ve got a party to resume hosting.”
With that, the pair of them head downstairs, and I shut the door behind me, silencing all the noise of the party. In the quiet peace of the bathroom, I look at myself in the mirror, and for the first time in weeks, I feel a strange sense of belonging.
Maybe this town really does have a place for me.
“Are we ready for the contest??” asks Toby excitedly when I return downstairs to him. “Is my hair still doing that cool thing it did before we left your house? I feel like it isn’t.”
I take Toby right then and press my lips to his face.
Kelsey nearby hoots at us. That’s followed by Frankie and a giggly Tamika, who start cheering as if our gross public displays of affection are their new favorite sport. Toby soon gives in, as he throws his arms around me and deepens the kiss. And just like that, we’re back to our old selves.
Until a nearby crash flings a deluge of punch all over us.
We separate, punch dripping from our drenched costumes. I turn to find the punch bowl at our side knocked over, all of its red, sticky contents dripping off the edge of the table onto our boots and down our legs. I lift my eyes across the table. Julio stands next to a gawping Benji, whose face looks on the verge of a laugh. Hoyt is behind the two of them, a look of shock in his eyes. All three are shirtless with their uniform colors painted on their chests. When I look back at Toby, I realize he got the worst of it, his pants stained blood red along with his sash and tunic. The look in his eyes says it all: His costume is ruined.
“Oops,” says Julio, a smug look on his face.
I face him. From that look, I know in an instant it was him.
He did this.
It’s rage that fills me when I whip around the table and go straight for Julio. I don’t hear Toby calling out at me as I lunge for the jock’s smug face, my teeth gnashed. Benji comes between us, and for once, his face isn’t on the verge of laughing. “Hey, hey, hey! Stop!” cries out Hoyt as he joins Benji in holding me back. Julio continues to smirk superiorly at me, enjoying the rage.
Until Benji and Hoyt topple over, unable to restrain me any longer. The next moment, I’m upon Julio, and after one missed swing of my fist, the pair of us tumble to the ground in a fit of limbs, sticky punch stains, and armor.
When I wind back my fist again for a second shot, someone’s taken hold of it, and I’m peeled off of Julio at once. I throw my elbow trying to free myself, then am spun around by a muscular set of arms, which pin me in place against the nearby wall. It’s Coach Strong, who now stands like a brick barrier between his three jocks and me. “Stop it!” he orders us all, turning his head back and forth between us. “That’s enough, all of you!”
By now, the entire kitchen and half the living room have gone silent. Only a thumping, Halloweeny soundtrack from the stereo system fills the room, which I didn’t even know was playing. All eyes are on us and the scene we’ve caused.
“It was a damned accident,” states Julio.
“Like hell it was,” I spit back, pushing against Coach Strong’s hand, but he holds me in place even still. “You tossed that punch bowl over and ruined Toby’s costumes.”
“I said it was an accident!” he shouts out, doubling down.
Hoyt comes around Coach Strong, hands lifted in surrender in the same way he approached me in the locker room. “Vann, calm down. Julio’s a fairly big guy. He bumped into the table. Totally innocent. Why would we want to ruin y’all’s pretty costumes?”
‘Pretty’. More mockery. I slip out from the coach’s grip and put my face an inch before Hoyt’s. “Or maybe the truce is off and it doesn’t matter who the hell hears what I gotta say about you.”
“Vann.”
It’s Toby. Anger pumping through my veins, I peel my eyes off Hoyt’s and find Toby still standing there on the other side of the table drenched in sticky red punch. In his eyes, all I see is pain and fear. Why is he afraid? Doesn’t he realize I can protect him from these guys? Doesn’t he want me to?
“Just let it go,” Toby tells me. “It’s done. It was an accident.”
Now he’s saying it’s an accident? “Toby, this wasn’t any damn accident and you know it. These guys—”
“Vann, please.”
My angered gaze flits between each of the jocks, from Julio’s smug face to Benji’s frozen-laugh face to Hoyt’s stoic one. After a glance at Coach Strong, who’s eyes are hardened, yet with a hint of uncertainty, likely worried about my next reaction, I suddenly realize I had it all wrong. I don’t need to prove anything to these people. I don’t need to get soft with Mrs. Strong by telling her nice things and getting her to like me. Why should I bother with any of these people if I’m just going to be the enemy in the end?
“Fine.” I step away from Hoyt, from Coach Strong, from all of them. “Let’s get out of here,” I tell Toby across the table. After he gives a moment’s consideration to everyone, he slowly follows me out of the silent, tension-filled house.
As we descend the porch and cross the gravel heading to my bike, I can’t stop fuming. “Who needs them? I sure don’t.” I scoff with frustration. “You see how they look at me? You see how even your precious Jimmy’s brother looks at me, like I’m the one who magically spilled the punch, like it’s me who’s the bad guy when I’m just standing up for my boyfriend? It’s bullshit. All of it. They all deserve each other.”
“Vann …”
“Don’t worry about it. When we’re back at my house, we are gonna wash your costume and get the punch out. Maybe we can hit up one of those other things you said is going on around town. Where’s that haunted house you mentioned earlier?”
“Vann, I’m not going.”
I stop in my tracks and turn to him. Toby’s eyes reflect the same fear they did in the house. He doesn’t seem able to look at me, staring off, rubbing his arm self-consciously.
My tone softens at once. “Toby? What’s … What’s going on …? What do you mean you’re not going?”
“I … I want to stay.” He clears his throat, kicks at something on the ground, and continues to avert his eyes. “I think it really was an accident. And—”
“Are you kidding me?” I explode. “That was not an accident. Did you see the look on his face? On Julio’s stupid face? And the way he was like, ‘Oops,’ all nonchalantly? Toby, you don’t have to be afraid to say see-ya to these idiots.”
“I’m not afraid of them.”
“Yes, you are!”
“I’m afraid of you.”
His words knock all the air out of me. Every last word. Every last thought. Only a ringing silence in my ears and the look of his downcast, watery eyes are all I know.
Toby takes a breath, picks at something on his tunic, then attempts to meet my eyes with his. “I was … I was blinded the first time. By yogurt. In the lunch room. I didn’t see what happened. I just heard it. The crashing. The yelling. The fire alarm.” He drops his gaze again, this next part too difficult to say to my eyes. “But tonight, just now … I wasn’t blinded. I actually saw your rage. All of it. I saw how you could have ripped off Julio’s head if Tanner hadn’t stopped you …”
“Toby.”
“I know you were defending me. I’m not blaming you. It’s just that …” He closes his eyes. Then at once, an anger of his own takes him over. “Don’t you realize that’s my whole world in there? The Strongs. My friends from theatre. That’s my whole world. And I’m all for making changes and turning the town upside-down, but …” He frowns, his eyes wet with passion. “But not like that.”
My anger is gone. Every last drop of it. All that sits in me is a heavy, dark dread of what I’ve done. “Toby, I’m sorry.”
“I know. I just …” He sighs, then meets my eyes. “I just think I want to stay here.”
“Okay. So … what am I supposed to do?”
“You can go home if you want. Cool off. I can get a ride back into town from Kelsey, Tamika, Frankie, or … anyone, really.”
Anyone except me. My insides tremble. My body is hollow. I’ve never felt so insecure about something in my life. “Will I … Will I see you later?” I sound so pathetic, so desperate. “After the party? I can come back and get you, Toby. It’s no big deal. I’ll do it.”
“Let’s just call it a night, okay? I’ll see you at …” He shuts his eyes, appearing to fight off some emotion. “I’ll see you at school tomorrow, okay?”
“Toby …”
He heads back before I can say anything else, his feet softly crunching on the gravel. I watch him slip into the house with a digitalized Dracula laugh, the party having returned to normal with its music and chatter. As I stand on this gravel driveway, I can’t help but bet that every single conversation in that house is about me: the weirdo outsider, the disruptive demon, the monster, the angry city boy who has no business in their town …
The guy who doesn’t deserve to be with someone as good and pure-hearted as Toby.
The whole way home, I fight back tears, but won’t dare let a single one out. When I’m home and my parents ask what’s wrong, I don’t answer them. My bedroom door closes behind me. I shut my eyes and drop my ass to the floor, sitting with my back against the door as I hug my knees to my chest. My costume is sticky and stained. My eyes are wet with tears I refuse to cry. I doubt even drawing demon dudes tonight can save me. All I see every time I blink is the look of fear that lived in Toby’s pretty eyes …
His fear of me.
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I step out of the principal’s office and let the door shut softly at my back. The office lady—Becky, I think her name is—gives me a worried look. When I catch her looking, she averts her eyes right away, as if scared of me.
I guess that’s my theme lately: everyone being scared of me.
And as for adding fuel to the fire, I’m haunted by Toby’s words from this morning when I called him to ask if I should swing by his house to pick him up. “It’s okay,” he said. “I was thinking I’d walk to school. I miss walking in the mornings. Fresh air and … all that.” While he spoke, I was staring at the Dread Knight costume, which sat in a neat, organized pile in the corner of my bedroom, as if the knight himself turned into dust and all that remained was his armor—still stained red in spots.
Like blood after a battle.
I’m not liking this aftermath.
Especially not after this trip to the principal’s office that so politely interrupted first period English, where Principal Whitman more or less heard all about the commotion at the Strong ranch. Somehow, my actions there got twisted with my confrontation with Hoyt in the locker room—witnessed by our entire gym class—and now I have officially earned my second strike.
One more, and that adds me to yet another school’s blacklist.
And my morning was already off to such a crappy start. First thing when I got to school, I waited for Toby at the office door. When he rounded the corner and spotted me, he seemed taken aback with surprise. And of course he’s more adorable today than he’s ever looked before, wearing a red plaid button shirt opened over a tank top and loose jeans. His hair was a cute, spiky mess, and his eyes seemed so blue, they appeared to emit their own light. I straightened up at once at the sight of him, ran a hand down my shirt in an (unsuccessful) effort to smooth the dark, wrinkled material out, then greeted him with a simple, “Hey.”
“H-Hi, Vann,” he stammered back, his voice squeaky.
Then we said nothing for an awkward second.
It was a horrible second. The worst second I’ve ever known.
Then: “Well, I’d better … go in and, um …” Toby fidgeted. “And get to work on whatever Becky’s got. Spreadsheets, probably.”
I hated how it felt. I hated it so deeply.
I replied with a simple, deflated: “Okay.”
Toby moved past me, then stopped suddenly in the doorway as if something important just occurred to him that he wanted to tell me about. After a moment, however, Toby seemed to change his mind and proceeded into the office. With a sigh, I tramped on to class where I dropped heavily into the first desk I found with a bitter grunt, then sulked.
Until I got the note to see the principal for a quick chat.
That brings us up to the present.
And boy, the rest of my day does not get better. Third period is even weirder. Toby sits next to me like nothing’s different at all, though there is quite clearly nothing to say. When it’s gym class and we’re changing, I get to enjoy the distinct pleasure of Hoyt, Julio, and Benji walking by us with stoic, expressionless faces. Hoyt is the only one who looks our way, and when he does, he only meets Toby’s eyes. Toby regards him for only half a second with a neutral, guarded look before returning to putting on his gym clothes. The odd exchange of glances between them doesn’t make any sense to me at all.
And then there’s lunch. “I was thinking we could sit with, um, Kelsey and the others today,” Toby suggests brightly as we wait in line for our food. “Oh, I don’t know,” he answers when I ask him why. “I guess I just miss them a bit? The theatre crowd?”
When I sit among them, it’s clear that the table conversation comes to a total end. Kelsey starts talking about her dads and a super odd phone call they got from Tanner Strong, which only makes the energy at the table twice as weird. Feeling like the one and only reason for the change in mood, I excuse myself with some half-assed lie about needing to get to fifth early. I’m fairly certain the conversation picks up the moment I’m gone, and that’s what gives me the hint to sit elsewhere the rest of the week.
Toby doesn’t ask. I don’t complain.
“Do you want me to take you home?” I offer at the end of the day, hoping my voice doesn’t sound too pitiful. “Or wanna come to my place and hang out? I’ve still got the armor, by the way.”
Toby doesn’t look at my eyes as he performs a rapid tap dance of thought. “Nah, I think … I think I should go home and take care of some backed-up homework. Study a bit, maybe. For that … test. I think there’s a test. Can I take a rain check?”
A rain check? He’s never taken a “rain check” for anything. That isn’t even a phrase he uses, ever. That’s not his thing. Where did that come from?
Still, I’m exercising patience here. I’m not going to be the bad guy he saw on Halloween, regardless of whatever dark anti-hero he dressed me up as. I simply give him a gentle nod and, despite the heaviness in my chest, force out the words, “Alright, sweetie.”
Toby flinches, throws me an awkward, lopsided smile, then turns and heads off, backpack slung over his shoulder.
And as I stare after him, I experience one thought: Sweetie?? Did I just call Toby Sweetie?? When have I ever called Toby that term of endearment? Who in the hell am I??
It doesn’t matter. More days pass just like this one. Toby and his awkwardness. Me and my refusal to get worked up. Hoyt, Julio, and Benji acting like their shit doesn’t stink. 
When Friday hits, and I’ve spent yet another lunch period eating at a table by myself, giving Toby the freedom to sit with his theatre buddies, I’m ready to pull out my hair and scream.
Instead, I simply come up to Toby the moment the lunch bell rings. “Hey, you wanna hang out this weekend? Tonight, maybe?”
We’re at the exit to the cafeteria. Bodies are shuffling around us on their way to class. Toby shifts his weight awkwardly from leg to leg as he maneuvers his way through a thought. “Well …”
“Feels like it’s been forever.” Don’t sound too desperate. “I mean, it’s cool if you don’t want to.” Don’t give him an easy out. “But I feel like we need some you-and-me time.” Don’t assume you guys are still boyfriends. “Nothing too serious. Just a little hangout, that’s all.”
You are helpless, Vann.
Toby winces. “The problem is … I’ve been given extra hours at Biggie’s this weekend.”
“We could meet later tonight after your shift, then?”
“My shift might go super late.”
“Okay. What about tomorrow during the day? Saturday?”
“Sorry. I can’t. I work one of my long afternoon shifts again,” he explains, “and I’m gonna be, like, way exhausted afterwards, I just know it. I’ll probably crash the second I get home.”
I don’t know if I can last two more days without him, but … “Let’s do it on Sunday, then,” I suggest too quickly, the words tumbling out like a spilled bag of coins. “We can just meet up at the park. Or the arcade. Or wherever you want. I can even pick you up.”
Toby takes a deep breath, closing his eyes. This is difficult for him. I’m a second away from giving him yet another out when he suddenly gives in. “Alright. Let’s meet at the park on Sunday. The one outside the church, end of Apricot Street. 1:30.”
“1:30 in the afternoon, Sunday, park, got it, I’ll be there.”
Toby breaks a smile, and for half a second, he looks totally normal. Then just as fast, he turns strange again, says, “See ya,” and heads off. A soft wind picks up my hair and stirs all the trees around us, and the farther away Toby gets from me, the deeper the crack in my heart splits.
I never realized how badly I need Toby in life until now.
That’s the thought that carries me home. When I step in the house and kick off my shoes, my mom is unusually attentive, finding me at once and asking if I want her to fix me something to eat. At first I think she’s joking, until she insists she’s been trying her hand at cooking more seriously lately. “Oh, it’s really more of a silly hobby. I just saw some videos on YouTube and thought, hey, can’t be that hard, huh?” She forces out a laugh. “Anyway. Did you talk to a teacher yet about starting up a club?”
I mentioned it offhandedly to my mom earlier this week, with the same sad lack of charisma I had in telling Toby. “Not yet.”
She sighs. “Can’t you tell I’m trying to cheer you up? I’m not a total fool, Donovan.” She comes around the counter and sits at one of the stools, then crosses her legs. “You returned from that party at the Strongs in a terrible mood—without Toby—and I haven’t seen him here all week.”
“We’re fine,” I announce with more harshness than intended.
“Can you drop the act? Please? You’re not on a stage here.”
“I’m seeing him Sunday. We’re going to hang out at the park in the afternoon. We’re fine.” After a breath, I bring down my tone to something gentler. “Thanks for your concern, but I’m fine.”
“Are you sure you don’t want anything to eat? I have a menu to offer of …” She thumbs through her phone. “… two and a half possibly delicious options for you to choose from.”
I quirk an eyebrow at her. “And a half …?”
“I don’t have confidence in the third option, so it comes with the risk of burning down your grandmother’s beautiful kitchen.”
Despite the tension in my body, I crack a smile. My mom, who apparently just accomplished what she set out to do, hops off the stool and takes my half-smile as an invitation to hug me. I let her, and for a moment, things between us feel just like they used to.
And it’s one of the last pleasant things I feel the rest of the weekend. All Friday night and all of Saturday, I’m a restless, irritable mess of emotions and frustration. Even Sunday morning has me twisted into a pretzel of desperation as I tear through my closet for the perfect thing to wear to a park on a Sunday afternoon that is both comfortable and unequivocally sexy. 
I need to ignite that fire in him that can’t resist me. Toby has to, upon first sight, deeply despise the divide that’s been driven between us.
I get to the park ten minutes early—only to find Toby there as well, sitting on top of our usual picnic table with his feet down on the bench. He’s in a tight white undershirt and black slacks, with his Biggie’s apron balled up on the table next to him. When I come toward the table, he spots me, and a light flickers on in his eyes.
“Hey,” he greets me as I stand before him.
“Hey, Toby.” That’s a good start. We both sound amicable. I’m even sensing a bit of a racing heart on his side as his eyes flit down my body, taking me all in. “How’s your weekend been?”
“Busy,” he answers with a sheepish sort of chuckle. “Biggie’s was slammed last night for no reason at all, after having a fairly … uneventful afternoon.” He nods at me. “And what about you?”
Misery. Pain. Lonesomeness. Regret. Agony. “It was fine. I just started a few new sketches, developed a character, and tried my hand at illustrating Dread Knight and his familiar in my own way.”
Toby’s face flickers with pain.
I shouldn’t have brought up that couple. Halloween night is at once revived in both our eyes. Damn it.
“So anyway,” I blurt out, desperate to erase the image I just foolishly conjured up, “I might have a contact at the school to start up an Arts club for all kinds of Arts. Someone my mother was connected to through the principal, which … is kinda weird since I’m on his shit list. Am I still on his shit list?” I hop onto the picnic table next to Toby. My feet start bouncing in place. I’m a nervous wreck. “If I start up the club, think you’ll want to join?”
“Uh … y-yeah. Sure. If I got the time or …” He clears his throat as he stares down at the grass. “Or y’know, if I’m not working on the sets. I may be called in for Bloody Saturday for the winter show. It’ll be a lot worse than the one we had for Seaside.”
Bloody Saturday is a very long Saturday spent before the final weeks of a show’s rehearsal, where the majority of the set is built and painted, costumes are finished up, and sound and lighting are finalized. They last anywhere from eight to twelve hours. “When is it? Next weekend? I’ll totally be there.”
“Okay.” He tries on a smile. It falls right off. Then we descend into silence again.
And quite suddenly, I can’t put up with another second of it. “What’s happened to us, Toby?”
His eyes shut.
He’s been dreading this talk as much as I have.
“I’m sick in the stomach,” I go on, and now that the floodgates are open, we’re in danger of letting it all out. “Every day, I feel like I’m dying. I know the way I behaved at the Halloween party was … was wrong. It was bad. I should have been the bigger person, but I couldn’t stand the conceited looks on their faces. Look, I’m sorry. I’m really, truly sorry. But if you want things to change, you can’t just let them spill punch on you and say everything’s fine. It’s not fine, and it hasn’t been for a long time—since long before I moved here. Aren’t you sick of them getting away with everything?”
“They didn’t.”
I squint uncertainly at him. “What do you mean?”
“Julio has been benched for the rest of the season. Benji and Hoyt were given scoldings in front of the whole team. Then they were brought into Coach Strong’s office, where he told them both that if they don’t wish to represent the integrity, character, and compassionate spirit of a Spruce Tiger, he would kick them off the team without batting an eye. Even their star quarterback.” Toby eyes me. “Do you realize how big of a deal that is here in Texas? To do that to a senior varsity football player during his senior year? I honestly can’t think of a worse punishment.”
I let that sink in. “Alright. So … So Coach Strong lived up to his word. That’s …” Is it wrong to feel vindicated somehow? “… good.”
“Yeah,” Toby lamely agrees, then says nothing more.
I look at him. I want to scoot closer to him, to put my arm over his back, to squeeze him against me. I want to put my lips on his and assure him everything is going to be alright. Yet … “And where does that leave us, Toby? What happened to us …?”
“I’ve been thinking …” Toby takes hold of his balled-up apron, then sets it in his lap and stares into it like a crystal ball. “Maybe we rushed into this a little fast … you and I.”
“A little fast …?”
“I mean, we were so caught up in the passion of the play, and we were rehearsing, and then suddenly we’re making out and …” Toby lets out a jagged, frustrated sigh. “Sorry, I … I had this all worked out in my head before meeting you here, and now I’m just a nervous wreck.”
Worked out in his head …? Is this a breakup speech? “Toby, are you breaking up with me?”
He swallows and internally squirms before answering: “No.”
“Then what is this?”
“This is me just putting on the brakes. A little bit. I just think we should maybe, like … step back a bit. Take a tiny step back. And just …” He sighs, then finally faces me full-on. “Let’s be friends.”
“Friends??” I blurt out.
“We went from total strangers to classmates to lovers. In that order.” He reconsiders. “Well, throw ‘castmates’ in there, too. But I never got the chance to really be just … just your friend.”
I count back from ten. I allow myself to breathe as I stare at Toby’s eyes, which are damned near blinding in the brilliant light from the afternoon sun that catches in them, making the irises sparkle like ocean water. I may not like his suggestion. It may even be maddening. But if this is what Toby needs—what Toby truly needs—then I’m going to agree to it full-force. 
I nod. “Alright.”
Toby has a moment of surprise. “A-Alright …?”
“Yep.” I give him an unexpectedly patient, tranquil, and level-headed version of myself. “If that’s what you want us to do, then I’m going to do it for you, Toby.”
The look he gives me is the same one he gave me when he said he loved me. The way the blues of his eyes melt. The way he looks like he could cry. “That’s … That’s great.” He smiles, his eyes wet.
I give him a gentle smile back as a sudden wind picks up our hair, dancing in the trees around us, feeling strangely cool. And I keep that smile on my face, despite the deep-down sensation of my soul being crushed in a trash compactor at Toby’s request.
Friends. Just friends. A step back. Putting on the brakes. I can’t think of a worse torture to ask of someone who’s so maddeningly in love with you, Toby Michaels.
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I have to be completely out of my mind.
There is no other explanation.
I don’t see him before class anymore. And he doesn’t wait for me after his first period. When I sit next to him in chemistry, I can literally feel electricity crackling off of him and surging into me like some kind of gay, erotic energy wave. Ever since agreeing to just be friends, I have felt desperately hungry for his tight hugs, and his firm, full-mouthed, take-charge kisses.
Isn’t that what makes Vann who he is? His disregard for social norms and rules? What have I done to him? I feel like the sea hag who’s stolen the merman’s tongue, silencing everything about the love of my life that made him special.
After gym class, once again, we part ways with a simple, “See ya,” and then I don’t even get the pleasure of his company during lunch. Even as I sit at the theatre table, I can’t see where in the cafeteria he’s sitting anymore. For all I know, he takes his tray to the bathroom and eats in a stall by himself.
I’m worse than the scum on the bottom of Hoyt’s shoe, which I happen to know annoyingly well. Why am I doing this to Vann??
“Okay, so I’m pretty sure you’ve pushed a tiny snowball at the top of an icy peak,” Kelsey tells me during yearbook, “and now it’s rolled down the mountainside and become a boulder of ice.”
I can barely focus on typing up an article for the band page of the yearbook, let alone whatever it is Kelsey’s going on about. “A boulder of ice …?”
“Yeah, when you said something to Coach Strong. About me.” She leans around her computer monitor to get a look at me as she talks. “Billy and Tanner are, like, suddenly besties with my dads. They talk every day on the phone. They even came over for dinner last night. I think something’s going on.”
“Something?” I ask distractedly as I rub my head and reread a sentence on my page for the twentieth time. The words still look scrambled up. I’m a terrible writer.
Kelsey huffs. “Look, if you and Vann are going to be broken-up ex-lovers and sad and mopey all the time, I’ll just go shopping for a new best friend. You’re, like, the worst. You’re even worse than Lucky when he fell for that banker guy.”
I don’t know the first thing about any banker guy. “I’m sorry. My head is kinda messed up. Halloween really … freaked me out.”
She studies me for a second. Then, deciding to abandon her own work, she scoots her chair around the desk and puts it right in front of me. “Is there something I can do? Should we maybe hit up the movies this weekend? Oh! You can take me to the arcade and show off how amazing you are by battling me in every game.”
I smirk at her. “You hate the arcade. And thanks, but …” I sigh and close my layout application on the computer. “I don’t think my heart’s gonna be into anything for a while.”
“At least come to rehearsals,” Kelsey insists. “The props don’t paint themselves. Plus, Ms. Joy misses your annoyingly cute face.”
I smile. It’s forced. “Thanks, Kelsey.”
She winks, then punches my arm. “I’ve got your back, Toby.”
Whether she’s got my back or not, it doesn’t save me from the day-to-day grind of being near Vann, of sitting by Vann in class, of changing clothes next to Vann in gym, or of seeing him mount his bike every day after school and tear off into the dusty distance. There seems to be a cold front every week as fall lets the first cool claws of winter scratch at our doors, and there’s nothing quite like cold weather that makes you crave the embrace of someone.
Days of torment turn into weeks of torment. I make a useless comment in chemistry about how the weather’s getting colder by the day, and Vann just gives me a mild nod, a smile, then returns to his drawing. Some other day in the locker room, I fumble with my shoes when trying to put them on, sending one flinging across the aisle. Vann fetches it and hands it back to me, and before I can thank him, he’s already halfway out of the locker room. Then on one Friday, I spot him in the hallway after the last bell, and as I approach him, I think up ten different things I could say to spark up a convo. But suddenly Mr. Hewitt, the graphics design teacher, comes out of a side office door and meets with Vann. After a quick handshake, the two go into his office, and my chance to chat with Vann is gone. He didn’t even notice me.
I have to remind myself that I did this. And this is supposed to be the right thing to do, despite how horrible it feels.
It’s on the final day before Thanksgiving break that I finally have a conversation with him that’s more than three words long. “So are you starting up that Arts club idea?” I ask him in the hall as we head from third period to the gym.
“Getting a few balls rolling.” He eyes me. “How’d you know?”
I decide for some reason not to mention that I saw him go into Mr. Hewitt’s office. “I didn’t. Was just curious.”
He nods thoughtfully. “Found a sponsor: my graphics teacher. He’s all about it, but wants me to consider a club with a digital twist. Like some kind of Photoshop/animation thing or something, since digital graphics are the way of the future … or whatever.”
“Oh. That makes sense.”
And then we’re silent again.
We don’t speak until we’re in the locker room changing, and I decide I can’t leave well enough alone. “Hey, I just realized I could learn from you and the club about 3D graphics design, just in case I ever get around to founding that gaming company I’ve always dreamed of. It’d really come into use.”
Vann frowns. “You wanna start your own gaming company?”
I stop putting on my shirt and look at him. “Yeah. Why?”
He chews on that for a second as he pulls on his shorts the rest of the way. “Nothing. Just you never told me that.”
“Oh. Didn’t I, though? I figured it’s obvious. I’m a huge gamer with loads of ideas, and—”
“Not that obvious.”
“Hmm.”
The dreaded awkward silences falls on us again. Vann finishes changing, then heads off without another word. I’m still pulling on my shoes, and as he goes, I can’t help but watch him and fume. Aren’t we supposed to be friends? Isn’t that the whole thing I was trying to tell him at the park that one day? I didn’t say: Let’s be super awkward weirdos from now on who can’t keep a simple-ass conversation going for longer than ten seconds.
This is the exact opposite of what I wanted between us.
And thus begins the 74th Annual Desperation Games: “Do you wanna eat lunch together?” I cheerily ask him after class as we’re changing back into our clothes. I know, it isn’t the most ideal way to communicate to him, when we’re half-dressed and I can barely peel my eyes off his bare chest where I put so many kisses, where I laid my head on for so many nights to sleep. But it’s now or never. If I don’t see him at lunch, I might miss him for the rest of the day, and then when we go our separate ways home, the only way I’ll be able to talk to him for the next six or so days is on the phone.
Vann, gripping his shirt he was about to put on, glowers suddenly. When he looks at me, there is a flicker of frustration in his eyes. “Are you and I really going to keep pretending this whole ‘friendship’ thing isn’t a total joke?”
His words are a sledgehammer to my chest. “I’m trying here.”
“What are we ‘trying’ to do, exactly? Not talk to each other? Not spend any time together? Not share our lives with each other anymore?” He pulls his shirt over his head and yanks it down in one fast movement. “Because the way we’re treating each other sure doesn’t feel like any friendship I’ve ever had.”
The old emotions are boiling up again at once. We’re back at the Halloween party, and all I feel is everyone’s eyes on me. “We both knew this wouldn’t be easy …”
“You’re damned right. It’s difficult. Like running a marathon with your shoes tied together.”
“I just feel like … taking a step back is the only way we can work out our personal issues.”
“Personal issues?” He rolls his eyes. “What issues? You mean my anger? How ‘super scary’ I am?” He uses air quotes on “super scary”—as well as a very unappreciated mocking tone. “I love you, Toby, but grow up. The world’s a whole lot bigger than Spruce, and most people out there are ten times harsher or scarier than I’ve ever been to anyone in this town—Hoyt included. If you spent a second of time outside of the bubble of this ‘safe little place’, you’d see how the world’s really like. It’s raw and honest. And just like honesty, it’s rough around the edges and can cut you when you handle it wrong. I’m sorry that I’m made of the stuff that comes from the world outside this small hick town, but that’s who I am.”
I know he’s talking reason. I know he’s trying to connect to me. I know he even started this whole spiel with “I love you”. Yet all I seem to have heard is “safe little place” and “small hick town” and “grow up”.
He’s never spoken to me in that tone of voice before.
I deliver my next words to the floor. “Vann, I know I … might seem naïve to you. Or sheltered. I know I haven’t seen the world out there, but I—” The bell rings. Neither of us care. “—but I’m a kind person. I try to be. And I don’t think my compassion makes me weak. I don’t think my … my limited perspective makes me less of an adult than you. I don’t think it means I have to grow up. It just makes my definition of the world … different than yours.”
“Different. Yeah, okay.” He shuts his locker with a sigh. Then, he coolly finishes: “Whenever you decide what your definition of ‘friendship’ is, go ahead and let me know. Until then, just put me out of my misery and end this game we’re playing.”
I swallow hard, my eyes on Vann’s. I always saw his dark eyes as beautiful, soulful, and deep. But right now, they seem more like a void in space. Like an abyss with no knowable bottom. And on the tip of my tongue sits the words: I love you, too. At the end of my fingertips, the memory of his skin still lives, pulsating with need, a touch I crave so desperately right now. I’m floating off the ground with disbelief. Tears are welling behind my eyes. An apology for everything that’s happened, whether it’s my fault or not, is being stubbornly held back behind a wall of strength.
A wall he helped me build.
“You’ve got my number,” he reminds me. “The ball’s in your court. Just make sure before you toss it over the net that it’s what you actually want. Enjoy your Thanksgiving break.”
With that, he takes his things and leaves. I don’t watch him go. I just shut my eyes, lay my head softly against the locker, and breathe deeply as the emotions settle and find little homes in my twisted-up, anxiety-riddled body.
The rest of my day is a blur. I can’t even say with confidence what Kelsey went on about at the lunch table, or what we chatted about later in yearbook—likely something as thrilling as font sizes. But as I walk home, feeling the slight chill in the air of another cool front blowing in and making me regret my short-sleeved choice in a shirt today, I am haunted by Vann’s words to me. I don’t think he was trying to hurt me at all. He just wanted me to understand where he was coming from. His point of view—and the fact that he has one. He’s a window in the giant ranch-style house that is this town, and if I just learned to see him the right way, I might get a decent look through that window at the rest of the world.
That thought is comforting.
And then his other words rush back to me as well. The way he mockingly spoke of Spruce, of my naïveté, seeming to liken me to a child, thinking I need to grow up … Has he seen me this way all along, and our tensions are only now revealing it? Have I always been just a simpleminded country boy to him?
My house is empty when I get home, except for a very excited Winona. After dumping my things in the shed, I realize I can’t stay in it, too reminded of my nights with Vann. I sit on the back porch of the main house for a while and stare at the backyard glumly, feeling the cool air on my skin and listening to the whispering of grass as the wind blows, Winona seated next to me, panting. Then I go inside and sit on the couch, letting the silence of the house fill my ears like cotton. Winona, likely sensing my odd mood, becomes somewhat morose herself, curling up on the floor nearby.
I can’t work out my confused emotion with any more thinking or brooding. What I need is something no words can touch. My feet take me to the garage, where I chase the ghosts of a hobby I used to enjoy in here—before a certain someone’s truck ended it. I pull open every cabinet and search behind every rack for what I need. I manage to produce five colors of paint as well as an old brush with terrible, misshapen bristles. Without a canvas or easel to work with, I decide to use the next best thing:
The garage itself.
In a few minutes, I’ve made cerulean strokes across the walls, crashing and sweeping and swirling like ocean waves. In an hour, I have a beach that cascades from one end of the garage around all the four walls to the other—a full panorama, a 360. I’ve forgotten all of my worries, completely lost to the creation I’ve made of water meeting sand, a seaside shack, a restaurant, a rich and glowing sun, its light shattering across the waves, wispy clouds in the sky, a few colorful towels spread out on the beach with some couples enjoying the sights, distant waves crashing over the rocks of a nearby cliff … Hell, I can even hear the seagulls.
Through the seagulls, however, I sense heavy footsteps. Then the shuffling of a doorknob. And then—in the middle of a piece of my beach—a skinny door opens, and my stepbrother Lee plods in.
“What the hell …?” he grunts in his deep, dull voice. His eyes go wide as he turns in a complete circle, observing my work. His mouth always tends to hang open dumbly, but for some reason, it appears to be quite intentional as Lee takes in the scene, for a moment transported to my beachside paradise.
Then he turns to me. “Dad’s gonna kill you.”
“You think?” I shrug as I consider my work, paint splotches all up and down my arms, across my clothes, and likely in my hair. “I think it’s an improvement.”
“It’s …” Lee squints, walks up to one of the walls where a small shack is painted, then points. “Is that a couple of guys making out in a hammock …?”
I smile distantly at the sight of my little beachside shack. It’s the same dream home I imagined with Vann and myself, living on the water, right where he craves to return to, where we belong. I guess whenever I let the paint take over, there’s just no censoring or controlling what comes out of my wild, uninhibited strokes. My heart when I paint even let go of whatever negative feelings I have right now with him or what he last said to me; I just feel love.
“Dad’s gonna kill you,” Lee repeats. Then he turns and looks at me, his eyes softening. “You miss painting?”
I give him one short look, then slowly nod.
Lee lumbers over to an old thrown-out chair and drops into it like it isn’t covered in dust and cobwebs twisting around the legs. “I heard you and Vann broke up. That true?” He scratches a spot on his head. “You guys actually, like, ended things?”
I shrug. “I don’t really know, to be honest. Still in the air.”
“Huh.” Lee keeps scratching at his head then inspecting his fingers. “I guess he was bad after all, huh?”
I don’t even have the energy for intelligent banter. Maybe Lee is the perfect company to have right now. Simple questions. Dumb answers. No thought. “He wasn’t all bad.”
“Wish I went to the Strongs for Halloween. Then I would have seen Vann kick Julio’s ass.”
“Wasn’t much of an ass-kicking. You didn’t miss much.”
“Huh. Still, never liked that Julio guy.”
I shrug. “I feel like Vann should have kept his temper. It was a mistake to go at him like that.”
“Thought you guys were all in love or somethin’.”
“I don’t know what we were.”
“Huh.” Lee lets the chair spin as he peers at each wall, his eyes weirdly alight. “Remember when Mom and Dad used to take us to that beach town every summer? It was for a festival or something. Is that what this is? The beach town? Is that what you painted?”
“Maybe. That was so long ago. We must’ve been … what, ten?”
“Nine, ten, I guess.” He picks at his nails. “I wanna go again.”
I study Lee’s face as he fidgets with his fingers. The way we’re talking right now, how we used to talk before puberty hit and we both got weird and all these tensions that didn’t exist suddenly made our brotherhood complicated, is strangely healing to me. Of all people to suddenly pull through for me, my stepbrother is the very last on a long list of names.
Second to last.
Later when I’m in the kitchen fixing myself a sandwich, I hear a shout from the garage. Carl’s come home. The door flies open and in storms my very angry stepfather. “TOBY!” he bellows out, furious. “What in the HELL did you do to my garage??”
I lean against the counter and face him. “Bad day at work?”
He’s in his dark blue mechanic’s uniform, the stench of grease emanating off of him in waves. He jabs a finger in the air, pointing to the garage. “Explain to me what the hell you did to my garage!”
“Made it pretty,” I answer blithely, licking off a butter knife I used to spread peanut butter.
My dad is on me in seconds, swiping the knife out of my hand and throwing it at the sink. It misses, hits the floor, and slides under the fridge. “I don’t want none of your damned sass!”
“That’s not gonna be good for bugs,” I say in disgust, pointing at the bottom of the fridge where my rogue peanut butter knife slid. “Should probably fish that out of there. Wire hanger, maybe.”
He’s breathing so hard and has come so close to me, each of his breaths crashes against my face. Lee has appeared from his bedroom, standing now at the archway leading into the kitchen, a loose, limp-lipped expression on his face as he watches this.
“You go to that garage right now,” my stepdad orders me, “and paint over all of that nonsense. I am not starin’ at no damned seaside fantasy-land bullshit while I’m tinkering in my garage.”
I let out a lighthearted laugh in his face. “Your garage? That is so adorable, Carl. Is that really what this has been about? Some slow-motion war over territory? When you drunkenly crashed your vehicle into my art supplies and took back your garage like it’s a piece of land you stuck your big manly flag in?”
His eyes are murder. He swats my plate off the counter in a fit of rage, sending my sandwich to the tile. Completely unimpressed, I shake my head as I stare mournfully at my meal. “More food for the bugs. You must really like cockroaches and ants. Or gnats. You know my sandwich has honey in it, right?”
Then Carl grabs hold of my wrist.
My eyes snap to his at once, all humor gone. He’s never once put a hand on me. Yet something today has given him permission, whether it’s my attitude, or something terrible at work that’s put him in a combative mood, or my artwork.
Lee takes a step forward. “Dad …”
“Stay out of this, boy,” he growls at his son while keeping his furious eyes on mine. Then he brings his voice really low, to a near growl. “I don’t like your lip, Toby. I don’t care if you hate me. Or if you think you’re entitled to prance around here and do whatever it is you want. But you will address me and speak to me with the respect that I deserve.”
“That’s assuming an awful lot,” I state quite calmly to him, despite his grip turning my wrist numb, despite how deadly close he is. “For one, that you deserve any of my respect at all.”
“I pay for this house,” he says. “I paid for that sandwich you just made. I paid for the bread, the peanut butter, the very clothes you’ve got on your ungrateful ass. I paid for that shed you live in. I paid for that computer you play your little games on. I paid for the paint you just wasted in my garage.” His grip tightens to the point that it’s painful. I don’t so much as flinch. “I think I deserve at least the minimal amount of respect a breadwinner deserves, who makes the life you live possible.”
“Did you look at it?”
His eyes twitch with confusion. “Huh?”
“My painting. In your garage. Did you look at it?”
Carl’s grip on my wrist loosens, yet he keeps hold of it. “The hell does that matter if I looked at it or not? ‘Course I looked at it. It’s the only damned thing you can see.”
“I mean really look at it. The way one looks at a painting.”
“Who the hell you think you are, boy? Mozart? I don’t give a shit what the painting is. You had no damned business—”
“Mozart is a composer. And the point is, if you had bothered to open your tiny eyes …” Suddenly, whatever point I was about to make splits open like a flower, revealing an even bigger picture. “If you had bothered to ever open your eyes, or your heart, to who I am, who your stepson is … If you had learned to embrace my ‘arty’ side you can’t stand, we could have had a shot of developing a real relationship. I could have been calling you ‘Dad’ for years.” My eyes harden. “And maybe instead of holding my wrist like you are, you’d be holding my hand.”
There is a precious moment between us right now, Carl and me, where my words seem to have touched him. And in this tiny, fleeting moment, Carl sees a life he could have had with me. A life where he observes my paintings in the garage with a smile. Where he pushes me to join Art clubs, then raises hell up at the school when the mayor and the school board cut funding to the Arts. He sees a less angry version of himself, a version who visits my shed more than once a year, who invests time in getting to know me, who wants to know who I’m seeing at school.
A version of Carl who could have been here for me, even now, when my heart is at its weakest.
Then he shatters the vision the very next instant with a smirk of disgust. “My eyes are wide open, boy. And I see now why your own deadbeat dad couldn’t bother to stick around long enough for your sixth birthday. Twelve years haven’t made you a man. They made you a wimpy, friendless loser with unfulfilled dreams.”
“And what if YOU’RE the friendless loser with unfulfilled dreams, DAD?”
I turn to the unexpected source of the question in shock. Lee, my stepbrother, has come fully into the kitchen now, and his dull eyes aren’t dull at all: they’re fuming. Carl, still gripping my wrist, turns his stunned face to his son, baffled and speechless.
My stepbrother shakes his head. “You never wanted to be a mechanic. Everyone at the shop hates you. All your old drinking buddies can’t stand you. YOU’RE the friendless loser, stuck in a life you don’t want, with no drive anymore to chase your own dreams. That’s why you drink yourself to sleep every night.”
“Boy …” Carl is visibly wounded by his son’s words. “The hell this comin’ from?”
Tears fill Lee’s eyes, tears in a set of eyes I have never seen express any emotion my whole life. “I suck at football. I’m clumsy. I’m big and … uncoordinated. Everyone knows it, too. Even Coach Strong, despite all the chances he keeps givin’ me.” Carl starts to say something, but Lee talks over him. “Why’s it always up to you what everyone does with their lives, Dad? Who put you in charge like that? Why ain’t you ever listenin’ to me about what I want?”
“Son …” Carl, genuinely struck, finally lets go of my wrist to face his son completely. “What are you talkin’ about? I never—”
“I went to Toby’s play.”
Now that even has me staring at Lee in shock, my qualms with Carl momentarily forgotten.
“It’s where I went that Sunday of that weekend,” he explains. “I didn’t go to Doug’s house like I said I was. I … went to the play.” His foot starts fidgeting in place. It isn’t easy for him to admit this for some reason. “And I … I actually liked it. A lot. I thought … I-I thought Toby was really good in it. I’d never seen him like that. He was so good that … that I forgot who he was. I forgot he was Toby.” Lee drags his eyes off the floor and meets his father’s. “It even got me wondering if I should do something like that, too. I used to play make-believe in the backyard. Remember that, Dad? I used to play make-believe. Maybe football isn’t my—”
“Don’t you dare say it,” Carl cuts him off, his lips quivering as he holds back a new fit of anger.
After a moment, Lee glares at him. “So it’s like that with me, too, huh? I can’t say what I want? I can’t tell you the truth? Here’s another truth, Dad: That garage is … is b-beautiful.” He can barely get the word out, his fear of his dad strangling his throat. “Toby is gifted. I wish I was h-h-half as gifted as he is.”
“I swear, boy …”
“Swear all you want,” growls Lee. “It don’t change the truth.”
A stinging silence fills the air. When it becomes clear that the two of them have a whole other conversation that needs to take place, I abandon my position by the counter and head for the back door. “Where you think you’re goin’, boy?” my stepdad asks in an oddly soft, listless tone.
With a foot out the back door, I turn to him. “This is me giving you space to have time with your son … and also giving you what you ultimately wanted all along: me, gone.”
Something sad flickers in Carl’s eyes. It’s like victory, but with a note of bitter defeat.
That’s how I leave the two of them. I go into my shed, stuff a bunch of things into my backpack, then head out the door. I don’t give myself a moment to wonder if what I’m doing is right. I don’t listen to the thoughts racing through my head, either. I just keep walking, one foot in front of the other, backpack slung over my shoulder, paint stains—now dry—on my fingers, shirt, and pants.
I make it to Biggie’s, then suddenly realize I can’t go in. What would happen if Mrs. Tucker got ahold of me—and the truth of my home life? She’d make me stay with her. She’d talk to my mom. I can see a domino effect of drama resulting, and before I even woke up tomorrow morning, all of Spruce would know my business.
That pushes me further down Main Street to the arcade. I toss my backpack to the floor and engage in exactly one single game of Mortal Kombat II, but I don’t even come close to my own high score. My heart isn’t in it. My mind is elsewhere. And across the arcade, I spot those same group of prepubescent kids, including Kirkland, who are probably still trying to figure out my super-secret cheats. Of course, their presence doesn’t improve my mood.
Pushing out of the doors, I drop my ass on the curb, dejected, numb to the bone, and stare at the movie theater across the street sulkily. I could try reaching out to Kelsey, who might be an ideal confidant in this situation. She already knows a lot, she’s always on my side, and she’s fun. But she lives on the outskirts of Spruce, practically a stone’s throw from Fairview, and not within walking distance. Also, I don’t want to impose on her dads, who’d have to come out and pick me up. And then what? Do they even have a spare bedroom for me to sleep in? Would I occupy their couch? For how long? I just don’t feel comfortable doing that to the Kings.
That’s when I pull out my phone, thumb to a certain name, and stare at it, long and hard: Vann.
I type out a text, then delete it. And then I try again, this time taking well over ten minutes to pick and choose every single word, then delete that one, too. No, I can’t even talk to Vann. I can’t risk him going to my house and beating up my dad. Of course, some logical part of me knows he wouldn’t really do that, but …
Well, given his track record, do I really know he wouldn’t?
And besides, the same problem happens there that would if I went to the Tuckers. Vann’s parents—who already have all of their fingers in every social circle from one end of Spruce to the other—would cause an even worse rumor mill when they happen to mention who their lovely new houseguest is. And everyone would know I’m now living with the crazy, destructive, trouble-chasing Donovan Pane, and everyone would arrive at their conclusions about my clearly unbalanced mental state.
I’m trapped, no matter what I do, no matter where I go.
Isn’t there somewhere I could just stay where I’d be treated like nothing special, and everyone in Spruce could just forget me?
The obnoxious honk of a truck, like an angel answering from Heaven, stirs me from my thoughts. I look up to find an old pickup in front of the movie theater. Someone familiar is in the driver’s seat, his arm hanging out the window, showing the proud Spruce High colors of his varsity letterman jacket. When he looks my way, we lock eyes, and I’m unfortunately graced with his identity.
Hoyt calls out at me from across the road. “The heck you doin’ out here, Toby-Tobes?”
Oh, Lord. “Enjoying the air,” I answer dryly, then look away.
A moment passes. “You need a ride or somethin’ …?”
He’s the last person I would’ve wanted spontaneously pulling up in front of me in my current state. I’m already ready for him to drive away and leave me be. Can I just disappear into the curb like an old, fading coat of paint? Can Hoyt just go away, please?
“Well?” Hoyt slaps the wheel. “Wanna get outta here or not?”
The answer is so obvious. “Yeah, I do.”
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The wind dances through my hair as I ride in the passenger’s seat of Hoyt’s truck. He takes us down a farm road, steering one-handed, his left arm hanging out the window. My mind has gone from being totally numb to having a literal identity crisis. Who am I? How in a million years did I end up accepting a ride from Hoyt Nowak? Why would I ever willingly subject myself to this?
“So you ready to talk yet?”
Oh, right. Hoyt has a mouth and can annoy me by using it and stuff. “Where are we headed?”
“I’m drivin’ around in circles … if you haven’t noticed. Killing time. See that big oak? We’ve passed it four times now.”
“Oh.” I sigh and shake my head. “It isn’t worth talking about.”
“Problems with you and lover boy?”
We are not going to talk about Vann. “Hoyt—”
“It’s not him? Fine, fine, fine.” He chuckles in that mocking, cocky way of his. “So you got a bad score at the arcade? Is that it? By the way, did’ja just come from painting a house or somethin’?”
I nearly forgot all the paint stains. “Just from … painting.”
“So is that the problem? You got the painter blues? Or did you sniff too much and get high? Oh, was it your job, maybe? Did you finally get fired from Biggie’s for jizzing in the sauce?”
Yeah, this was a mistake. “Ugh. I change my mind. Pull over.”
“Fine, fine … I’ll just shut up and keep drivin’ around aimlessly wasting my gas ‘til you tell me where to go. Jeez, you’re touchy.”
We drive in silence awhile longer. He makes a turn, and soon, we’re passing by a farmland I think belongs to some relative of the Strongs—an uncle, if I remember correctly—which means we’re on the outskirts of Spruce. I could ask him to drop me off at Kelsey’s, but then I remember the whole putting-out-the-Kings thing. My mind wanders back to the argument I had with Carl and all the ugly things we said to each other, causing my heart to break again. I find myself touching my wrist, wincing as I notice how sore it is.
“Look, Toby-Tobes, obviously you’ve got somethin’ going on,” Hoyt reasons, “and don’t want to talk about it. That’s fine. But now that I’ve dropped G-Man off at the movies for his evening shift, I was just gonna head home and chill.” He slows as he comes to the next intersection, then eyes me. “When I got somethin’ going on and don’t wanna talk about it, I find just going someplace, chillin’, and doing-everything-but-thinkin’-about-it helps. So … either I go drop you off at your house to do that, or … we go to mine.”
I sigh. “Well, I’m sure as hell not going back to my house.”
“Alright. Mine it is, then.” He makes a turn, and down the road we go, diving back into town.
He lives in the other suburb that’s just outside the town, right down the road from where I believe Reverend Arnold lives. As he pulls to a stop, I find myself in front of a messy yard. He parks by the curb, since his driveway is a narrow thing already occupied by a beat-up three-decade-old car. I follow Hoyt across the lawn, hop over a hose, skirt around a tire, and finally make it to the door. His house is small, and the inside is shockingly cluttered. Something smells like it’s burning, which turns out to be his mother cooking in the kitchen. “Hey, booger,” she calls out. I don’t get a look at her, and Hoyt doesn’t take me to see her. He just calls back, “Hey, Mom. Goin’ to my room,” and leads me down a short hall to his bedroom. It’s like night and day from the rest of his cluttered house; with the exception of some dumbbells and a weight bench in the corner, his room is downright tidy. He’s got a small TV by the window, which he turns on as he drops onto the edge of his bed. After a second, he eyes me over a shoulder. “Settle in, Tobes. Drop your backpack wherever. Let your mind go away.” When he starts flipping through channels, I take a seat on his weight bench and drop my backpack to the ground, then stare at the TV where Hoyt has finally settled on a sports channel. Football. Surprise.
“Was it Lee?”
He doesn’t look at me when he asks, his focus intently on the game. “What about Lee?”
“Did he piss you off? Run you outta your house? NO!” he yells at the TV, then shakes his head. “Shouldn’t have thrown. He had a perfect opening, too. Anyway, so was it Lee or not?”
I cannot believe I’m sitting here in Hoyt’s bedroom watching football with him. Well, not really watching. “No.”
“Well, if it isn’t boyfriend troubles, and it isn’t Lee … then it’s gotta be your parents.” He kicks back a bit. “Do they suck?”
And I can’t believe I’m actually opening up to Hoyt Nowak. “One half of them,” I answer begrudgingly.
“Which half? Your dad?”
“Stepdad.”
“Ugh. I got one of them, too.” Hoyt huffs and shakes his head. “Real dad died when I was eight, right after my sister was born. My mom grieved by dating some rando from my dad’s funeral, and in two months—two damned months—she was remarried. To some guy she met at my dad’s funeral. He was, like, a friend from work. Isn’t that messed up?”
I didn’t actually know he had a sister. “Messed up,” I agree.
“Sorry, yeah, yeah, here I go, talking about family drama, and after I just advised doing anything except think about it.”
“Why did you kiss me?”
Hoyt tenses up at once. Then he sits up, his eyes hard as he stares me down. One might almost think he completely forgot that happened until I just reminded him. His breathing has changed, too, as if I just transported him back to that restroom.
Then at once he snorts, laughing it off. “I dunno. Just wanted to try it. Awph, fumble!” he growls at the TV, relaxing back onto his bed, closing the book on our weird forced kiss.
I flip the book right back open. “Look, I appreciate you doing whatever this is … bringing me somewhere that isn’t my home so I can reflect and not think or whatever … but my heart still belongs to Vann, and I’m not here to play a role in your sexual awakening.”
Hoyt takes one look at me, then explodes into laughter that has him rolling on his bed. “Sexual awakening??” he cries, sending himself into another fit of laughter. I just sit there on the weight bench, eyes half-lidded, and wait for his laughing to expire. “Toby, phew, that is the funniest thing I’ve heard all week. What are we? Thirteen? Buddy, my sexual awakening has come and gone. I’m a grown man now. What happened in that bathroom was just …” He gestures at me, unable to put a word to it for a moment. “It was just for fun. Or maybe Vann’s right and I was just messing with your head. Or maybe I’m so damned bored of the girls at school, I had to do something even I couldn’t predict comin’. So that’s that. You got nothin’ to worry about. I’m not gonna go lunging at you with my—” He cackles. “—with my tongue or—” Another cackle. “I can’t stop laughin’. Oh, Toby, phew, I’m so glad I got your ass over here finally. Why in the hell aren’t we buds yet? I told you already, you need a guy like me in your life. Not Vann.”
“Thanks for the advice,” I dryly tell him, then turn my face back to the TV and the tight, football-pant-clad asses running.
After a moment passes when Hoyt finally settles back down, a strange tension seems to build between us. Without the laughter to make light out of everything, all we’re left with is a football game neither of us are actually paying attention to … and our own thoughts. I even catch Hoyt’s eyes slightly averted, evidence of his own thoughts turning over in his complicated head.
Suddenly a girl of about ten or so charges into the bedroom. “Hoyt!” she cries out excitedly, then stops at once when she sees me, her eyes going wide. She’s a cute blonde thing with pigtails and braces that cause her lips to bulge out. “Um, who’s he?”
Hoyt turns around, then at once becomes furious. “What did I tell ya about comin’ into my room without knockin’??”
Unaffected, she props a hand on her hip. “To do it in style.”
Hoyt’s angry expression gives in to giggles, and I realize it’s all an act. “That’s right, Gemma. Now come over and meet my friend Toby here. He’s the guy from school I told you about.”
Her eyes go wide and, dropping her jaw and revealing all her braces, she stares at me. “You’re the actor??”
“Yep,” Hoyt answers for me. “He’ll be on Broadway someday. Or maybe, like, a Disney movie. You and I will go down to the movie theater one day and see him on the big screen.” His voice changes completely when he talks to her. “So you better get his autograph now before he becomes famous.”
I smile tentatively at her. She frowns, suddenly spooked, then turns back to Hoyt. “Will you play dolls with me?”
Hoyt shoots me a quick self-conscious look, clears his throat, then lowers his voice to a whisper. “How about … you go play with somethin’ else right now, since I’m hangin’ out with my buddy, and I’ll let you play Candy Castle on my fancy Xbox all day tomorrow?”
Gemma shrugs. “‘Kay. Bye, person,” she says on her way out.
“I told ya his name!” Hoyt calls out after her, then laughs. He hops off the bed and shuts his door, then returns to his spot. “She’s a firecracker sometimes.”
I lift an eyebrow. “Dolls …?”
Hoyt burns me with his eyes. “One word of that to anyone and you’ll be the one wettin’ yourself next.”
I crack a smile, then face the TV, too.
Later, Hoyt’s mother calls out that food’s ready, and I seem to be invited to the table like it’s no big deal that there’s another mouth to feed. I just assume Hoyt has his friends over randomly and often enough that it’s never a problem to add one more seat. Also, no one seems to care that I’ve got dried paint stains all over me, which further strengthens my inkling that no one minds how anyone or anything looks in this house, except for maybe Hoyt himself. His mother is short and stocky with a round, featureless face. Her wavy blonde hair frames two permanently tired eyes. “Hi there, Toby,” she greets me in a drone when Hoyt introduces me. His stepdad isn’t here, and as we all eat, I get the fast impression no one in this house waits up for him, whoever he is.
The sun has long since fallen and crickets are chirping outside his cracked-open bedroom window when, sitting side-by-side at the foot of his bed playing a first-person shooter on his Xbox that Hoyt insisted on introducing me to, he finally asks, “So you want me to take you home after this round?”
I don’t want to overstay my welcome. That’s yet another thought I never dreamed I’d be thinking in relation to Hoyt Nowak. “Sure. Or I can just walk.”
“Nah. I’ll drive you.” When both of our in-game characters get surprise-bombed, ending the round prematurely, Hoyt peers at the side of my face, thinking something over. “Alright, so I don’t wanna make this weird or anything—”
“If you have to preempt whatever you’re saying with that …”
“—but do you want to just crash here for tonight?”
I can’t help but wonder if I magically summoned this situation into my life, just by wishing that I could find a place to disappear for a while to collect myself. A place where I wouldn’t be treated as something special. A place to get away from the sticky gossipy fingers of the town. A place no one would find me.
This is exactly that place. And while Hoyt isn’t a hero by any stretch of the definition, he’s the last person anyone would expect me to be with.
“I take the weird silence as a ‘yes’,” announces Hoyt, hopping off the floor and heading over to his closet. “I got an air mattress folded up in here and a set of sheets. Y’know, for when the boys stay over,” he throws in, like I need an explanation. Our two dead characters lie side-by-side next to a half-destroyed wall on the TV. I watch as the camera slowly pans around them, text on the screen telling us to press A to start the next round. “And look, if you want to avoid your family for Thanksgiving as well, that’s fine, but don’t expect any kind of impressive spread over here. Also my stepdad’s a piece of shit, but if you’re here for Thanksgiving, he’ll probably behave. He gets weird and quiet around people he doesn’t know. He’s like a large, dimwitted cat. Also, you can take a shower if you want to finally get those paint stains off of you. I take it you got clothes in that backpack of yours to change into …?”
“Why are you being so nice to me?” I ask suddenly.
Hoyt puts the mattress on the floor and attaches a small pump to it. “Nice? I’ve always been nice to you, Toby-Tobes.” He starts inflating the mattress.
“But you’re being actually nice,” I clarify. “At school, in front of people, you’re … kind of a pompous asshole. Sorry. And you put me down all the time, or demean me, or toy around with me in front of your dumbass friends. Sorry again. You’ve been doin’ stuff like that to me since we were kids. I fell back a grade because I …” My emotions get the better of me, and a bubble of anger comes up. “I had to repeat seventh grade because you and your friends kept picking on me. You made my life a living hell.”
Hoyt stops inflating the mattress, then looks at me. His eyes are blank and unreadable.
“So who are you, Hoyt?” I ask with a simple shrug. “The guy who made my life hell? Or the guy right now who’s making me a bed and … and plays dolls with his little sister?”
Hoyt gives me a shrug of his own. “Can’t I be both?”
“No.”
After a second’s thought, he returns to inflating the mattress. Then he lays a blue-and-white-striped bed sheet over it and, while tucking it in at the corners, asks, “Do you know how Julio and I became friends?” I lift an eyebrow, waiting. Hoyt snorts and goes on. “The guy tackled me to the ground one day during recess and shoved sand down my pants. We were kids. My dad had just died. Things were weird. And the next day, we played on the swing set like nothing happened, and that summer, we joined the same little league team.” He goes back to his closet and pulls out a pillow. “And as for Benji? Sixth grade, he grabbed me at a birthday sleepover, sat on my face, and ripped the loudest one I’d ever heard, in front of everyone. Well, probably was loud ‘cause my ears were right there,” he adds with a laugh, pulling a pillow case onto the pillow. “But hey, I returned the favor while he was sleeping that same night, and there you have it.” He tosses the pillow at the mattress, gives it a light kick with his socked foot, then nods at it. “Should be comfy.”
I’m staring at him, at a loss. “And what exactly is your point?”
“My point is, I mess with you ‘cause I like you. Guys mess with each other like that. We’re like …” He shrugs, thinking. “Rocks in a riverbed, or somethin’. Rubbin’ up against each other. We toughen each other up. Pull pranks. It’s my ‘love language’.” He laughs when he says that. “A therapist used that term in family therapy once, awhile back. We don’t go anymore.”
I think I’m still staring at Hoyt in complete, utter bafflement. After almost a decade of knowing this guy, I wonder if I ever even knew him at all. “I … didn’t know Spruce had a family therapist.”
“It doesn’t. It was Reverend Arnold. Is this gonna be comfy enough for you?” he asks, giving the air mattress another kick.
I shrug. “It should do.” My hands find my pockets.
Hoyt eyes me. “Are you … like, wantin’ an apology for seventh grade or somethin’?”
I roll my eyes and look away at the TV. “I dunno what I want.”
“Because I’ll apologize, if that makes you feel better. But why? You’re still standing, right? No scars? And like I said before, I ain’t ever laid a finger on you, have I?”
“The scars you gave me are the kind you can’t see.”
“So I did scar you? ‘Kay, how ‘bout this.” He steps up and puts his face in front of mine. “If you want, you can give me the biggest punch in the jaw. Right now. I’ll take it. Won’t even hit you back.”
“Are you serious?”
“Or a girly slap. Whatever suits you.” Hoyt points at his cheek. “C’mon. Rough me up. Make me pay for all those years of torment and teasing. Give me a real stinger.”
“I’m not gonna hit you, Hoyt.”
“C’mon. It’ll feel good. Then we’ll be in a different place, and you can get over your baby wounds and your baby feelings, and we can be two guys movin’ on with our lives.”
“Hoyt …”
“Hit me. Do it.”
After smirking at him long enough, I lift my fingers up and lightly flick him in the nose. Hoyt flinches back. “The heck …?”
“There. Now we’re even.” I quirk an eyebrow. “And you better be careful about coming that close to my face again. Last time you did that—”
“Oh, don’t worry none ‘bout that. I ain’t kissin’ you again.” He chuckles, then frowns at me. “I was really hopin’ you’d hit me.”
“I probably should.” I shrug. “And maybe demand an apology, too. But like you pointed out: why? I’m still standing, right?”
Hoyt smirks. “Well, that offer’s on the table. You ever feel like you finally wanna cash in your Hoyt-face-punchin’ coupon and just, like, really need to knock me in the kisser, you come and do it. But, y’know … a tiny courtesy heads-up would be nice.” With that, Hoyt hops onto his bed, lies on his stomach, and grabs the Xbox controller off the floor. “Now that that’s settled, let’s get back to killin’ each other. Whoever loses next gets their face sat on.”
I snatch my controller off the floor. “That’s not happening.” I sit on the edge of the air mattress he just made me and jump into the next round with him.
And like that, I’m back to playing games with Hoyt Nowak.
I wonder if this day could get any weirder.
Mercifully, no one ends up sitting on anyone’s face. We play so many rounds of the game, it’s 3 in the morning before either of us realize it. After I take a shower (in his cluttered, tiny bathroom) and free myself from the paint-stained memory of why I’m even here, I put on a pair of sweat pants and a t-shirt from my bag. We snatch some late-night snacks from the kitchen to take back to his room, then stay up with the TV playing lame infomercials in the background as we chat about anything that comes to mind. He mutters on about football and what a jerk his stepdad is between fistfuls of chips. I wax poetically about my own drunk stepdad and his hatred of my ‘arty side’ while chugging a soda. And when our yawns start outperforming our stories, we let the noise of another infomercial about the next best exercise machine take over as we drift off just after 5 o’clock.
Any weirdness, I’m amazed to say, wears off by the morning: Thanksgiving morning. His sister Gemma plays a big role in that when she returns promptly to Hoyt’s room the moment we wake up, demanding to play Candy Castle on his Xbox. Hoyt upholds his promise and surrenders his bedroom to the twinkling music and colorful explosions of her game on his small TV screen. The rest of the day is a blur of hanging out (or hiding out, depending on how you look at it) with Hoyt. When the afternoon rolls around, I find myself seated at the table with Hoyt’s family—stepfather included, who behaves just as Hoyt described: aloof and quiet. We enjoy a modest Thanksgiving spread of discount turkey from the market, stuffing, green beans, and sweet potatoes, to the tune of A Charlie Brown Thanksgiving blasting at full volume on the nearby living room TV for Gemma’s benefit. “Eat your fill,” Hoyt warns me privately, “or else all the leftovers are gonna be turned into some experimental turkey-stuffing-stew concoction we’ll be forced to eat over the weekend.” I chuckle and obey, going for seconds.
And when everyone is digesting in the evening, I find myself sitting on a narrow slab of cement that extends from his back door with my phone out, alone. My mom called several times while we were eating (my phone was on silent), then sent a text telling me she was trying to give me space, but wanted to know if I’m okay. I reply and tell her I’m fine and not to worry, though I doubt she’s as worried as she ought to be anyway. Then I text Lee to find out how the situation at home really is and whether “our dad” has calmed down. Upon sending the text, I can’t help but feel like an outsider checking in on my own life. And it’s even weirder when Lee replies back with a cheery: “Everything’s OK! Marly cried last night but all is OK now. Are you coming back home soon?” I stare at his question for an eternity before sending back a shrug emoji.
Then I thumb through my contacts and land on Vann again. I can only imagine the extravagant spread his parents prepared for Thanksgiving. Then again, realizing his mother doesn’t cook very often, I’m stumped trying to imagine what his day has actually been like. Should I call him? Or send a text, at the very least?
“No,” Hoyt weighs in, unasked, when he joins me on the slab of cement overlooking his weed-ridden backyard. “That city boy’s been bad news for you since the start. You saw what he tried to do to my man Julio.”
I give him a look. “Only after Julio ruined my costume. Thanks to him, I had to go with Billy to their house by the lake to change into a clean set of clothes—their house was a total mess, what with the renovations and construction going on—and I missed out on the costume contest I was looking forward to competing in.”
“Julio didn’t mean to do it. It was an accident.”
Again, with the accident crap. The truth is, I don’t know if it was deliberate or if Julio really did bump into that table on accident. “I guess the punch station was kinda flimsy …”
“Very flimsy. Look.” He throws his arm around me and pulls me against him, bringing his face close. “My buds and I, we might be kinda nuts, we might not be the sensitive crowd you’re used to, but at least you know what you’re gettin’ with us. Vann? He’s … He’s a loose cannon. He isn’t like us. He isn’t from here.”
I hug my knees to my chest. “I think that’s the exact reason I fell for him so hard. He’s … nothing like this place.”
After a minute of taking that in, Hoyt frowns at me. “Hey, are you not havin’ fun with me here? Isn’t this great, spending time at my place, kickin’ back, no responsibilities, no boyfriend drama, no family fights or whatever?” He shakes me. “C’mon. I haven’t even tried to give you a wedgie or nothin’.”
I bite my lip, mulling it over. “Well, to be fair, he hasn’t texted me, either,” I reason with a sigh.
“Right? If he really loved you, he’d be the one to text you and try to work it out. He holds grudges. I can tell that about him. He’s got a bad chip on his shoulder. Hey, got a question for ya.” He gives me a quizzical look. “Do you work at all this weekend?”
“Just tomorrow night. Gets busy with Black Friday shoppers. Mrs. Tucker insisted I take the rest of the weekend off for family time. How ironic. Why?”
“Alright. I’ll take you to work Friday, no prob. But if you’re open Saturday, wanna come hang with me at G-Man’s? His parents are out of town again. We can really kick back over there.”
A knot ties itself in my stomach. I wonder what his definition of “really kick back” means. Also: “Are your … other friends … gonna be there, too?”
Hoyt shrugs. “So what if they are? They won’t do nothin’.” My eyes must convey my worry, because he slaps a hand to my back and says, “Look, just stick by me, alright? You’ll see that Julio isn’t a monster. Neither’s Benji. They’re harmless. Unless the girl Julio’s seeing is there, too. Then you might hear a few bumps against the wall while we’re hangin’ in the living room, if you get what I mean.” He snorts, and I’m left to roll my eyes.
And while that may be the last time I mention Vann in Hoyt’s house, it isn’t the last time I think about him. That night when I’m on the air mattress again and Hoyt’s asleep, I pull out my phone, flip through my pics, and find the selfie I took of my mom, myself, and Vann opening night of I’ll Always Remember Seaside.
I stare at our happy faces, my heart aching with tons of unanswered questions. I know Vann said the ball’s in my court, but I really wish he’d be the first one to call me anyway. I’d listen. I’d hear him out. I might even give him another shot. Yet some sense of righteousness keeps making me pocket my phone and tell myself I’m doing the right thing by giving us time apart. When he’s around, I can’t think straight. All I want to do in his presence is tear off his clothes, slip under a set of sheets, and feel like we’re the only people in the world. That’s the thought I take with me as I close my eyes to sleep.
It’s also the thought that gets me through my shift the next night at Biggie’s, too. Every time I pass by the front door, I wonder if by some miracle Vann might come in. Isn’t he going to reach some breaking point, too? Isn’t he going mad? Quite frankly, I’m shocked he hasn’t done something super horrible or unexpected, like showing up at my house demanding to see me, or hunting me down here at Biggie’s where he obviously knows I work, or even showing up on the steps of the Strong ranch. He’s definitely bold enough to have done any of those things by now.
Of course Vann would pick a time like this to actually keep his word and be respectful and rule-abiding.
It’s Saturday evening before I know it, and we’re once again in Hoyt’s truck on a short ride to G-Man’s house on Wicker, which is just a little bit down from Mr. and Mrs. Tucker’s. Upon entering, I am met with a lingering odor of something foul I can’t put a finger on. The level of disarray in this house is far worse than Hoyt’s, yet he leads me in like it’s second nature to turn a blind eye to all the junk along the walls and on the floor, and the laundry piled in every room we pass. G-Man, or George, is a twig of a fellow who always looks like he’s waking up from a nap, and we find him on the couch with Benji and some girl I don’t know well. Two other guys from the football team are in the kitchen with some girl I might’ve had a class with once. Through the back patio door, I spot a few other people from school, but it’s clear after just a few seconds that I’m not among friends or familiar faces. Everyone is so occupied talking or eating snacks or making moves on girls, my presence is all but ignored as Hoyt goes straight for the couch, jumping between G-Man and Benji and causing them to laugh. After a moment of awkward glancing around, I take a seat in a chair already occupied by some junk, which I gently shove aside to make room, then wonder why the heck I agreed to come here.
Then the door bursts open, and in comes Julio with a giggly girl who I recognize as Stacey, a curly redhead with a husky voice and sharp green eyes. She was cast as a lead in a play my freshman year, then dropped theatre immediately after to do cheerleading. I always thought she was gay for some reason, until I heard rumors that she worked her way through the whole football team. She always struck me as someone with ambition, though I could never quite pinpoint what it was she wanted—other than what hid in the jocks of every football player at Spruce High, that is.
The latest of which seems to be Julio, whose arm she’s hooked on as they stumble into the living room. When Julio notices me, he narrows his eyes in suspicion, but the moment is short-lived as his attention is at once pulled to the kitchen by his other buddies. And as the evening slowly gives way to night, the small crowd of bored, horny heterosexuals gets louder and more obnoxious. Some of the guys start an impromptu wrestling match in the living room. One particularly animated brawl nearly knocks into the chair I’m in, so I relocate to the couch. But then Julio and Stacey plop down next to me and start (aggressively) making out, so I head over to the kitchen. After opening the fridge looking for (and failing to find) something to drink, I notice G-Man and another guy through the back window with a suspicious cloud of smoke around them. And after one quick walk through the house, I’ve lost sight of Hoyt, the only guy I really know in this place. Add that to the growing list of things I never thought I’d hear myself say.
I slip out of the house and take a seat on the front step, which overlooks Wicker Street. I wince against a cool night breeze that introduces itself to me, and at once, I’m thinking of a set of arms that could shield me from it. Is there anything lately that doesn’t just immediately remind me of you? I pull out my phone yet again, flip to that same selfie, and stare. Vann smiles back at me in his lopsided way frozen in a piece of time—now just a collection of compressed pixels and digital info chunks on my phone. This was the night I gave myself to him … the night we made love.
The night my heart changed forever.
The door behind me swings open, and a person who is not Hoyt stumbles out, then nearly trips over me, not having seen me. When he rights himself, he squints my way. “Hey.”
I pocket my phone and look up. “Hi, Julio.”
Julio wears a suspicious scowl on his face I’m not sure how to interpret. After a second, he nods at me. “So are you and Hoyt friends now or somethin’?”
I shrug. “Sure.”
He keeps staring at me, waiting for more of an explanation. When he doesn’t get one, he says, “Your boyfriend’s a hothead.”
“Isn’t everyone when they’re provoked?” I retort, lifting my chin challengingly at Julio—which is quite a feat for me to do to someone so tall while pretty much sitting on the ground.
Julio scoffs at that. “I didn’t provoke him.”
“Yeah, you did. And,” I go on, “you painted my whole costume in Mrs. Strong’s fruit punch. Needless to say, your contribution didn’t add to my character’s color scheme, and I couldn’t compete in the contest like I wanted to. That’s on you.”
“But that wasn’t my fault.”
“Okay, fine, whatever you say,” I mutter, annoyed, rising from the step and preparing to head back in. “You ‘accidentally bumped into the punch table’. Whatever you wanna call it, Julio …”
“I meant it wasn’t me who tipped the bowl over. It was Hoyt.”
I stop. “What?”
“It was Hoyt,” Julio repeats in a tone that suggests I ought to have known already. “All I said was ‘oops’ at Vann ‘cause I thought it was funny and he looked stupid. But it was Hoyt who tipped the punch bowl over. Not me.”
“Hoyt?” Would Julio lie to me? Why would he lie? He has nothing to gain. Hoyt, however … “He’s the one who tipped it over? Not you?”
The front door swings open again, and Hoyt himself appears. “There you are!” he cries out, throwing an arm over my back. “I’ve got a bet going on in the living room between me and Benji that you need to settle. Alright, so he thinks he can take ten—”
“Did you tip over the punch bowl at the Halloween party?” I ask, cutting him off.
Hoyt’s eyes gloss over. His lips go slack. “W-What …?”
Julio snorts and shakes his head. “This is between you two. I was just comin’ out here to grab something out of my console.” He heads off toward a car parked across the street, leaving us be.
I stare at Hoyt in disbelief. “Is what Julio said true? Were you the one who threw punch all over me at the Halloween party?”
“No!” Hoyt scoffs at that very notion. “Julio … he’s confused. He doesn’t remember half that night. Big boy got into the Strongs’ liquor cabinet or somethin’. He—”
“He took the fall for you,” I go on, trying to piece something together on the spot. “Coach Strong benched him the rest of the season for fighting Vann, but you were the one who started it all.” I shrug his arm off my back. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
He wipes sweat off his forehead, then sighs. “Look, first off, it wasn’t supposed to go all over you. I was aiming for Vann …”
“Holy crap. You did do it!”
“And it got all over both of you instead. I was shocked, okay? I didn’t expect the entire thing to spill. But Vann was just standin’ there, being smug and showin’ off, kissin’ all over you …”
“I can’t believe you, Hoyt.”
He huffs and, for a moment, appears to be playing indignant. Then his whole tack changes and he becomes desperate. “Hey, I’m sorry, alright? I didn’t think it made that big a difference, whether it was me or Julio, or even Benji. It doesn’t change the outcome. Vann tore after us. He took my buddy Julio to the ground, proving to us all that he … proving that he’s just a … that he’s …”
Hoyt can’t seem to figure out what point he’s trying to make. I decide to make it for him. “Let’s just call a spade a spade, shall we? Hoyt, you were jealous.”
Hoyt’s whole face scrunches up. “Say what?”
“And maybe you still are. You can’t stand that Vann is still on my mind, all these days I’ve been staying with you. You keep tryin’ to deny something right in front of your face, acting like you’re … some noble sort of white knight coming to save me from Vann. But the truth is, you wish you were Vann.”
His face has gone as red as his shirt. “You’ve lost your mind.”
“And y’know what? Maybe you were right. Maybe I’ve had you wrong this whole time, ever since seventh grade when we were at our worst. Maybe you weren’t trying to bully me.” I come right up to his face. “Maybe this thing between you and me over the years has actually been a slow-motion love story … except the love is unrequited, Hoyt Nowak. And it infuriates you that you and I only shared one stupid, meaningless kiss in a bathroom instead of the special love Vann and I had—before you ruined it. It infuriates you so much, you had to pull half a Carrie and pour punch on us.”
It’s only now that I realize Julio has returned from his car, and he stands there at the foot of the walkway, staring at us with wide eyes, astonished at what he’s heard. Hoyt’s face is contorted with a mixture of anger and panic, rendered speechless by my tirade.
I wouldn’t have said as much, had I realized Julio was within hearing distance. It wasn’t my intention to let that last part out, Hoyt’s secret—which he himself may not even have processed yet.
But with it being too late now, and seeing as I am unable to magically unsay what I’ve said, I step back, all my anger vanishing at once. “S-Sorry,” I mumble, nearly inaudible.
Hoyt clears his throat, scoffs at me, then shakes his head. “No idea what you’re talkin’ about. You’ve …” He lets out a laugh. “You have lost your dang mind, boy.” He looks at Julio, who has a stone-hard, knowing look on his face. “Toby’s lost his mind,” he says to him now, gesturing carelessly at me. “He’s makin’ stuff up. Gettin’ himself all worked up. Hell, I bet he’s the one who … who’s got …” He clears his throat and runs a hand through his hair. “Who’s got some kinda obsession with me, that’s what I think. Hey!” he calls out at me when he notices me walking away. “Where are you goin’ off to? I’ve got your bag of things at my house! Hey, Toby! Y’know what? I deserved to have fun at that party! It was my birthday! I got to watch you guys kiss on my birthday! Happy birthday to me!”
I leave him there, yelling to himself, or to Julio, or whoever’s going to listen. Even when I reach Main Street, I think I can still hear the ghosts of his hollering as he desperately spins together a believable enough cover-up for the truth, but I’m pretty sure Julio isn’t buying a lick of it. 
After a while, I can’t hear him at all. The long road that winds into my suburb is quiet and undeservedly peaceful. I feel like I’m a bunch of broken pieces sewn together, magically able to walk. I’m so emotionally stressed out with life in general that there isn’t a single thought still dwelling in my head about Hoyt Nowak by the time I make it back home. I might even argue that I’m thinking of literally nothing when I push into my shed, kick off my shoes, and drop onto my bed with a lifeless grunt. I shut my eyes and fight off a random urge to cry, too tired even for tears.
My non-crying only lasts two and a half minutes before there is a noise, and then my shed door creaks open. I lift my head up to find a head poking inside. “Toby …?”
I sit up. “Lee?”
“I didn’t know you were, uh …” My stepbrother comes in and shuts the door. “Didn’t know you were coming back tonight.”
“Me neither. Wasn’t planned. I’ve had my fill of the world out there, I guess.” I lift a tired eyebrow. “Is dad still gonna kill me?”
“No. He’s been weird since Thanksgiving. Emotional and … I dunno. Not himself. Heh. It’s just weird.” Lee invites himself to my desk chair with a grunt, then looks at me. “Where’d you go these past few days? Were you staying with that weird girl?”
I chuckle. “Her name’s Kelsey, and no, I didn’t go to her. You wouldn’t believe me if I told you where I’ve been.”
“Huh. Vann’s? Did you go to Vann’s?”
I deflate a little at the mention of his name. “No. I … I don’t think we’re gonna … get back …” I sigh, then shake my head.
“I had a bad girlfriend my sophomore year. We were good at first, but then she got in my head, and I couldn’t figure out what I wanted ‘til I ended things with her.” He picks at his fingernails. “I dunno if Vann’s like that, but … maybe it’s good you ended it.”
“Maybe.” I bite my lip. “He said the ball’s in my court.”
“Huh. Alright. Oh, by the way, all Thanksgiving break while you were gone, Marly and Dad were having heated discussions late into the night, like, every night, and it was super annoying, so … I kinda came and slept in here a couple times.”
I roll my eyes. “Jeez, Lee. Are you making a habit out of taking over my old bedrooms whenever I leave them for five seconds?”
“No,” he snaps defensively. When he realizes I was kidding, he clears his throat and softens his tone. “I mean, nah. I just … it’s … Maybe I needed to get away, too. It’s been a weird week.”
“It has. And it’s fine,” I add. “I don’t mind you slept in here.”
Lee nods slowly, lip hanging open. “And, uh … also heads-up, Dad mighta gotten fired. Some disagreement with his boss.”
“Oh.” I experience a genuine pang of sympathy for Carl. It’s quickly wiped away when I remember our fight.
“So you think Biggie’s has any job openings?” asks Lee.
I stare at him in disbelief—until I realize he’s joking. Then the both of us share a laugh, likely trying to picture Carl in a Biggie’s apron. “Thanks for coming to see me,” I tell him. “I needed this.”
“Me too,” he admits, kicking back at my desk. After we chat for another half hour, Lee dozes off in my chair—being capable of sleeping in literally any position at all, mouth hanging open—and I’m not long to follow, drifting to sleep with my phone clutched to my chest, feeling oddly grateful for my stepbrother’s company.
 



20 | VANN
There’s a knock at my door immediately followed by my dad poking his head in. “Morning, son! You dressed?”
I peer at him over my shoulder from the desk chair. “I could have been masturbating in here, y’know.”
He chortles. “Now, now …”
“I’m serious. You just came right in after one knock, and I—”
“Well, thank God you weren’t. And speaking of God in all His glory, you’re coming with us. So get dressed.”
I frown at him. “To where?”
“Church.”
He doesn’t hear a word of my protest, because not a second after his announcement, he’s off. I smirk down at my latest demon sketch, which literally looks like a nightmare pulled out of a sweet and innocent reverend’s mind, and decide to outright ignore my father’s wish for me to join them.
Until I consider the crappy Thanksgiving break I’ve had. And the fact that a certain someone’s absence is the very reason I’ve been wallowing in such crappiness.
And that certain someone might attend church this morning, too.
It’s that final thought that gets my ass out of the desk chair. In a few minutes, I’m wearing a sharp black dress shirt and slacks, and my hair has just gotten its first parted combing in years. Even the strands in the back cry out “What are you doing to us?!” as they spike in every direction, disobeying my comb and looking as if a demented cow more than just licked there. It’s the best I can do.
“I’m proud of you,” my mother tells me from the passenger’s seat in front of me as we head down Apricot Street. “I think this will be really good for you. You do know the reverend is—?”
“—a big homo,” I finish for her, rolling my eyes. “Yes. Heard it a hundred times since our first day here. Married to an Army vet. Every gay dude here is beautiful and handsome and meets the love of their life in this oddly progressive small town. Got it.”
“Now, now. Someone’s grumpy this morning,” teases my dad from the steering wheel. “Joe, it’s fine,” murmurs my mom quietly to him. “You know he’s going through something.” My dad nods slowly with understanding. “Right. Boy troubles,” he mumbles back, as if I can’t hear every damned word they’re saying.
After we pull into the parking lot, I’m out of the car at once. My eyes survey all the faces gathered outside the church. None of them are the one I want to see. As usual, my parents lead the way and quite deliberately make their rounds greeting the big names, including the McPhersons, Evanses, and even the Whitmans, where I am met by my principal, who gives me an approving look, likely not having seen me dressed up before. I do my part in playing the role of their son they’re so proud of—while distractedly scanning the crowd for Toby, whom I never find.
We’re inside when I spot Mrs. Strong across the lobby. She is in a conversation with some other women, appearing comfortable and pleasant, though the sight of her brings me right back to the night of the Halloween party I totally crashed. I figure the lovely first impression I gave her upstairs was ruined by my actions.
“Something wrong?” asks my mom, eyeing me after wrapping up a short chat with someone else. “You’ve got a look.”
I turn away from Mrs. Strong, annoyed. “It’s nothing.”
She apparently followed my line of sight, because she smirks, pats me on the shoulder, and says, “Don’t worry about her. I doubt her mayoral race will last much longer come the spring.”
I look at her. “What do you mean?”
“Oh, it’s the same old story here in Spruce among all the rich ladies. Vying for power. Cattiness. Backstabbing. Really, the whole situation will deal with itself, and Mayor Raymond will get what he wants.” Upon my confused expression, she leans in and asks me, “What’s better than one catty rich lady running for mayor?” She smirks and answers herself: “Two catty rich ladies.”
I’m unsettled at once. “What did you do, Mom?”
“It took a simple call to Cissy McPherson to convince her. And with just a nudge, Spruce’s latest bombshell will be the news that Mrs. McPherson is throwing her hat in as well.” My mom smiles, proud of herself. “And when Nadine and Cissy claw at each other long enough, digging up dirt, fighting to be the better candidate to oppose the mayor—while soiling one another’s campaigns—it’ll be obvious in the end who the best choice for mayor is: the only one who has a proven history of keeping this town afloat—and his hands free of drama. Yep,” she finishes with a nod. “We’ve got this one in the bag. Mayor Raymond will see his money invested in us was well spent, every last dollar.”
I stare at her in shock, then peer across the lobby again. Mrs. Strong, oblivious to this evil plan of my mother’s, is still merrily busy chatting away with her friends. I watch her laugh at a joke and put a hand to her chest. Then her husband finds her, she gives him a small kiss, then wiggles her long ring-adorned fingers at her friends for a goodbye before heading into the main chapel, arm-in-arm with Mr. Strong.
“Wow,” I mutter, deflated. “That’s …”
“Impressive?” suggests my mom with a soft chuckle. “No. It’s just predictable small-town politics. I grew up here after all, don’t forget. You can take the girl out of the small town, but you can’t take the small—”
I don’t even let her finish it. “I didn’t realize you thought so little of other women.”
“Hmm? How do you mean?” Her eyes are still on the crowd, as if seeking someone else out important enough to greet.
“That you think women are just catty and vindictive and can’t work together, cooperate, or support each other’s endeavors. That you think so little of Nadine and Cissy that all you have to do is pit them against each other and watch them tear each other down. That, in whatever warped vision you have for the future of Spruce, your idea you’re so proud of is taking down two strong women to keep some old straight man in power. How so very feminist of you, Mom. Note my bleeding sarcasm.”
She turns her eyes onto me, dumbfounded by my words.
“And he’s not just an old straight man,” I go on. “Did you see the piece of lobster that hung in his beard the whole night we ate with him at Nadine’s? And the beads of butter running down his arms to the elbow? I did.” With a mocking tsk-tsk-tsk, I say, “That, I daresay, is his worst offense: Raymond Porter is a messy eater.”
“I can’t believe you just spoke to me like that,” she starts, her voice quiet, yet wounded. “Talking to me of … of … of feminism … and acting as if I’m nothing but a—”
“Whatever you’re about to say,” I cut her off, “and whatever the end of that sentence is … I’m gonna leave you alone with it. I have had enough damned self-reflection this whole Thanksgiving break. I think it’s about time you have some of your own, to show you what this town is turning you into.”
My mom’s jaw drops halfway down her neck. And that’s just how I leave her: jaw-dropped and speechless, as I head toward the main chapel myself, ready to find a seat—and maybe Toby, too.
Well, that’s how I try to leave her, but the moment I’m inside the chapel, she grips my arm and pulls me behind a potted plant. She’s in my face at once. “How dare you say that!” she hisses, nearly inaudible as the chapel fills with the noise of incoming people. “I am not some anti-feminist, scheme-hearted villain you claim I am!”
“You’re right. You’re not,” I agree with her, catching her off-guard. “And that’s exactly why I said what I said, Mom. Shouldn’t we both be trying not to repeat our past mistakes? Shouldn’t we both be trying to do better here? Better than in New York? Better than in Chicago? You said it yourself: Spruce has a heart. You were born here. That means you have that heart, too.” I gently take hold of my mom’s arms. “Find that heart in you again, Mom. Find that heart … and do the right thing.”
Despite the indignant way my mother’s jaw remains dropped, something softens in her eyes, like crying without tears.
Then my father finds us, returning from some conversation, and smiles as he kisses his still-stunned wife on the cheek. Totally oblivious to her state, he takes her from me and walks down the aisle toward some seats. 
After a moment to collect my emotions—and remind myself why I’m here at all—I slowly follow the two of them at a distance, then scoot onto the bench next to my dad. My eyes continue to float over the sea of heads in search of Toby. I know he’s out there. He has to be. He told me once how he goes to church sometimes, depending on his family (i.e. his dad’s hangover state and whether his mom worked late at Lucille’s). As I finger my phone in my pocket, I remind myself I don’t want to be the one to break my own word and call or text him out of desperation. It needs to be Toby who decides to talk to me and work things out. That’s the only way.
The ball is in his … whatever.
And while I think about the country boy who currently keeps my heart in a jar up on a shelf in his little backyard shed, my eyes spot a different face, seated right up in the front of the room. At first, I don’t recognize him from behind, dolled up in a shirt and tie, and even despite his perfect part of hair. But when he turns his face slightly to talk to someone, recognition hits me like a red slip of fabric flung in front of the face of a bull.
It’s Hoyt fricking Nowak.
At once, I have an instinct to hop off the bench, march up to that front row, and knock that smirk right off his face. Even if he hasn’t seen me yet—and isn’t actually wearing a smirk right now. But in the spirit of everything Toby said to me, which has burned deeply into my mind, I push down all of my rage, take a breath, and simply resign myself to glaring at the back of Hoyt’s head. That results in my foot bouncing agitatedly in place.
The room quiets as the reverend—a surprisingly young man in his twenties—takes the pulpit and gives us a broad smile. He starts out by thanking everyone for coming and for joining him on a lovely Sunday morning for prayer, reflection, and communion. “I see some new faces,” he also adds, and his eyes land on me with a deepening smile. “I’m glad you all have joined us. Though I must say, you all might be gettin’ the raw end of the deal. My dad only recently stepped down, and I’ve got an awful big pair of shoes to fill. Not that his feet were particularly big,” he then adds, inspiring a modest wave of chuckles. “But … well, you know. If we haven’t met yet, I’m Trey Arnold-Davis, and my sermon today is about a deceptively simple virtue: honesty, and forgiving ourselves when we face our inner demons and find, in a moment of weakness, that we cannot stand up to them. Oh, oops, before I forget.” He clears his throat and lifts a tiny sheet of paper, reading from it. “The ‘Overcoming Trauma’ group led by my dear husband Cody has been moved to Tuesday evenings, and he politely asks we not start calling them Trauma Tuesdays.” Another light wave of chuckles. “In all seriousness, it is an important group, and they do amazing work in helping us live with and move past our worst wounds. And now,” he says grandly, spreading his hands, “a word about truth.”
This youthful man in his twenties with a boyishly handsome face and kind, welcoming eyes tells us that a lie is like a cage, and honesty is the key that all of us hold. Each and every one of us has that key, but it isn’t enough just to possess the key. We have to dare to put it in the lock and free ourselves to the world. Sure, life in a cage of our own making isn’t so bad. It’s safe. It’s secure. You know what to expect. You don’t have to face challenges. Truth can be a very challenging power, and it can both devastate us as well as enrich us. “Those of us still living in our cages,” Trey goes on, “with the iron bars of dishonesty and lies surrounding us, we grow bitter of the world outside. We resent those who live freely. We come to despise those who do what they want, who live how they wish, who … love who they wish.” Trey smiles. “Those of you who know me—and my husband—at all, know the very personal nature of this dance I describe between lies and truth. Cages and freedom. Locks and keys. Those of us still trapped in our cages, we have also convinced ourselves that we’re trapped because of other people. We tell ourselves we have no power. We tell ourselves they hold the key to our cage, and they won’t let us out. We nurture an instinct to fight against our assumed key-keepers … to grow dark, to rebel.” A look of hurt and sympathy softens his eyes. “You don’t need to rebel. You never did. My friends, you always hold the key.”
With that, he announces that a special guest is going to speak now regarding his own struggle with truth, and relinquishes the pulpit to some muscular hunk in a tight plaid long-sleeve button shirt, tight Wranglers, and boots. I’ve never seen the guy before, begging the questions of where he’s been hiding and how many more random people are tucked away in this town. “Most of you know me,” he says to the room, and from the strained tone of his voice, it’s clear he’s nervous. “I’m Chad Landry, that’s the name. Hello and hi, g’mornin’. Chad. Landry. So, uh … I’m here to kinda support Trey’s whole sermon here about truth and … unlocking locks and … and all that. Shoot, is it hot in here?” He wrinkles up his face as he wipes a sheen of imagined sweat off his forehead, his biceps bulging in his tight plaid shirt. “Anyway, I guess I got a bit of a story of my own to tell. Most of ya know I live out on my ranch with Lance Goodwin, sittin’ right up here.” With my vision of him blocked by other heads, I only catch a glimpse of blond hair. “You know he’s a designer, he’s got a boutique openin’ up, thanks to the generous funding of Mrs. Cassie Evans.” She smiles and gives a light nod of appreciation toward him. “So you all know that much. But … But I don’t think any of you know my … the journey … the journey it took to get where I am.” He clears his throat. “More specifically, the journey of how Lance, the sassiest darned guy in all of Spruce, came to be such great pals with me. The truth is, we weren’t always pals. Back in grade school, I … I didn’t treat him so great. I was awful. I was mean. I was a bunch of words I can’t say here in this church.” Chad gives his friend Lance in the front row a knowing smile. “I didn’t realize I was in a cage. There was a lie I kept tellin’ myself back then.” He faces the room. “It’s never too late to set yourself free. So in the name of honesty, I’ve got a thing I wanna say. I’m turnin’ the key. Here goes.” He takes a breath and grips the podium, then says it: “I gave up beer.”
The room erupts into laughter, the tension broken. Even Trey, who stands at the side just off the pulpit, shakes his head with a smile on his face.
Chad exhales with relief. “Phew! That was tough to do! I was pretty sure there was a moment there when I was gonna chicken out. But hey, look at me now! I just set myself free, and I feel … I feel so dang good, I could dance.” Then he peers down at Lance in the front row. Something changes in his face, his eyes hardening with resolve as the room settles back down. “Right. One other cage I gotta open.” He takes a breath, then smiles and says: “I’m gay.”
The room stills. Some heads turn, as if wondering if this is still part of the joke. A few others nod to themselves, as if they already knew or suspected. I even spot Mrs. Strong off to the side nudging her husband with what seems to be a told-you-so smirk before she beams up at Chad, appearing proud of him.
“Yep,” he goes on. “There’s my real key. Actually, they’re both my key. I did give up drinking recently. But … I also gave up my heart. To Lance, the man behind Spruce’s latest fashion boutique. Lance, my man, my heart, my buddy, my partner. Phew!” Chad lets out a slightly manic chuckle. “This sure does feel good. Maybe Trey’s on to somethin’ here. I don’t wanna live in a cage any longer. You all deserve to know how amazing Lance is, and how deeply in love with him I am. And how freeing it is to just … turn that key. And I don’t know who else out there needs to hear this,” he adds, his eyes dancing across the room, “but if you need help, or you got a key you don’t think you can turn, a truth you can’t tell, you just come and speak a minute with me. I’m the dang king of keys. Back to you, Trey, my friend.” And with a quick handshake, Chad takes his seat next to Lance in the front row, except now I notice they are considerably cozier.
And as Trey continues the sermon, I drop my eyes to my lap in thought. What sort of cage have I kept myself in? Maybe I ought to take the advice I gave my mother and really strive to do better, no matter where I am, or who I’m with. Toby might be looking at Spruce as his own cage, trapped among its people, blind to the rest of the world out there. What if I’m his key? What if he’s mine?
The other possibility is that I’m dead wrong. I haven’t heard from him at all. For all I know, he’s bursting with inspiration at his house, painting and drawing and creating. For all I know, he’s told himself a hundred times this week that he made the right choice, that he’s better off without me, that he’s free now.
Maybe I was his cage.
How arrogant of me. To presume he needs me.
When we leave the church, I feel empty. I take a seat on a nearby bench that’s swallowed in the shadow of a large tree and wait for my parents to finish up socializing. I am definitely not looking forward to the ride home where I’m sure my mom will have a bunch of lovely things to say about my harsh words to her.
The crunching of gravel and dirt beneath shoes makes me lift my eyes. It’s Hoyt, who stops a few feet in front of me, hands in his pockets, his stony, uncertain gaze averted. He doesn’t speak.
I squint at him, annoyed. “The hell you want, Nowak?”
He doesn’t respond. After a breath, he takes a couple of calm steps my way, then drops onto the bench next to me, appearing deflated. His eyes are stuck on the ground, unblinking. It’s clear he’s deeply bothered by something, but I can’t begin to wonder what it is. He isn’t saying anything. He isn’t looking anywhere but the ground. I am totally disarmed by his strangeness.
Inexplicably, I find myself speaking more sensitively when I try again. “What’s going on?”
“Toby was staying at my house this week.”
At once, I’m armed again. “Like hell he was.”
“I know. It doesn’t make sense. He had some problem at home and needed to get away. We just kinda ran into each other. Wasn’t a plan or anything. Total coincidence.” He still stares downward as he talks to me in a listless, absentminded voice. “But everything … kinda went wrong yesterday. I think he’s back home now. He left his backpack, so I went and dropped it off at his house in front of his gate this mornin’. Left before anyone saw me. Hope he got it.”
I continue to frown at the side of his face, waiting for his point or purpose in saying all of this, whether it’s true or not.
Then he sighs and confesses something else: “It was me, not Julio. I pushed the punch bowl over. I was aiming for you.”
I stare at the side of his face, stunned.
“Yeah,” he mumbles, likely sensing my fury. “Sorry.”
Yeah, sorry? Is he serious? “You realize I’m on strike two now because of that? Because of you? One more strike and I’m kicked out of Spruce High for good, and I can’t get kicked out of another damned high school.”
“Don’t ask me why I did it. I really don’t know. Could’ve been a bunch of different reasons, I guess. I think somethin’ is, like …” He lets out an odd, lifeless laugh. “Somethin’ is way wrong with me. I feel like something’s been wrong with me for a long … long time.” He runs a hand over his face, shakes his head, then resumes staring at the ground, troubled by whatever’s on his mind, which is clearly all-consuming.
I decide not to give two craps about any of that. “Get to your point, Nowak.”
“The point is Toby. It’s always been Toby.” He tries to look up at me, then changes his mind and keeps his eyes on the ground. “You make him so happy, Vann. Isn’t that obvious? I mean … he made me happy, too, but I don’t make him happy. I think it’s time I face some truths … and take hold of my own key for once.”
“What are you saying, Nowak?”
“I’m sayin’ I may not be ready to turn my key just yet, but …” Hoyt finally gets the courage to look at me. “But I’m gonna help you turn yours. You’re gonna get back together with your Toby, and damn it, Vann, I want to help you do it.” 
 
 



21 | TOBY
When the alarm clock screams at 5:45 AM, my hand acts all on its own in whacking the innocent little thing off the nightstand, sending it flying halfway across the room.
I lift my head off the pillow, then find I don’t have the energy to apologize to it.
At least not this morning.
Mondays have always sucked. It’s a historical fact, nothing new. But after the way I’ve left things before Thanksgiving break with Vann and Hoyt, I’m not sure I can even bear stepping foot in Spruce High. It takes so much effort even to get dressed on this dreary morning, let alone look at myself in the mirror and wonder what the hell my hair is doing today. Six degrees of crazy, that’s what. This doesn’t bode well for my Monday at all.
When I’ve got my backpack on (magically dropped off to me Sunday morning at my front gate, likely by Hoyt himself if I had to guess—and with all my things miraculously intact), I head into the kitchen to fish through the fridge for a bite to eat before running off. A scuffling set of footsteps brings my groggy-eyed stepdad to the counter where he starts up a pot of coffee, then drops into a chair at the dining room table and cradles his head. He doesn’t say a word to me, and just as I did all Sunday, I ignore him in return. I pop two slices of bread into the toaster, then wait patiently.
And then the unthinkable happens. “Toby?”
I flinch at first. Then: “Yeah?”
“Do you think you’ll …” Carl’s voice is exceptionally deep and croaky this morning. He rubs his eyes, then finishes: “Do you think you’ll do the spring play?”
We’re not looking at each other when we talk. “No,” I answer as I pull out the jam from the fridge and a knife from the drawer.
“Oh.” He rubs his head, clearly nursing a hangover. “I was just thinking I would’ve—thinking maybe I’d—” He sighs. “I should’ve just gone to your dang play.” My toast pops out. I lay them on a plate and start spreading jam on them. “I went to some of your plays,” he adds groggily as he stares at the coffeemaker from the table. “Back in … shoot, sixth grade, was it? Was it in sixth grade that you played a tree?”
“Seventh.” I lick off my knife and toss it into the dishwasher. “During my first year of seventh grade,” I then amend as I start to eat my toast. “Second year, I did nothing. Too much counseling.”
“Hmm.” I feel his eyes on me. Then he lets out a miserable sigh and turns in his chair, causing it to squeak. “Are you plannin’ on hatin’ me the rest of your adult life?”
After chewing and swallowing, I stare down at my toast and the mouth-shaped bite I just took out of it. “I don’t hate you.”
“Sure you do.”
“No. I really don’t.” I keep talking to my toast. “I think I pity you more than anything.”
He doesn’t respond to that. I’m pretty sure that’s not what he wanted to hear. Carl goes into these sudden changes of heart quite often, especially after a few months of being heinous with me. He then delves into a swamp of self-pitying sorrow. He just wants me to forgive him, to say I’m not upset, to give him permission to feel alright again and go about his day—especially after the explosive way we left things last week.
“I like it, by the way,” he tells me.
I take another bite. “You like what? My pitying you?”
“Nah. I mean your little Leonardo da Vinci in the garage. See?” He puffs up his chest. “I know the name of a painter.”
I smirk despite myself. “So it’s grown on you?”
“Yeah, sure. I like the beach. Always liked the beach. We all used to go down to that town by the Gulf. I remember.” He gets up from the table and fusses with the coffeemaker. “Damn thing.”
I finish my toast as quickly as I can manage, then gulp down a glass of orange juice from the fridge as Carl continues to negotiate a peace treaty with the coffeemaker. When he notices me leaving, he looks up. “Hey, wait a sec.”
I stop at the archway leading out, my back to him. “Yes?”
“Come here.”
I turn around. He’s facing me with that pained, weird look on his face. There’s only two reasons he makes that face. Either he’s having a weird emotional moment he isn’t sure how to process, or he has to fart.
He clears his throat and gestures at me. “You just got a couple of weeks before winter break, right?” I nod. He shrugs and spreads his hands. “Well, look, let me see you off or somethin’. I ain’t got a whole lot goin’ on today. Want me to drive you? I can drive you.”
Who the hell is this guy? What kind of motor oil has Carl been chugging to cope? “I can walk. Thanks, though.”
“Don’t worry, Toby. I’ve got our family.” He drops his arms. I am not entertaining the idea that he was actually expecting me to cross the kitchen and give him a hug. “No matter what life throws at us. My boss, he’s a donkey’s ass. He’ll probably change his mind and ask me to come back to work. Or else I’ll go to some other …” He waves his hand off somewhere. “Some car shop in Fairview. I’ll keep bringin’ in money. You got nothin’ to worry about.”
I wasn’t worried. I have income. My mom has income. Lee will pick up his winter job at the market soon. But I give my stepfather his moment in the spotlight and nod. “Thanks, Carl.” And as I turn to leave, I find Lee standing there by the front door already having witnessed some of this awkward exchange. “Have a good day, son,” Carl calls out at us, and I’m not sure who he’s talking to, but Lee gives him a, “Thanks, Dad,” before the pair of us head out the door together.
Halfway down the street, Lee asks, “Was he tryin’ to hug you earlier? And what was that about offerin’ to drive us to school …?”
“No idea,” I confess. “It felt like your dad was one step away from asking me to prom, the weirdo.” That makes my stepbrother laugh so loudly, claps of his deep laughter reverberate through the trees around us, likely waking every neighbor in sight.
And for the first time, when we reach the school, Lee doesn’t do his usual abandoning me as fast as he can. In fact, we don’t leave each other’s side even as we head straight for the entrance of the high school full of chatter and gathering faces. I find myself especially grateful that today, I’m not entering Spruce High alone. This may be an unfamiliar experience for both of us, but I get the impression he feels estranged from his jock buddies, so maybe our unspoken decision to keep together works in both our favors. Suddenly, I’m pretty sure my day is going to go smoothly.
Until Lee stops dead in his tracks. “What the …?”
I stop as well, alarmed, then follow my stepbrother’s line of sight to the parking lot. At first, I don’t see what he’s seeing. There is a car in the spot where Vann usually parks his motorcycle, and some guy in a long-sleeved flannel shirt, Wranglers, and boots has just gotten out of it. It takes me a second to realize I’ve never seen this random just-stepped-off-the-ranch hunk before.
Until he turns from his car and his dark eyes land on mine.
And I realize I know exactly who he is.
Lee clears his throat, then nudges me. “Well, go on then. Talk to him. Here’s your chance. Ball’s in your court, right?”
Vann, in all of his unanticipated country-boy glory, leans back against his car and crosses his arms over his chest. His reserved, cool-guy energy seems to indicate he’s still honoring our deal of letting me be the one to approach him. I find that weirdly sexy, his level of self-control and respect.
“Or you want me to wait for you?” asks Lee, who I forgot is still standing next to me. “I, uh, gotta get to the other end of the school for first period, but I’ll stick around if you—”
“Nah. I got this. Thanks.”
“Almost looks like just another dude from Spruce. Huh.” Lee chuckles to himself as he walks away, leaving me to my fate.
I cross the parking lot, ignoring the eyes and stunned faces that are already turning as more and more people notice Vann 2.0 leaning against his car. My heart thumps deeper and louder with every step I take. It feels like a mile separates us.
The next thing I know, I’m standing right in front of him. And instead of some polite, endearing greeting, I choose to address him with: “What the hell is this?”
Vann lifts an innocent eyebrow. “What the hell’s what?”
“This.” I drag my eyes down his fitted flannel shirt and jeans. He even has a belt with a Texas-sized buckle. “All you’re missin’ is a cowboy hat and spurs.”
“Oh, I have the cowboy hat.” He thumbs toward the backseat. “But seeing as we can’t wear hats in school …”
I stare at him, doubly confused. “Since when have you ever followed or respected the rules?”
“No idea what you’re talking about. Rules are the bedrock of any civilized society. That must be the old, rebellious Vann you’re talking about.” He smiles. “I’m a good boy now.”
This is just too much. “I don’t know what kinda game you’re playin’ here, but—” I blink. “Are those pearl snaps on your shirt??”
“One half of the game is called: respect Toby’s need for space, respect his need for figuring things out, respect his feelings and his fears and his reservations.” Vann gives me a smart look. “The other half of the game … well, I guess I’ll keep that a secret. Now, if you’ll excuse me, my good ol’ pal, I’ve got a first period to get to on-time for once.” He shoots a wink at me, then pushes away from his car. “I’ll see you in chem,” he casually calls over a shoulder.
And I’m left there, dumbfounded. “This isn’t over!” I shout at his sexy, flannel-painted, tapered back. He doesn’t stop. “We’re …! I’m not just gonna …! You and I have to …!”
Well, who’s the stammering idiot now?
Completely flustered, I head inside, get my things from my locker, then head to the office. My whole first period, I can barely focus on anything. I accidentally run a note all the way to the fish bowl (the adorably nick-named freshmen wing of Spruce High) instead of the science lab where it was supposed to go. I mess up a spreadsheet by transposing an entire column of numbers. By the time the bell rings, I don’t even realize where I’m headed: straight to English, where I’ll see Hoyt for the first time since outing his little secret in front of Julio—the aftermath of which I don’t know.
What I encounter at the door to the classroom, however, is ten times more shocking than the sight in the parking lot.
It’s Hoyt and Vann hanging out, smiling, and chatting.
Hanging out. Smiling. Chatting.
Hoyt. Vann.
Did I wake up in an alternate reality? Did my body shift dimensions in my sleep? Is that why I woke up to a nice stepdad, a brotherly Lee, a country boy version of Vann, and a friendly Hoyt who likes him? Is this one of those corny Hollywood movie things?
Then they separate after a handshake—a fricking handshake—and off Vann goes, taking off to his second period while Hoyt goes into the classroom. Feeling an out-of-body level of perplexed, I go in after him. The only available seat is, strangely, not in front of Hoyt, but rather next to him.
And it’s there that I sit and burn the side of Hoyt’s face with my eyes. All he does is sit forward, his model-boy face and perfect hair seeming to ignore me outright, until I finally go, “Well?”
He turns to me, innocence in his eyes. “Hmm?”
“What was that?” I ask, pointing at the door. “You and Vann? What’s going on?”
“Oh, that?” Hoyt shrugs and gives me a strangely gentle smile. “Just him thanking me for helpin’ him out. Did you like his belt buckle? I haven’t worn that sucker since freshman year.”
“You did that to him? Those are your clothes?”
“Hell nah. Look, can’t you be happy for him? He’s tryin’ to make a change. Prove himself. Do better. For you.”
When I spot a few heads turned, I lean over the aisle and bring it down to a whisper. “And what’s that got to do with you at all??”
“Oh, I guess that depends entirely on how the rest of your day goes.” He chuckles. “I knew there was a way I was gonna be able to do right by you in the end, Toby-Tobes. Despite all of my wrongs. And damn, have there ever been so many wrongs.”
Now I’m just plain weirded out. “So you two are friends now? Just like that? Only two nights ago, I was havin’ it out with you on G-Man’s front doorstep. And not long before that, you and Vann were at each other’s throats.”
Hoyt starts twirling a pen between his fingers. “Things seem to work out in the strangest ways, don’t they?”
Then the bell rings, Ms. Bean promptly begins class, and I’m left staring at the side of Hoyt’s face, bothered, a dozen and a half unanswered questions bouncing around on my tongue—questions Hoyt is apparently being too coy and smug to answer.
The moment the bell releases us—don’t even ask what Ms. Bean’s lesson was about; I couldn’t tell you if my high school career depended on it—I am hurrying down the halls and out toward the temporary buildings as fast as my feet can reasonably carry me. Sunlight hits my face as I turn a corner of the wooden walkways, blinding me. I lift a hand a second too late, then seem to wade through stars and indistinct shimmers of light as I scramble toward trailer 4-A.
Then I get a flash of flannel rushing toward me.
I barely stop in time to prevent crashing into his chest.
Vann’s chest. I blink the sunlight out of my eyes and gaze at him. He stands before me with a knowing, lopsided smirk on his face. I came so close to crashing into him, his arms had wrapped right around me protectively. All of my anxieties and insecurities are gone at once as I stare into his eyes, lost for a minute in a country-boy dream with Vann. He could have been born and raised here. We could have grown up together, had one another’s backs, and braved this dusty, countryside town together. For as lost as he’s been in so many different cities, and as lost as I’ve been in this one Texas town, we could have found each other.
His smirk deepens. “Thought you’d eventually come crashing into my arms.”
“What’s goin’ on here?” I softly ask, lost in his eyes. “Are you doing some kind of Reverse-Sandy-from-Grease thing?”
“Oh, is it that obvious?”
“Holy crap. You really are doing a Reverse-Sandy-from-Grease thing. Are you trying to prove something? With me? And how you’re all put together? Embracing the Spruce spirit? Making up with Hoyt like that? Borrowing his clothes?”
“Just the belt buckle. The rest was a bit of a shopping spree on Main Street, which Hoyt helped out with. We ran into each other at Spruce Fellowship. It’s a long story.”
“Spruce Fellow—” I gape at him. “You went to church??”
“The truth is, Toby, I’d do just about anything to prove to you that I’m the guy for you. But I don’t want this to just be some big declaration—like another piece of theatre. This is our lives. I want this to be a conversation. A dialogue. I want you to see that I’m making improvements. I’m controlling my emotions. I’m doing what I need to do to be a better guy for you … and for myself.” He starts gently rubbing my back, his arms still around me. “And you don’t have to decide today if you want to give this another shot. You don’t even have to decide this week. Hell, wait until school’s out for winter break if you must. I’ll wait that long.”
“Vann …”
“The ball is still in your court. I support you in whatever you decide, Toby. But for now …” He gives a nod toward the door next to us. “We should probably get inside before the bell rings. I’m kinda running on two strikes and a lot of thin ice here and can’t afford so much as a tardy.”
Then with a wink—and a note of reluctance—he lets go of me, pulls open the door, and holds it for me. After a bit of hesitation myself, thoughts and emotions swirling around inside me like some kind of spicy, experimental bisque I’ve never before tasted, I walk past him with a muted, “Thanks,” and head for our table in the back. Vann joins me, and soon the bell rings. The rest of our chemistry class is, indeed, a crackling experiment in chemistry, as every molecule in my body sputters and buzzes with excitement, fear, elation, and worry.
And maybe a little hope, too.
On the way to gym class, Vann accompanies me, just like old times, and yet it feels nothing like it did before. Phys-ed has a completely different energy, especially when all of us—Vann, myself, Hoyt, Benji, and Julio—are put in a group with some others to play a quick round of shooting hoops. When Julio has the ball at one point, he quickly passes it without reservation to Vann across the court, who then shoots a three-pointer. Afterwards, Julio even gives Vann a high-five, and I’m left staring at them in wonder.
I still haven’t ruled out the possibility that I’ve woken up in an alternate dimension, by the way.
After we’ve changed, I decide enough is enough. “Do you want to join me and the theatre peeps for lunch today?”
Vann gives me a steady, calculated look. “Only if it’s okay.”
“Yes. It is. I want you to.”
He smiles. “I’m all yours.”
The lunch period that follows is the strangest yet. Vann joins the theatre crowd after a long departure, and they welcome him back like he was never gone. Kelsey asks which barnyard Vann drove his bike into, because clearly he’s rolled out of it with some random farm boy’s wardrobe stuck on him. Vann mentions he’s taking a break from his motorcycle—just for a little while. “If I want to shed the bad boy image,” explains Vann, “then I have to really commit to it. All in, or not in at all.”
It’s those words that linger when we’re leaving the cafeteria for our fifth periods. “Vann …” I start to say as we pass by the wide windows of the school library.
“Toby.” He faces me. “I wasn’t sure how today would go, but I have one last thing I wanted to show you. I hope it doesn’t scare you away, but … if you’re willing to open your heart up to me just a little more, then meet me out by the bleachers after school, right by the baseball field. I’ll be there.” Then, after appearing to fight the urge to kiss me, Vann takes a deep, steeling breath and heads off to his next class. I don’t get to say what I wanted to say, but perhaps there will be a better time for my words.
And now I’m left wondering what the heck awaits me by the bleachers after school.
All fifth period, my leg bounces in place and my head swims after Lee interrogates me with a game of twenty questions, sitting in the desk next to me. The truth is, I really don’t know what’s up with Vann. I don’t know if this strange behavior of his today is, once again, a window within him opening up, showing me the vulnerable side of him he keeps locked up with his bad-boy act. I keep alternating from smiling dreamily to staring confusedly at the wall, utterly beside myself. Sixth period yearbook isn’t any different, but at least I can focus on all the tasks at hand—despite Kelsey constantly giving me quizzical looks and seeming to be bursting at the seams with questions of her own, especially after that totally unexpected lunch period we had. Then in seventh, I’m all alone at last, sitting in the back of the auditorium with all of my thoughts around me like tiny ghosts of worry and wonder, waiting for the ticking of the clock to release me.
But as I sit there letting the minutes crawl by, soon I feel the pesky, dark emotion of doubt settle in—an emotion I think I’ve been keeping at bay all day long, ever since I first saw Vann in the parking lot, leaning against that car. Is this really what I want? For Vann to become a totally different guy, change everything about himself, and don a pair of boots and a big belt buckle? Shake hands with Hoyt and score points in gym class with Julio, two former enemies of his? How does this solve anything? And how can I be sure it will last? What happens when Julio says the wrong thing, or Hoyt decides to antagonize Vann out of jealousy again?
I step out of the theater unnoticed, pull out my phone, and call up the only person who can convince me I’m not crazy. A guy who won’t be won over by any amount of Vann’s apparent charm.
A guy who’s never even met him. “Hey, buddy,” comes Jimmy Strong’s voice when he answers. “Aren’t you still in school? Or is it winter break already? What is it … 1:15 over there?”
“2:15. Seventh period. Look, I’m gonna … ask you something, and I … I just want you to answer me outright. No bull. No sugar. No nice. All business.”
“Uh-oh. You want me to pull out the big guns, huh?”
“The biggest you’ve got.”
“Alright, then. Go ahead, Mr. TBOY. Ask me your somethin’.”
I take a breath, then just let it out: “Do you really think Vann is bad for me?”
There’s a long pause. I hear Jimmy’s signature deep inhale, followed by his long and contemplative exhale. “Y’know, I gotta say, I know a few months ago I told you he was bad news. I mighta called him a 90s punk-band reject or somethin’ like that. And I did imply that you’re just eighteen and got your whole life ahead of you to figure out what you want, or what’s good for you, but …” He chuckles lightly. “Toby, the truth is, I met the love of my life in high school. He was right there under my nose. I knew it then. I just didn’t have the right words for it. Who am I to talk down to you like some child who doesn’t know better? You do know better, Toby. If this guy has your heart, if he shares your soul, if he makes you feel like you can race headlong into any one of your dreams while holdin’ his hand … damn it, Toby, take that first advice I ever gave you to heart, then. You made that special friend. Now you hold on to him ‘til the end … if you think it’s right.”
I lean back against the wall and sigh. There is a deeply happy feeling in my chest, and it’s playing tug-of-war with a big, scary behemoth of worry. I’m on a tightrope teetering between laughter and tears with no idea which way to lean.
“Also, not to pin myself as a total mama’s boy,” Jimmy goes on, “but my mama had a lot to say about Vann after Halloween. I got an earful of it. And despite the big scene at the punch table, all she seemed to take away from that was how protective he was over you, as well as something he said to her upstairs when he was looking for the bathroom.” I hear a breath of him chuckling before he adds, “Sounds like despite his parents working for the mayor’s campaign, my mama’s got a soft spot for your Vann. If she’s taken with him—my critical, heart-of-steel mama—well … I can’t think of a better vote of confidence in all of Spruce, quite frankly.”
I smile to myself, despite my own persistent doubts. “Thanks, Jimmy. I appreciate it a lot. Now I’ve gotta get through the next twenty minutes of waiting until school’s out before I get to see why Vann wants to meet me out by the baseball field.”
“Hopefully not to test your batting average. Bobby says hi!”
“I can’t wait to see you guys when you visit over the break.” I swallow hard and stare down the empty, silent hall. “Assuming I survive the rest of the day.”
“Chin up, High Score Breaker TBOY,” Jimmy exclaims. “I’ve got your back, and so do a whole bunch of goodhearted people in all of Spruce. No matter what happens, you’re never alone.”
Those are the words I’m left with after we hang up. As if all of Spruce High was suspended in insurmountable anticipation for the end of the school day, the hallways seem to explode when the bell at last rings. My nerves are in a knot as I head off. My heart is dancing around my head like an imaginary cartoon bird. I am taking measured breaths by the time I push through the back doors and head down the dirt path toward the baseball field, the same path I took with Kelsey when we blew off yearbook that one day. I spot Vann next to the bleachers by a tree, leaning against it with his cowboy-boot-wearing foot kicked up and his fingers hooked in the belt loops of his jeans. He also apparently swiped the cowboy hat out of his car, because he’s got it on now, casting half his face in a mysterious, sexy shadow. He was already a sight to behold before, and he’s quite a sight to behold now.
But I’m up to here with anticipation, my heart fluttering with uncertainty, and so it’s without any grace that I march right up to him and state: “Alright, Vann. What is it? Why are we here?”
Vann, appearing amused by my clear lack of patience, tilts his head. “You look really cute today. Did I tell you that yet?”
I’m fidgeting. A lot. “No. You didn’t.”
“Well, you do. Honestly, a little part of me worried you’d talk yourself out of meeting me here over your last three periods. I’m really glad … and deeply relieved that you came.”
“Th-Thanks.” I cross my arms, then uncross them. 
“Can I hug you?”
I lift my eyebrows. “What? Hug me?”
“Yeah. You look … stressed. Anxious. I don’t want you to feel like that around me. I want you to feel good. And I don’t want to cross another boundary with you ever again, so …” He shrugs at me and smiles. “I’m asking permission.”
Something inside me that’s been wound up for hours at once loosens. It might be the gentle way he’s speaking to me, or those words he just used—‘I’m asking for permission’—or the sheer look of sincerity in his warm, dark eyes.
“Yeah,” I finally say, softer. “Yes.”
Vann pushes away from the tree, whips off his hat, and comes up to me. When his arms slip around me, just like they were when I nearly crashed into him outside of our chemistry class, all I feel is deep affection, safety, and assurance in his embrace. A breeze runs its teasing fingers through the trees around us and picks up our hair. I don’t think I’ve ever appreciated a hug more than I do now.
“Are you ready?” he asks me.
I lift my head from his shoulder. “For what?”
“My big romantic thing to win you back.”
I pull my face away completely to look at him, confused. “You did a big romantic thing? You mean your Reverse Sandy-from—”
“—Grease wasn’t it, no. That was just the start.”
“Just the start …?”
With an arm still around my back, he faces me toward the big outer wall of the gymnasium near us. He lifts his hat up in the air, seeming to signal something. A few spaced-out heads pop up over the top of the roof, then something is tossed over its edge: a very wide banner attached to the top of the wall that, upon dropping down, rolls open to reveal an enormous, beautiful illustration of a winged demon embracing his lover. It is artful, tasteful, and sweet. Around the two are coils and swirls of abstract vines and roses, all of it drawn in Vann’s signature black charcoal.
All I can do at first is stare. The whole display must be ten feet wide by twenty feet tall at least. I can’t help but be awestruck by its sheer magnitude, let alone the beauty of the artwork itself.
“Had a little help from Hoyt and his friends to arrange this,” he quietly explains. “Oh, and a connection in town who helps make the big banners used for the pep rallies. Blew up a sketch I’ve been working on for quite some time. I was planning on doing something smaller—framing it, giving it to you, whatever. But Hoyt talked me into doing something … bigger.”
“Wow.” I’m still picking out details as I take it all in. “Well … that’s … that’s pretty dang big.”
I don’t realize Vann is studying the side of my face. “The truth is, Toby, what you said that one night at Biggie’s was right. All of my work is colorless. Something’s missing.” Vann turns me to face him. “That something is you, Toby. You’re the person who gives my life color. Without you, I’m just marks on a piece of paper, no matter how big that paper is, no matter if it covers the whole wall of a building.”
One top corner of the big display suddenly lets go of the roof, curling over to cover a sixth of the artwork. “Dang it, Benji!” calls out someone up there. “I told you to tie it off better!”
Ignoring them, I smile at Vann. “Your work is beautiful. This is the most thoughtful thing anyone’s ever done for me. But …”
Vann’s brow creases with worry. “But …?”
“I don’t want you to change everything about yourself for me. You are who you are, Vann. You’re impulsive sometimes. You’re … sensitive. You are fiercely committed to anything you care about.” I put a hand to my chest. “I’m not perfect either. But if we’re going to give this another chance …”
His eyes light up at once. “We are?”
“… I just need to know you won’t lose yourself in trying to ‘be better’ for me. It wasn’t a well-thought-out plan when I suggested we take a step back and be friends. You are so much more to me. And as for this whole color metaphor you’re conjuring up …” I move my hand to his chest. “It’s just a bunch of aimless cerulean, crimson, violet, or emerald paints on a canvas with no meaning … not without your sketches for these colors to live in.”
Another corner of the banner lets go of the roof, curling up on itself. “Dang it, Julio! That was your side!” “No it wasn’t, bro!” “It was!”
Vann gnaws on his lip, fighting off a laugh, then eyes me. “I … kinda expected this to go worse than it did. With a bunch of football players trying to coordinate an ex-enemy’s attempt to get his boyfriend back, it’s a miracle we were even able to get that big thing up on that wall.”
The last of it lets go, and Vann’s big work of art drops to the ground in a booming, papery, slow-motion crash. “Oh, there goes the whole dang thing now. You ruined it!” “Bro, I did my side good! You’re the one who needs to go back to rope-tying school!” “Benji, I swear …”
When I bring a hand up to Vann’s face, the shouting stops.
“I’m not saying this fixes everything,” I tell Vann, whose eyes are locked on mine, clinging to my words. “This may not work out after all. Maybe you know that, too. Maybe you’re afraid of it. But we’ll …” I take a breath. “We’ll never know unless we try.”
“So you want to try?” All attempts at acting cool and collected are out the window with Vann. He’s a puppy at once, desperate for me to believe in him again. “You want to try this again, Toby? You and me?”
From the roof, I hear: “C’mon! Kiss him already!” “Shut up, Benji! Let them do their thing!” “Just say yes, Toby! Say yes!” “Oh my god, you idiot, this isn’t a marriage proposal.” “I know, you doofus!”
And while the football players continue to fight, and with a papery mountain of Vann’s greatest work at our sides, I decide to answer his question with a kiss. Shouting and cheering from the rooftop of Spruce High cascades over us like unexpected rain on a sunny day. Despite our future together being a blank canvas of possibilities—and a whole lot of uncertainty—I know the most important fact to be true: I’ve got my man in my arms once again, he’s got me in his, and my whole world feels complete.
 
 



Five and a half frickin’ months (or so) later.
 
 



EPILOGUE
- VANN -
I pull up to the curb and cut the engine. After taking off my helmet and hooking it onto my bike, I take a deep breath, then let myself smile—despite the nerves dancing around in my stomach. I walk up to the door boldly, run a hand down my suit jacket and tie to smooth it out, then lift my fist for a knock.
The door swings open before I’m able to. Standing before me is a man with stubble for a beard who reeks of motor oil. He gives me a looking over, his brow furrowed critically.
I give him a reserved nod. “Mr. Michaels.”
The man meets my eyes. Then he nods at me approvingly and says, “You’re lookin’ mighty sharp tonight, Vann.”
“I hope so. You only get one shot at prom night, right?”
The first time I actually met Mr. Michaels was during winter break, middle of December, right after Toby and I decided to give us another chance. School had just let out, and Toby invited me to stay the night in his shed. Of course we were both riding a high of freedom from school, and somewhere in the middle of a long and detailed introduction to the Dread Knight series—in preparation for its sequel, which was at last given a surprise New Year’s Eve release date—I lost my pants, Toby lost his everything, and suddenly we were on the floor of his shed filling the air with the steam of body heat, the smacking of lips exploring bare skin, and deep, searching looks into one another’s eyes. It was clear we couldn’t get enough of each other, and no matter what obstacles dared to stand in our way over this winter break, we were going to see each other as much as we possibly could. Around midnight, I decided we needed a snack and designated myself to be the guy who heads to the main house to grab a bag of Cool Ranch Doritos Toby told me was in the pantry. That’s where, in just a pair of loose jeans opened at the waist and a sheen of sweat over my exposed skin, I ran into Mr. Michaels. While we’d both heard so much about one another, we had never until that moment actually met. At first, it was something of an awkward standoff. To ensure he didn’t think I was some kind of midnight Doritos burglar, even though I was certain he knew exactly who I was, I extended my hand. “Vann.” He studied me an exorbitant amount of time before accepting my handshake. No further words were exchanged, but when I left the house and returned across the yard to the shed, I spotted his silhouette in the back window watching me.
Things have warmed up considerably between us since that strange night, to say the least. “Well, you’re gonna have to wait a bit ‘til you see him,” Mr. Michaels states, throwing a thumb over his shoulder toward the back door, “because that boy is taking all dang evening dollin’ himself up. Marly’s out there, too.”
“That’s okay,” I say, smiling inwardly. “I can wait.”
Indeed, I can wait. That much I’ve proven to myself since last November when everything almost fell apart.
The winter brought us closer together than either of us could have predicted. We were inseparable. Especially when cold front after cold front blew in through Spruce and everyone donned their jackets. I couldn’t help but laugh as I walked around town in short sleeves, amused at what these adorable people here in south Texas call “cold weather”. They have no clue. But several of those nights when it was too cold to sleep in the shed, I indulged Toby and wrapped us up in a big furry blanket to watch movies on his couch in the main house with his dog Winona curled up at our side. One of those nights, his mother came home from a late shift at Lucille’s and, totally uninvited (but not unwelcomed), she made hot cocoa for us, then cuddled underneath our blanket with us to finish whatever movie was on. Toby dozed off in my arms right there on that couch, and Marlene gave me a look and said, “You gotta take care of my boy no matter what happens. He’s so precious, and he’s so sensitive, and … and he’s smitten by you. Totally, wholeheartedly, irrevocably smitten.”
Those were some big words. And I took them right to heart that warm, cuddly, hot-cocoa-scented night.
And I never quite understood what she meant by “take care of my boy no matter what happens”, but something seemed to lock into place from that night onward with her. I think she decided I was the right guy for her son and didn’t have to worry about him anymore while I was around. And about that fact, she was absolutely right: I was going to do everything in my power to keep him happy.
Even if that meant going to the Strongs to attend their huge annual Holiday Bash.
Thankfully, it turned out nothing like the Halloween one. The town of Spruce is lucky to see half an inch of snow every ten years, and whenever it does, it’s another miracle if it sticks to the ground long enough to even be enjoyed. Despite the lack of snow, Nadine and her minions (wherever and whoever they were) decorated the Strong ranch in an eruption of holiday-themed ornaments, trees, garlands, colorful lights, and mistletoe everywhere. On the night of the Christmas party, she even covered a huge portion of her lawn in fake snow complete with giant snowman lawn ornaments. Everyone in all of Spruce seemed to be invited to the party, too, from the theatre peeps, to farmhands and ranchers on every edge of town, to Coach Strong’s uncle Gary and his right-hand man Harrison, to a sassy, sharp-tongued Grandma Strong who had a lot of very hilarious stories to tell about everything and everyone, to the recently-out couple of Chad and his fashionista boyfriend Lance, to Reverend Trey Arnold and his husband Cody, to even the whole of Coach Strong’s football team. There wasn’t a single face there who wasn’t happy, in love, or oozing with holiday spirit.
The big surprise guests arrived to a loud eruption of cheers: Jimmy and his fiancé Bobby had come into town from Arizona for the holidays. I understood immediately what the appeal was about Jimmy. Aside from having a personality larger than any room on the Strong ranch, he was also charming and kind. The second he learned who I was, Jimmy was upon me with a hundred questions, intrigued by my efforts to start an Arts club at the high school. His fiancé Bobby was a sweet guy, but a lot more calm and collected, though when he got around his own clique of friends who were still here in Spruce, he opened right up like a pop-up book. The whole evening was turned upside-down when Jimmy and Bobby revealed their biggest surprise yet: They were moving back home to Spruce where Jimmy planned to open up a gym. “And it will be a hundred times better than that haughty-ass athletic complex in Fairview, I promise you that!” he stated rather demonstratively. “This one will host dance classes, yoga classes, aerobics, you name it! Bobby will do all the nerdy bookkeeping and marketing stuff—” “Hey!” protested Bobby with a smack to his fiancé’s arm, though it did nothing as Jimmy went on, spilling his dreams to the room. I heard from Mrs. Strong later that she’s impatiently waiting for the two of them to set a date on an actual wedding, since they’ve been engaged for far too long, in her not-so-humble opinion.
Not to be outdone by his little brother’s big announcement, Tanner and Billy apparently had one of their own. All of the renovations at their little lakeside (or ‘pond-side’, as they say) house were not simply cosmetic; they extended their living room, added an extra annex, a second bathroom, and a second bedroom. Their purpose: to foster a child and become fathers. A lot of people already knew this fact including Toby, thanks to the Spruce rumor mill, but what no one knew back then—including Tanner and Billy themselves—was that the child they were about to happily foster was going to be a fourteen-year-old named Marcus. And also, this teenager was going to come with an unplanned surprise of his own: a ten-year-old little brother named Josh. When Tanner and Billy made the announcement at that Christmas party, they had no idea of the pair of siblings they were about to welcome into their family in a matter of weeks. They also had no idea the stresses, trials, and tribulations they would face over the next five months—as well as the love, wonder, and discovery they’d enjoy along the way. When Marcus started high school that spring, Toby and I made sure he felt welcomed. And just like that, I was no longer Spruce High’s shiny new toy.
Oblivious to this future we were all about to face, I continued to enjoy the Holiday Bash with Toby at my side. And what felt like a perfect night was made only more perfect later on when Toby and I cuddled up on a swinging bench on the side porch and peered out at the faux-snowy landscape before us, which seemed to twinkle and sparkle in the evening moonlight. “I wish this night could last forever,” he murmured in my arms as we gently swung on the hanging bench.
Thoughts of winter swirl out of my head like a lazy snowfall as I’m yanked to the present when Toby emerges from the back door in his sharp black prom suit, adorably groomed hair, and his killer smile. I can’t believe he’s my boyfriend. I can’t believe this is my beautiful, smart, compassionate, soulful boyfriend I’m gonna get to show off to all of Spruce High tonight.
After a very fast five-minute photo session, we’re ushered to the door. “You guys be safe out there on that bike!” Marlene tells us, making sure to give each of us a kiss on the cheek before we go. “Yeah, and, you know …” adds Carl in a grunt, scratching at his stubble, “don’t do nothin’ that isn’t, uh, safe … or, or whatever.” Marlene nudges him playfully and responds on our behalf: “What are you so afraid of the two of them doing tonight? Knocking each other up? You boys go have fun!” Then she waves us off from the front step, tears in her eyes.
After donning our helmets, Toby puts his arms tightly around my waist, which is a feeling that’ll never get old. “You look damned good tonight, baby,” I tell him over my shoulder, since I barely got a chance to in the house. Toby squeezes me back tighter and says, “Speak for your fricking self, stud muffin.”
Yeah. ‘Fricking’ is still our thing. In fact, I’m pretty sure it was the deciding factor that made Toby say “Yes!” to my promposal.
It was a deceptively simple plan. Toby arrived to school one unassuming Monday to find, upon opening his locker, his favorite moogle doll missing. In its place was a note: “Hi, Toby! It’s me, your friendly dancing moogle! Kupo! I’m taking a little vacation to your first period. See you there! Kupo!” And in his first period, Becky (who was in on it) sent poor Toby to get printer ink from a supply closet, where he found another note stuck to the shelf reading: “I got lost on my way to the office. Maybe I misread the directions and need a lesson in English instead, Kupo …?” Then in Toby’s second period English, of course I got Hoyt in on my plan, who passed a note to Toby that read: “English is … zzz … boring for a moogle. Hey, do you know what sodium polyacrylate is? Me neither! See ya in chemistry! Kupopo!” The scavenger hunt went on and on, sending Toby on a seven-period-long quest—during which I feigned having no idea about anything to do with the mysterious disappearance of his moogle doll, hiding the fact that I’d in fact researched all about those creatures and how they love dancing and interject “Kupo” into every sentence. His quest at last ended in seventh period, where upon entering the theater auditorium, Toby was stunned to find no one there at all. But under a single spotlight on the stage, his moogle doll sat with a final note that read: “I like dancing! Will you go to the fricking Prom Dance with me?” And just as he finished reading the note, all of the lights came on, music blared, and every last person in the theatre department burst out from behind curtains, from under the seats, and from the hallway. Toby was overwhelmed as all his friends started singing at him like some impromptu Broadway-style flash mob, including Kelsey, Frankie, Tamika, and everyone else from our Seaside cast. But that didn’t compare to the teary-eyed look on his face as I came down from the lighting booth where I had been watching the whole thing. I walked the aisle and took his hand at the front of the stage. “Yes!” Toby cried out through the noise of the music, not even waiting for it to die down—or for me to ask the question myself. “Yes! Let’s go to prom together!” And that’s all I needed to hear as I embraced him and put my lips to his.
The whole ordeal must still be fresh on Toby’s mind, because later in the night after we’ve enjoyed a beautiful dinner at Nadine’s and eaten our hearts out, we at last make it to the venue: the very small-town-fabulous ballroom of the Spur Inn back in Spruce, its side doors opened and spilling to a large, extravagantly decorated wooden deck area complete with full catering, a DJ, canopies of flowers, booths for photos, and an enormous dance floor that never stops hopping. Toby and I get lost in the madness, meeting up with all our friends. Kelsey has come with a crowd of theatre peeps who didn’t quite pair up with specific dates, preferring to attend the dance as friends. Despite said wishes, Frankie and our ever-cheery Tamika seem to be getting awfully close, which seems to be a direct result of them playing opposite each other in the spring play a few months ago. I never did audition for Frankie’s senior-directed play, but he understood, what with my Arts club commitment among other things. Kelsey is also swarmed by the yearbook staff, with whom she’s gotten especially cozy over the spring. Apparently after one last amazing contribution involving the front cover, she won over the staff—and the school—and suddenly everyone at Spruce High wanted a yearbook. Sales have never been higher. Kelsey’s face beams with pride.
Of course we also see Hoyt, who arrives much in the same fashion as the theatre crowd: among a group of dateless jocks who just wanted to come and have fun, including Benji and Lee. Julio shows up with his on-and-off-again girlfriend Stacey, the pair of them having broken up and made up at least six times since the fall, and I make sure to acknowledge him with a respectful nod, which he returns. We might’ve had a rocky start—and that’s putting it lightly—but after helping me with the big display of my art on the outer gymnasium wall last semester that won Toby over, I now see Coach Strong’s athletes in a new light.
Toby and I soon find ourselves in each other’s arms when the DJ takes the energy down a notch for a slow song. And it’s these romantic moments I especially love, because all the noise seems to fade, Toby’s cute eyes are locked on mine, and we’re the only two people who exist. As we slow dance, I put a finger under his chin and gently guide his lips to mine, tasting him. Toby’s lips are perfect.
I’m the luckiest man in all of Spruce, to have been given one more chance by Toby to prove to him I can be all he wants me to be. But perhaps a better truth is, he gave me a chance to prove the same fact to myself: I am capable of more than I ever dreamed.
“So who’s gonna run the Arts club when we graduate?” asks Toby as he lays his head on my shoulder, swaying along with me to the romantic music—some country song I’ve never heard of and would never have dreamed of finding myself slow dancing to.
I smile against the side of his head where my cheek rests. “Oh, it’ll be kept alive, don’t worry. Mr. Hewitt more than assured me of that. I don’t actually think he realized how many students at Spruce High were craving such a creative outlet. Hell, even Marcus joined on the first day. That guy’s got a knack for color.”
“Speaking of: I think I finally picked a color.”
I lift my eyebrows in surprise even though he can’t see them. This has been an ongoing debate for weeks: the color he wants to paint our final project to present to my Arts club, the project that represents a culmination of a whole semester of our work. “Oh?”
“Yes. But … it’s probably going to be a no-brainer for you.”
“Golden yellow, like a moogle’s pompom?”
“Nope.”
“Dark purple, like a moogle’s bat wings?”
“Jeez, am I that predictable? It isn’t related to moogles at all. Nor to Dread Knight …”
“The blue of Sub-Zero’s martial arts uniform?”
“Nor to Mortal Kombat,” he finishes testily, then chuckles, lifts his head off my shoulder and smiles at me with dreams in his eyes. “I think your newest demon needs the deep, greenish-blue hue of the ocean behind him.”
I squint. “Blue. So I was almost right with Sub-Zero?”
“Greenish-blue. I just noticed that your demons are all in Hell. Maybe one of them realizes they rather prefer the sea view.”
I don’t see it. I try to picture my demon on a beach. I try to see the sand and the ocean waves, but all I see is my demon in a polka-dot swimsuit sipping from a drink with a tiny umbrella in it. “Nah, I don’t know,” I groan, unconvinced.
“C’mon. You won’t know if it’s a good idea unless I try.”
“But once you begin painting …” I start to say.
“Hey, there’s nothing to worry about. I’ll do a beach, and if it still bugs you, we can turn it into an ocean of lava. All it takes is a little bit of red and that painting’s right back in Hell where you like it.” He grins, satisfied. “I … kinda bought the paint already.” 
I smirk. “By now, you’d think I’d be on to you and your sneaky schemes to turn my demonic army into a bunch of beach bums.”
Toby flashes one of his killer smiles at me he knows I can’t in any way resist. “Oh, there’s plenty about me you’ll never be on to. I’m a Pandora’s Box that never empties. Full of bad, bad, bad and not a drop of hope to be found.”
I kiss him tenderly, then press my forehead to his and give him a devilish look. “Toby, baby … there ain’t one bit of bad in you at all, and you know it.”
“Wait. ‘Ain’t’?” Toby pulls away and gapes at me. “Did you just ‘ain’t’ me? Tell me you didn’t just say ‘ain’t’ in an actual sentence.” He laughs while I stare at him wide-eyed, not even having noticed it myself. “Vann, Vann, Vann … Spruce has gone and infected you. There’s no escaping me now. You’re mine for good.”
I pretend to scowl at him. “Yeah, yeah, laugh it up.”
But the truth is, those words of his do so much to me. ‘There’s no escaping me now. You’re mine for good.’ I don’t ever want to know what my bed feels like without him lying next to me. No Sunday morning will ever again pass where I don’t wake up with Toby’s gentle breathing in my ear, with his soft skin touching mine, with sheets wrapping us up in a cool and cottony cocoon.
“I’m in love with you, Toby.”
He smiles at me, taken away into a dream with me by those words. Then: “Well, duh. That ain’t news.”
“No, Toby. I really mean it. I feel like …” My heart could burst. “I feel like you’ve done me in. For good. Forever. I’m in love with you. Fully. Completely. You have my heart, Toby, and no one else for the rest of my life is going to have it. No one and nothing. Not even my demons. Nor anything else I create with these hands.” By now, we’ve stopped swaying and are standing still in the middle of the dance floor. “I’m in love with you, Toby. You’re the one who’s infected me. Not Spruce. And no matter where you are, I know I’m home as long as I’m by your side.”
All humor has left his eyes. He is stunned, my words sinking in. “Vann … You … You know I’m crazy about you. You’ve changed me in so many ways. You came into my life at the exact moment I needed you. Hell, if you’d asked me before my senior year started if I’d be going to prom, I’d have said no. I’m pretty sure I’d be at home right now kicking back with my new game exploring realms and riding crystal dragons … all by myself. I’d never know how this feels, to be in someone’s arms—your arms—out here on this dance floor with all my friends. Vann, you lifted me, you pushed me onto a stage, you gave purpose to my painting, you gave me a story to tell. Our story.” He brings a hand to my face. “I think you literally saved my life.”
Then we have no more words to say, and every other feeling that exists in our hearts comes out in kisses, in tender looks into each other’s eyes, in strokes of our backs as we embrace and sway on the dance floor to the music, lost in this moment, kissing. Prom king and prom queen are announced, and all we know is this kiss. The punch bowl is spiked, something salacious goes down in one of the photo booths, couples sneak off to hotel rooms upstairs, and all we know is this kiss. Buildings could fall, fires may break out around us, the moon could come crashing down to the earth from the starry night sky … and the only fricking thing we’d remember is this one, precious, perfect kiss.
If eternal happiness had a moment, I’m pretty sure this is it.
 



EPILOGUE
- TOBY -
Maybe happily-ever-after isn’t just a gift you’re given in the end. Maybe you have to work to keep it.
And sometimes, happiness is found at the end of a road you never anticipated taking. It could even be a road in the woods you didn’t know existed, a road that never shows itself …
Until you get a letter delivered to your door.
“Hey, Toby!” Lee calls out in his deep, dull voice after having answered the door. “It’s some kinda thing you gotta sign for!”
I hop up from the couch where we’re all watching a movie—Vann, my mom, and Carl—and sign for the letter, then distractedly pop it open like just another spam letter I get from another college vying for my freshly-graduated attention. As I start to read the letter, however, everything else in the house fades away. The movie. Vann. My mom. My stepdad. Lee. I slowly lower myself to a chair at the dining room table, reading those few yet fateful words on paper. When I’m done, I lower it to the table and stare at a wall. Nothing touches me. Not a sound, thought, nor feeling. Nothing.
My mother appears at the archway. I barely notice her. “Toby, you’re missin’ the best part of the movie!” She seems to take in my eerie mood. “Toby, sweetie? What is it?”
And just like that, not even bringing my eyes to meet hers, the words fall out: “Dad’s dead.”
My mom has no reaction at first. Or perhaps she does have one, but it’s all inside, deeply buried in her heart, somewhere deep down in her soul that no one can touch but her—and this news. She sits rather abruptly into the chair next to me, but stays silent. It’s a particularly strange piece of news that would only affect me and her, as we’re the only ones with a direct relation to him. He’s my biological father and her ex-husband. I barely knew him. He never kept in touch. He vanished like a ghost … and now he is one.
“Oh, sweetie …” she murmurs finally. Then my mom’s arms find a place around me, and while I still can’t bring myself to move or speak, I find myself astonished at how little emotion I feel. I suspect tears might find me someday, but for now, I’m wondering if I missed out on knowing my dad, or he missed out on knowing me, or—considering the reckless, slightly heartless way in which he left—perhaps it was better we were never in each other’s lives.
The next thing I know, I’m sitting on the back porch staring at the backyard, which was freshly mowed just a day ago by Lee, who is likely warming up for his usual lawn-mowing summer gig. Vann joins me out on the porch, by now having heard the news from my mother inside, and he kindly lets me be in peace as the warm, pre-summer air moves slowly over the short grass, barely disturbing a newly-hung tire swing in the corner of the yard. Winona is on the steps in front of us, her head resting on my lap.
“I think the main thing I feel,” I finally let out, “is regret that he never got to know me. I mean, I’m sure he had his reasons. If what my mom said is true, he was a bit of a wild spirit. Untamable. A true rebel heart. That’s what she fell in love with … but it’s also what broke them apart, especially after I was born. My dad just … couldn’t handle the responsibility. He needed his freedom. And is it odd that in a weird, totally detached way … I understand him?” Vann gazes curiously at the side of my face, listening. “I was a bit of an accident. My mom won’t say it, but it’s true. And while I … I never really knew my dad, I always felt like I had a part of him in me. Despite my determination my whole life to be a good boy, to do well, to impress others, to be liked … I always had a part of me that craved standing out. Fighting expectation. Rebelling.”
“You always had it in you,” Vann notes. “You kept saying I’m the one who gave that to you, but … I just helped you wake it up. It was always in you, that part of him.”
I turn to Vann. “And I guess it’s that part of my dad in me that’s rejecting the notion of going to college. I just can’t see myself there. Not at this point in my life, at least.” I meet his eyes suddenly, the subject of my dad dropped for a moment. “Um, did you tell your parents yet about, uh … your decision …?”
“Oh. That.” Vann chuckles and shakes his head. “They’re so damned excited that I finally graduated high school, I think I’ll … give them a little bit of time to enjoy this ‘high school high’ before I drop the not-going-to-college bomb on them.”
“You could always go next year. Or in the spring. Or not at all. We’re young. The road to your future is yours to pave.”
“That it is,” Vann agrees. “And yours, too.”
I take his hand, then gaze at it thoughtfully as the rest of that letter—sitting on the dining room table—echoes in my numb mind on loop, over and over.
A little fire ignites in my heart, a fire of determination. “Want to take a little trip with me?”
Vann lifts a curious eyebrow. “A trip to where?”
“I have to see a lawyer about the house I just inherited.”
His eyes turn into two black stones. Indeed, in the few words of that letter, my father’s lawyer made it clear: He left me a modest sum of money intended to fuel my dreams, whatever they may be, as well as his house and all the property left inside it.
After inputting the address from the lawyer’s letter into my phone, we discover his office to be an hour and twenty minutes away in a town right on the coast of the Gulf of Mexico. “It’s the same beach town Lee and I were taken to as kids,” I realize. “I didn’t know my dad had a house there.”
“I’ve been longing to see a beach again,” Vann admits.
“We’re long overdue,” I admit, then turn to him. “You ready for the ‘taste of salt on your face’?” The yearning spark in Vann’s eyes is all the answer I need.
We ride his bike out to the coastal beach town. Upon arriving at the lawyer’s office, I sign some legal documents and am given a set of keys, and a letter from my dad I was to receive in the event of his death. In the letter, he tells me I was the only thing on this planet he was proud to have had a part in creating. He kept an eye on me from afar, not wanting to interfere with my new life and my new family, and in the end, I was the only remaining piece of him to survive. His words in this letter about me being the one thing he’s proud of helping create, I must admit, ring somewhat empty, especially since he walked away from me and my mom and didn’t so much as call me once over the years. But if there’s anything I know, it’s that this past year has done nothing but challenge me in the least expected ways—bringing Vann into my life, repairing my long broken and strained relationship with my stepbrother and stepfather, showing me a new side to my once enemy Hoyt—and perhaps the loss of a father I never really had to begin with is just one last challenge.
Maybe it’s the answer to the big question mark of my future that’s plagued me over the last month of my high school career.
My dad’s house is just up the road from the beach: a small rundown place that, even in its age and weathered side paneling, is inviting and full of charm. A couple of cute guys holding hands stroll by on their way to the beach, and they give me and Vann a wave. “Friendly place,” notes Vann. “And a bit gay,” I add, smiling as I head up the creaky porch to the door. Upon entering it, I find myself in a world of my father. A greenish armchair next to the window overlooking the road. Shelves full of books and whimsical knickknacks. A table in another room that is a host to a bunch of miniature figurines: knights, dwarves, and huge-hammer-wielding orcs. An old upright piano with a red-and-purple ukulele sitting atop it. We find a short set of stairs leading up to a bedroom with the bed unmade, sheets halfway on the floor, as if my father woke up just an hour ago and took off to hit the beach. The window glows with the sunlight spilling in, and through it, I can see the gentle rush and pull of distant waves.
After giving ourselves the tour, Vann and I come back out to the porch and sit on its front step, very much like the way we sat on my porch at home. “It’s got a lot of character,” Vann notes. “I’d say you could get a pretty penny for it, if you wanted. Right on the coast. Nice location. My parents likely have connections that could help spruce this house up, flip it, and—”
“I don’t want to sell it.”
Vann’s eyes flash, as if worried he might have overstepped and jumped the gun. “Sorry. That was really insensitive of me. You just seemed so calm about all of this, I wasn’t sure how you felt.”
“No, no. It wasn’t insensitive. It was good thinking.” I put my arm around him and pull him into me. “I’m so glad you’re here with me, Vann. It’s strange. I know I used to come to this beach town when I was ten, but … I wonder if … if some four-year-old version of myself also came to this town with my mom and … and my biological dad. It’s so strange, how this place has a happy sort of spirit infecting my every thought. A familiar spirit. One I know.”
“I always feel that way when it comes to the beach …”
I turn to him. “Of course. Having been raised on the beaches of California, it’s in your blood. I bet you miss it.”
He smiles. “Badly. Man, this feels like home already.”
I take in the atmosphere, breathe in the salty air, and come to a sudden realization. “Do you ever … feel like you’re exactly where you’re supposed to be? I have spent so much time trying to find out where I belong … and I just realized that you’re the one and only person who makes me feel like I belong exactly where I am—as long as you’re here with me.”
“Funny. I get the same feeling with you.” Vann snorts as he gazes up at the cloudless sky, for a moment appearing amazed at the sight. “I’ve lived in a bunch of places. I’ve made and unmade a lot of friends. But you?” He brings his eyes down to mine, and for a moment, their darkness is filled with nothing but light. “You make me feel right at home just with the grip of your hand in mine.”
“I’m really glad you feel that way,” I tell him, “because what I’m gonna say next is … a little crazy.”
He blinks. “A little crazy …?”
“Yeah. Big crazy. Major, huge, insane crazy.”
“Please keep me in suspense even longer.”
I take a breath—a long and steeling breath—then let it out. “I can see us living here.”
He flinches. “Living …? Us? Wait. You want to actually—?”
“Yes,” I state at once, tiny waves of excitement crashing over me not unlike the ones crashing on the shore just down the road. “We can live off the money my dad left me until we start making some of our own. Maybe even use some of it to fix this place up. And you,” I go on, riding my high, “always wanted to go back to the beach. I know it sounds crazy, to consider moving into a house that literally just fell into your lap, but … but I just have this really strong, powerful instinct about this place. Don’t you?”
Vann’s eyes, alight with the dream I just painted him, turn to the scenery before us—the colorful houses that line the road, the beach at its end with friendly faces, gay couples, crashing waves, and endless breeze …
And then he starts to nod, seeing the dream. “I bet a place like this has an arcade ready for your high scores, too.”
I laugh. “Funny you say that, I’m actually certain it does. This town is full of artists, too. A flea market. Jewelers. We could make art here together and sell our work.”
“I bet a beach town like this has a constant flow of tourists,” he points out. “It’ll never be stale. We’ll always get our work sold. I even saw a college campus nearby on the way here.”
“What if they have computer programming classes? Or game design courses? You could start up that game company you always wanted. And I’ll do the 3D graphics!”
“Yes! And after a day at school, we’ll get dinner at one of the family-owned seafood cafés featuring the day’s catches here …”
“While watching the sunset,” Vann adds, gazing dreamily into the sky as if the sun is already setting for us, igniting the endless, sparkling, waterfront horizon. “Our friends can visit us, too.”
“Yeah! It isn’t that far from Spruce. Kelsey practically grew up on the streets of a casino town by the beach. She’d love it here.”
“A place like this is rich with inspiration.” Vann is still lost in the dream, smiling. “We’d never run dry.” Then he eyes me. “Mrs. Tucker is gonna kill you when you put in your two weeks’. I bet she’s expecting you to work the summer, at the very least.”
“Oh, she’ll be just fine. Spruce is in good hands, especially now with Mrs. Strong in charge.”
Vann smirks, his eyes averting for a moment. “That’s true.”
It was the biggest shocker Spruce has ever known, the day of the election when Nadine Strong won by a landslide. Vann’s mom, of all people, played a unique role in that outcome, too. According to Vann, she talked Cissy McPherson into running against Nadine, with a plan to subvert her campaign and make Raymond look good. But after reconsidering the scheme—and perhaps looking inward at her own character—Vann’s mother changed her tune and, instead of encouraging them to run against each other, she pushed them to run together. The McPhersons joined forces with the Strongs as their marketing power, and together they united all of Spruce’s best interests and won the town over.
I’m sure now that Mrs. Strong wears the proverbial crown, she’s freaking out about how to exercise her power. Despite the expected growing pains, I’m certain she’ll find her rhythm.
“We don’t have to move here right now,” I point out. “We can come back and forth for a while, just to test this little town out. Stay here a few nights. Or a week. Or … longer.”
Vann closes his eyes. “Mmm, those waves …”
“I honestly don’t know what our future holds. Whether or not we choose to actually chase this crazy beach-town dream and join a whole new laidback community of artists, gay couples, townies, fishermen, local college boys, tourists …”
“I can hear those sweet, sweet waves …”
“I feel like this place is giving each of us a little slice of our childhood back, a part that was missing—and now found.”
“Just like home …”
“But no matter which path we take next with our futures, I know who I’m takin’ it with.”
Vann opens his eyes and turns his face to mine. “Oh, you’d better bet I’ll be with you no matter what,” he vows to me. “You’re my home no matter where we are, Toby.”
It’s just like Jimmy said: When you make a friend, you stick with that friend until the end. Friends are your home away from home, no matter where you are. “And you’re mine,” I tell Vann right back.
Our lips come together for a kiss. And as distant waves crash and gulls sing overhead, it only now occurs to me that we’ve found ourselves in a picture I’ve painted a dozen times already: a seaside fantasy in a charming house by the sand, surrounded by a loving, artistic community, inspiration in every tree, stone, and grain of sand—and with the boy of my dreams at my side. Indeed, like the name of that awful play that literally brought our lips and souls together, I’ll always remember seaside, when Kingsley pulled a shy yet determined Danny out of the dark and taught him how to love: as carefree as a rebel, brave, bold, and without limit—one daring stroke of the brush at a time.
 
The End.
 



Thank you for reading!
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* * *
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Check out my other hot M/M titles, like “Bromosexual”, “My Bad Ex-Boyfriend”, “Raising Hell”, “Making The Naughty List: A Magical Holiday M/M Romance”, and “Hard For My Boss”, as well as my fun new “Boys & Toys” novella series, all available on Amazon and with Kindle Unlimited! 
www.amazon.com/author/darylbanner
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Billy
Just when I thought my day couldn’t get any worse, Tanner Strong struts through the diner doors with his entourage of jock buddies.
Tanner Strong. Let’s take a minute to appreciate the lean slab of meat that was the high school quarterback of my horny, teenage wet dreams. When Tanner Strong enters the room, everyone turns their heads—and it’s not just because he’s something of a town hero. Tanner’s body is built to order—straight from the sex fantasy factory, apparently—and his crushingly adorable face matches the goods, framed by short, dusty brown hair that pokes and jabs in all directions. He has this chiseled nose with a tiny scar across it that gives him this tough I-beat-people-up-for-a-living look. His full, plush lips half hang open as he turns in circles, ignoring the loud shouts of his comrades as he drinks in the sight of my family’s diner, likely noting how much it’s changed in the past three years.
He hasn’t changed much. I could watch that dang face for hours. Those muddy brown eyes can still pull all my focus, just like they used to in the middle of history class when I should’ve been learning what year prohibition was repealed. It was 1930-something, by the way.
And please, let’s not spend another hour discussing Tanner’s broad, muscled shoulders that have obviously rammed into countless firm, hard-bodied rivals during his time on the field. Or the thick, bulging arms that come from those shoulders, the muscles of which make a stretch rack of those poor, tortured sleeves of his too-tight shirt. Or the pecs underneath said shirt that show through in perfect, distracting detail.
This is the first time I’ve really seen Tanner since high school. He scored some football scholarship and took off to Oklahoma, which is a twelve hour drive north from our little country hometown of Spruce. Every time he’s come home since, the whole dang populace seems to throw a parade, even though he spends all his time out on his family’s big ranch. Hell, the first summer he came home, I think he was sent off on some luxurious trip to Europe, or so said half the gossips that run through our diner.
But the sight of him and his buddies crashing through our door does not inspire the same wave of joy in me that it does in all our sports-loving, cheer-happy patrons. All four years of my high school career, I had suffered when, after every football game, win or lose, the whole team would burst through the doors and make a mess of our diner. Sure, it was great for business. Sure, my pa’s a big fan of football and loved every second. But having to serve upwards of twenty-five to forty rowdy, cocky, Coke-guzzling, burger-chomping athletes and all their adoring fans after every game quickly became my Friday night hell. While they were here, it was a headache of nonstop noise, and after they left, it was hours of cleanup.
And it was always spearheaded by the great football hero and legend-in-the-making that is Tanner Strong.
Now, after three years of peace, he’s back. And he brought a few former teammates. And the sight of him is making my insides turn over with a mix of horniness and dread, even as I stare at him from the window of the kitchen, a wet bowl in one hand and a rag in the other. I’ve apparently forgotten whatever it is I’m doing.
“Well, Junior, if your mouth was hanging open any more, you’d be washing your jaw instead of that bowl.”
I flinch at the sound of my ma’s voice, giving her thin, weary figure and frizzy brown hair half a glance before returning my attention to the bowl—and not to the guys who just piled into the booth by the TV. “I thought we close our doors at eight.”
“It’s ten ‘til,” she says back, “and it’s Friday. You know dang well we stay open ‘til eleven Fridays and Saturdays. Now get your booty out there and take their orders.”
I lift my tired eyes to her. “Me? What about Mindy?”
“She’s on break.”
I gawk. “She just got here an hour ago!”
“And I just sent her on break. Skidoo!”
I give the bowl and rag a shake, lifting my eyebrows defiantly. “I’m in the middle of—”
She swipes them right out of my hands like they were never there, taking over the dishes. “Any other excuse you got not to hop on out there and take them sweet boys’ orders?”
I scowl at my unbearable ma, then glance through the kitchen window, watching as the patrons cheer and laugh and give Tanner high-fives and slaps on his back as he makes his way to the booth his buddies have swallowed up. “Ain’t nothin’ sweet about them.”
She smirks knowingly. “I know you all went to high school together. You might’ve—”
“What’s it matter about high school??” I cut her off. “That was three years ago!”
“Exactly my point, Junior! Three years! Might be you were on opposite sides of the track back then, but I heard college really changed that Tanner boy. He ain’t the same as he used to be. Maybe you got more in common now.”
Me? More in common with the town football star? “You hit your head or somethin’?” I ask her.
She nudges me with an elbow. “Don’t forget to tell them about the daily special. It’s your pa’s pride and joy.”
The Touchdown. Just the thought of having to sell a special burger my pa came up with called The Touchdown to a quartet of obnoxious football-playing jocks turns my face a color that rivals the cherry pie I’ll no doubt be gorging on later.
But I’m not built to whine. Hard work and sweat has kept my parents’ diner open all these years, and it’s put food on the table and a roof over our overworked, messy heads of hair. 
“Maybe you can entice them later with your little dessert menu,” my ma keeps on. “That might be all the endorsement we’d need, if Tanner takes a liking to one of your culinary
concoctions.”
I feel the corner of my mouth pulling up. She’s right, and she’s set my mind back on track. No matter the hell I might have to put up with this summer, come the fall, I’m kicking it out of here at long last to chase my dream of culinary school and someday opening my own place. My father’s heart attack might have hindered me leaving right out of high school, but now I have an associate’s degree in business under my belt before I head off to become a real dessert chef. Billy’s Confections. Billy Bakes. Billy’s Sweet Tooth Tastery. All the possible names of the business I’ll eventually open and operate race through my head like ice cream flavors.
My dreams are just a summer away. And I’m sure as hell not gonna let a hotshot college athlete scare me into the kitchen. I grab my apron, then puff up my chest as I tie it on. You can do this, Billy. I glance into the side of the fridge, which is basically the kitchen’s version of a body-length mirror, being polished so shiny that I can see my slender shape, my short, messy brown hair, and a smudge of dark grease on my forehead—which I wipe away. Under my black apron with the diner emblem across the chest, I’m wearing a fitted navy blue plaid shirt rolled up to the elbows. Worried I look a bit uptight, I let pop the top button, then give my disheveled brown hair a push of encouragement in the right direction before slipping past the swinging doors.
The noise of our rowdy guests reaches me long before I reach them. Despite my little pep talk a second ago, my feet don’t seem to move properly, as if they’re trying to drive me back to the kitchen. When I reach the table, they don’t notice me. I try to speak, but they all suddenly burst out laughing at some joke one of the guys was finishing. I only need to catch the punch line—“And that’s why you call it pussy!”—to know what sort of hell I’ve walked into.
Just get their orders. Quicker served, quicker gone.
“Welcome to Biggie’s Bites,” I state over their laughs. “I’m William. Can I start you guys off with—?”
“This, right here,” announces Kirk, the one across from Tanner, a beastly guy with a buzzed head wearing a sleeveless green jersey that shows off his thick shoulders. He jabs a pudgy finger at the menu. “That big ol’ juicy thing. Put it in my mouth.”
“Fag,” teases Joel, the blue-eyed blond at his side in a grey shirt, stained with grease from working at his pa’s auto shop two blocks over. He’s got an unfortunate pox of acne on his cheeks that’s festered there since his thirteenth birthday. I’ll call him Zits.
Oh, and a word about the word “fag”: Growing up gay in this small country town of Spruce that no one in the world’s heard of, even with as “friendly” as it is, you still hear the three-and-six-letter F-bombs thrown back and forth twenty times a day between boys at school who can’t be bothered to broaden their vocabulary. I guess I’ve either grown a thick skin or become so desensitized that I don’t even associate it with “gay” anymore.
Maybe that’s what inspires me to make light of it. “That would be me,” I interject with a smile, “though my nametag reads ‘William’.”
The four boys shut right up and stare at me. Zits tries to say something twice, sputters and fails both times, then finally manages to get out, “B-But you’re not a fag. You’re just gay. There’s a difference.”
Now it’s my turn to stare. “By all means, enlighten me of this difference.”
Tanner swallows a chuckle of amusement, his face going red. The fact that my words might have had anything to do with his reaction gives me such a rush of private joy, I can’t even begin to describe it.
“A fag’s, like … just a stupid person,” explains Zits.
“Oh. That explains it so much better,” I remark.
“Yeah, see? Totally different,” exclaims Zits, missing my sarcasm completely, and the third one at the table sitting next to Tanner—a thinner guy named Harrison with blunt black eyebrows, russet skin, and wearing a t-shirt with grass stains on the arms—grunts his agreement.
This is how I’ll say I spent my Friday night: getting a lesson in etiquette from a bunch of rowdy jocks who, just seconds ago, shared jokes about pussy and called each other fags. Jeez, who smacked me with the lucky branch?
I know these guys from high school when they used to play football alongside Tanner. Kirk, who still bags groceries down at the market and lives in a trailer by his grandma’s house. Joel/Zits, who gets greasy tinkering under cars at his pa’s shop. Harrison, who works as a farmhand for an aunt or uncle of Tanner’s, far as I know.
“Can I get you guys anything to drink?” I ask politely.
“Gimme a Coke. And this juicy thing,” says Kirk. “Cook it medium-rare. Double cheese. Toast the bun, too. I’m hungry. This come with fries?”
If you read the menu … “Yes, or coleslaw, your choice.”
“Coleslaw’s gross,” Zits interjects, face wrinkled.
“Your face is gross,” returns Kirk.
Zits ignores him and lifts his menu. “I want this one. No pickles. Lather mine up in mayo … extra mayo.”
“He likes lots of white, creamy stuff in his mouth,” Kirk explains.
The others laugh, but Zits punches him so hard in the shoulder that Kirk jerks forward, kicking the leg of the table and causing the salt shaker to fall over.
“Burger of the day?”
The words come from the one person at the table I’ve been trying hard not to look at. The one who might or might not have already stolen enough of my attention in high school. The one I secretly pined over ever since I was thirteen and first discovered how my cock works. The one who’s always flocked by cheerleaders and flanked by buddies—and never once looked my way.
But now he’s looking my way. Tanner Strong is looking my way. The Tanner. Tan the Man. Quarterback of Spruce High School. The hero who’s returned home from college and flipped the whole dang town upside-down. The star.
And he’s asking me about my pa’s damned burger.
“Yes,” I state, staring at the fallen salt shaker instead of him. “Burger of the day is called The Touchdown, and it contains—”
“TOUCHDOWN!!” shouts Zits with enough volume to fill the whole diner, throwing his big hands in the air and waving them. “TOUCHDOWN!!” joins in Kirk, his voice roaring and booming. Harrison and his blunt black eyebrows jump in, too. To my surprise, other tables fall in line as well, throwing their hands up and shouting, “TOUCHDOWN!!”
“Okay, I want one of those,” decides Tanner.
“Scratch my last order,” blurts Kirk. “I want one too.” Zits shouts, “Me too! I don’t care what’s in it.” Harrison raises his hand. “Gimme one of them, too! Big and juicy! Double-everything! Score!!”
After recovering from laughing at his buddies, Tanner hands over his menu. When I take it from him, our fingers touch. I feel a surge of enjoyment thunder up my arm just by the little flirt of skin my fingers feel when they graze his. I keep my eyes on the menu knowing full well that his deep eyes are on me and are guaranteed to melt me to a puddle of nothing right here in front of him and all the rest of the world. Don’t look at him. Don’t you dare.
And then he has the audacity to say, “Thanks, Billy.”
Billy. He remembers my name, the one I actually go by, the one that’s not on my nametag.
I look up at his face.
Big mistake. His rich brown eyes smolder me. His eyebrows are pulled together with just the slightest pinch of concentration. His mouth is barely parted from the words he just spoke, which invite me into a whole library of fantasies I thought I’d locked up in my all-too-horny teenage brain when we graduated years ago—ridiculous and unlikely fantasies of under-the-bleachers make-out sessions, sweaty locker room jockstrap-clad meet-ups, and maybe a carefully orchestrated sleepover which always ended with him sleeping right by me, except in my fantasies, neither Tanner nor I were sleeping at all, each of us excitedly waiting for the other to make a move.
“Oh, and a Coke for me, too,” adds Tanner.
I swallow down my horny teenage sex fantasies, trying with all my might to shove them right back into that vault in my brain where they belong. With just a quick nod, I take the menus and head back to the kitchen while dodging a chorus of diners who are still chanting, “Touchdown! Touchdown!”
Tap here to continue reading “FOOTBALL SUNDAE”!
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Keep scrolling for an excerpt from “HETEROFLEXIBLE”, the third book in the Spruce, Texas series that tells the angsty, steamy story of Jimmy Strong and Bobby Parker who come home from college for one hot, life-changing summer.
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Bobby
I ain’t gonna lie.
Jimmy Strong is one devastating son of a gun.
Especially with the wind blasting in through the driver’s side window, making his short brown hair flip and flop every which way. Well, the bit of his hair that isn’t squished down by that dang hideous red-and-white ball cap he stubbornly refuses to retire, despite its threadbare state, weird stains, and a hole in its bill.
But that’s the thing about Jimmy Strong: when the boy loves something, he won’t ever let it go.
He looks like he’s steering a grand chariot one-handed, the way he drives his prized red pickup. It’s with authority and pride that he pilots his big metal steed. I don’t think he’s let another set of feet inside this truck except me and maybe a past girlfriend or three. Ever since he was given this coughing, old piece of rumbly crap on his sixteenth birthday, they’ve been inseparable. 
It’s a love story, really. A boy and his truck.
“Think she wanted to suck me off?”
I screw up my forehead. “The hell you talkin’ about, Jimmy?”
“You know who. That redhead at the store.”
“Who?”
I’m playing dumb. I know damned well who. The last stop we made for gas, the girl at the front counter was a seventeen-or-eighteen-something-year-old with wavy red hair tossed up in a messy ponytail. She had a spatter of freckles over her tiny nose and two sharp eyes. And when I went in to grab me and Jimmy a pair of ice-cold sodas, that redhead was already staring out the storefront window at Jimmy as he filled up his precious truck.
And it wasn’t just any stare.
Because when you look at Jimmy, you can’t just
stare. You gotta drink in every damned thing about the boy. You look at his tight gray tank top, stretched over his slender pecs and dancing down his cliff-side abs. You bite your finger as your arrested eyes drag down his long legs and those worn, dusty Wranglers painted down them. You squint your eyes in anguish as you watch the way his ass moves when he struts right up to the pump like it owes him something. His lean, sinewy form holds your gaze so strongly, you forget what you were doing. He’s as lithe as a panther, probably as dangerous as one too, and you haven’t even seen his face yet.
It’s obvious the boy’s a dancer.
He’s got ass for days and swagger that kills.
And if you’ve seen him dance like I have—phew—all of this is just ten times worse, because you know how that boy can move.
I had to go up and damn near slam the two bottles of Pepsi on the counter before that redheaded clerk snapped out of her daze. “H-Hi, did you find everything you needed?” she asked innocently.
“Did you?” I returned sassily.
My mistake was in telling Jimmy all about her ogling after we were back on the highway.
As if Jimmy Strong needed his ego stroked any more than it already is on a daily basis just by existing.
“Whatever,” Jimmy finally throws back at me. “You probably made her all up. There wasn’t any redhead.” He snorts. “Or it was probably a dude.”
I shoot him a look. “Would that be a problem if it was?”
Now it’s Jimmy’s turn to throw me a look of fiery indignance. “Are you serious right now? Tell me your happy ass ain’t serious.” He twists the radio off so fast, he nearly breaks off the knob. “Who do you think you’re riding all the way back home to Spruce with, huh? Am I not the same dude who threw Kenny Driver to the dirt the moment he said he was ‘sick of playing on the same soccer team as a homo’ back in high school?”
I sigh. Jimmy’s so easy to set off about this subject. “Okay, I got it, I got it …”
“Am I not the same dude who took you to prom because my date ditched me and you didn’t have one?”
“Ouch.”
“Am I not the same dude who’s been your roommate at South Wood University for the past two years? I’ve been naked in the same room with you more times than I can count.”
“Are you done?”
“Am I not the same dude—” Nope, he isn’t done. “—with a gay older brother who’s such a football legend at Spruce High that to this day, he’s still called the Spruce Juice, even while he coaches the team himself now? And I stood next to him, proudly, as his best man, when he got himself married to Billy Tucker. Does that sound like someone who’s got a problem with gay guys?”
“Good Lord in Heaven, Jimmy, you’ve made your point.”
Satisfied in an instant, he gives me one curt nod, says, “Damn right I did,” then cranks the radio right back up, twice as loud as it was before.
I stare at the side of his face for a while, studying the whiskers of hair that now form something of a wispy beard across his cheek and chin and upper lip. That’s new as of this past semester, since he’d always been clean-shaven since I’ve known him. At first, I was certain a sad attempt at growing a beard was going to make him—at long last—look like an unkempt college bum, and the spell he had over me would finally be broken.
I was wrong. So wrong. That boyish beard has done nothing but make him appear stronger, more confident, and sexy in that messy sort of mysterious way.
“Thanks,” I tell him.
Jimmy, with one of his toned arms up, fist gripping the wheel, flinches at my one word, heard even through the blast of radio. He squints, eyes still on the road, when he returns, “For what?”
“For bein’ that kind of dude who don’t care one bit if it’s a guy or a gal lookin’ your way.”
He gives my comment all of two seconds’ thought. “Bobby, why you gotta go botherin’ me with this feely shit right now? I’m tryin’ to enjoy the countryside here.”
“Boy, you’re gonna get enough countryside when we’re back in Spruce. All there is for miles and miles is corn and wheat and cow dung. Can’t you just take the compliment and keep driving?”
He shoots me half a look. “There’s a helluvalot more than cow
dung on the Strong ranch.”
We ride awhile longer, the rock music blasting from the radio.
“And it isn’t a compliment,” he adds.
I look at him. “Huh?”
“It’s called being a decent, healthy human being. The ‘kind of dude I am’ shouldn’t be anything special. It should just be the way every dude is.” Then, for the first time since we left the gas station, he takes his eyes off the road to give me a sincere look of his stunning, warm brown eyes. “I love ya, Bobby. You’re my best bud and my man. Ain’t nothin’ gonna change that.”
My heart melts and falls to the floor every time he says that. 
I am the luckiest guy in the world, to have a best friend like Jimmy Strong.
He returns his eyes to the road. “Now can we stop with all this feely shit? We got two hundred miles more before we hit Fairview, and then Spruce is just on the other side.”
“Feely shit? Pfft. You’re the one who just told your gay buddy you’re in love with him.”
Jimmy rolls his eyes. “I said I love
ya, I didn’t say I’m in—”
I crank up the radio, cutting him off with a superior smirk on my lips. Jimmy shoots me a look, then laughs and shakes his head.
The next song comes on, and it’s one we both know. In just a few seconds, we’re bobbing our heads in sync. Then Jimmy, out of nowhere, starts singing along to it. I join him halfway through the first verse—badly—and by the big chorus, we’re singing so dang loud, I’m sure even the coyotes in the prairie are howling back.
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James
By the front glass doors of the lobby, I saw a young man leaning against the wall.
Correction: a young demigod.
This man had a face that was so beautiful, my heart jumped in place as if it knew at once that I would never see anyone more beautiful again. He had high, statuesque cheekbones and a firmly squared jaw that exuded strength. His cheeks were lightly flushed with a generous dusting of facial hair.
And his lips. Kick me mid-cartwheel with a banana in each hand. His lips were plush and perfectly pouty. They had to be the most kissable lips I’d ever seen.
From halfway across a busy hotel lobby, that is.
With his hands shoved in his pockets, he leaned against the wall in a pair of loose blue jeans that hung low on his hips, which pulled my mind into every dirty thought imaginable. His tight white tank top hugged two firm pecs and his lithe, slender shape. I just knew he was ripped. I didn’t need to be any closer to know that for sure. Atop his head of short blond hair was a cocked black cap, his bangs sticking out from underneath, and a black backpack hung from his muscled arm. He stared pensively into the sky like he was waiting for someone, his forehead wrinkled up cutely and his eyes as fierce and intense as the night sky itself.
It was no exaggeration; even from that far away, I knew what caliber beauty I was beholding. And that work of art right there … that was grade-A perfection.
The next minute, Lewis slapped a hand to my back so hard, I almost fell forward. “You coming?”
I didn’t want to answer him. I knew that answering meant leaving, and leaving meant depriving myself of the heart-crushing sight before me. “Yeah,” I muttered anyway, distractedly, hefting my duffel bag off the ground and languidly following my friends, my eyes fastened to the guy by the front glass doors as long as I possibly could before slipping out of view.
Looking at him was as painful as it was pleasurable. And while my friends were gabbing with one another the whole elevator ride up, I stared at the wall blankly, my mind still clinging to the image of that perfect young man in the lobby.
I counted my heartbeats instead of the floors as we ascended.
One, two, three, four, five, six, seven …
Ding.
Duncan and I shared a room while security-guard Lewis and my brother-in-law’s proud boob-starer little brother Quinton took the neighboring one. The rooms had an adjoining door, which was promptly opened the second we got inside. The next ten minutes were spent claiming beds, making fun of Duncan for overpacking a whole suitcase of unnecessary clothing, and arguing over which of the attached casinos to hit up first. Lewis really wanted to go to the Elysian for its cheap and tasty drinks while the bar wasn’t too busy. Duncan was adamant about going to the Talisman before it got too late and all the obnoxious college crowd rolled in from the local campus. Quinton practically made a five-point presentation on why we should go to the Ebon Oasis first.
As they argued, all I did was think about the beautiful guy by the front glass doors and wonder why I was sitting there and not trying to hurry back to the lobby to see him again.
Are you kidding yourself? What do you expect to happen?
There was something about this place—the casinos, the hotel, the reckless gambling, the escapism—that made me feel like I was on the cusp of changing my life. I felt it every time a Friday rolled by that the boys and I had one of our weekend getaways planned.
Every time, I went home on Sunday, and nothing changed.
I wondered how long it had been since I even let another guy touch me. When was the last time someone kissed me? I couldn’t even remember when I’d bothered going on a date. My dating profiles had probably lapsed, closed down, been hacked, or had otherwise atrophied over the years. Don’t even ask me to recall my passwords and login info. You might as well ask what my AOL screen name was two decades ago.
The only thing my life seemed to be full of was other people’s money, the sulky faces of customers as I ran credit checks, and the pallid, tired look on my thirty-something face every night in the mirror after I brushed my teeth and commenced a staring contest with my own sunken eyes. Neither I nor my reflection won.
Oddly, my heart was still racing. And it had nothing to do with my friends arguing about casinos and cheap booze in front of me. My eyes were drifting, my mind still stuck in the lobby and my lips pursed in thought.
All of that crushing lonesomeness flooded my chest just from the sight of that hot guy in the tank top and jeans. Maybe that was why I was so affected by him—my crushing lonesomeness that I had kept at bay with all my might, ignoring it as I drowned myself in hours at the bank, in bringing work home, in my little hobbies, and in these weekend getaways with my friends.
I never wanted to face how lonely I really was underneath all the cheeriness.
Then, as suddenly as the wave of emotion came, I shook it all away with a shrug. With gambling, I won’t have to face any of those emotions; just give me a handful of chips, a tall drink, and a good time.
“Guys, it doesn’t matter which damned casino we hit up first,” I blurted, cutting them all off. “We’re here. We’re away from our sucky jobs. You,” I said, nodding at stoic Lewis, “don’t have to wear your damned security guard uniform the whole weekend. And you, Duncan, don’t have to pander to snobby teenagers with more in their savings account than you’ll make in your lifetime.”
“Rub it in,” he mumbled with a roll of his eyes.
“And Quinton, my tragically horny friend, the last thing you’ll be smelling or hearing is another order for a Venti, non-fat, sugar free syrup, four-pump caramel macchiato upside-down … which, let’s face it, is pretty much like ordering a Diet Coke to go with your triple patty heart-attack cheeseburger.”
“Preach,” grunted Lewis, to which Quinton bumped his fist.
“We are here. Away from all of that noise.
In the end, it doesn’t matter if it’s an Ebon Oasis chair cradling our overworked butts, or a Talisman chair, or even the fancy ones at Elysium that look like thrones—or toilets, depending on the angle. Personally, the casino I prefer is the Crystal Dragon, but that’s because I’m a sucker for their spring rolls and pad thai.” I shot each of them a look. “But I’m not over here whining like a bitch about which craps table I can pitch a pair of dice at, now am I?”
Lewis folded his arms. Quinton hid an amused chuckle behind his big hand as he glanced between Lewis and Duncan. After a while, Duncan just shrugged and said, “Fine. Ebon Oasis first up, then Elysian for the drinks, then the Dragon for a sober-up bite of Asianese. We can hit the Talisman tomorrow when all the college brats are hung over in their hotel rooms.”
“Hell yeah!” cried out Quinton like he just won a hand, but likely he still had lesbian boobs on his mind.
I wouldn’t blame him. I had someone else’s perfect face, tight bod, and pouty lips on mine.
A moment later found us sitting around a blackjack table at the Ebon Oasis with drinks in our fists. Smoke drifted in a wispy haze over the casino’s signature black marble countertops, and the noise of thumping music, riotous laughter, and repetitive slot machine tunes flooded my ears. By the time we finished with the first casino, none of us felt up to going to the second. We were at least up to our knees in the proverbial pool of intoxication, and none of us were as young as we mentally pretended to be.
It wasn’t long before we were sitting at a small table in the Crystal Dragon food court that served midnight eggrolls and pad thai from a nearby kiosk. All of our wallets were lighter, and not because of the food and drinks. None of us had a lick of winnings to show for our crazy night, unless you counted Duncan scoring five dollars off the penny slots.
Our spot in the front corner of the food court had a perfect view of the whole casino. And as we sat there chowing down and listening to Lewis complain about something to do with his wife driving him crazy—“She messages me ten times an hour when she knows dang well what weekend this is!”—I spotted him through the coil of steam rising off my plate of food.
I stopped eating at once. The sight of him alone cast a spell of paralysis over me.
I blinked the blurriness from my eyes several times, as if to be sure I was seeing what I was seeing. For a second, I wasn’t sure if it was the same guy. I mean, he was gorgeous like him. He wore the same clothes—tight white tank top, blue jeans, and a black cap—but he had a hoodie tied around his waist now, and he looked considerably younger than he did before, even with the facial hair.
Just when I thought my system had returned to normal, there went my insides turning over again. A weight of expectation sat right on my chest the longer I watched him as he strolled slowly through the casino like he had nowhere to be.
Really, he looked lost. It was easy to tell that he was headed nowhere in particular with the slow, uncalculated way in which he moseyed about. Also, he was with no one. He buried his hands in his pockets and stiffened up, which did something quite appealing to his arm muscles, making them look flexed, sinewy, and taut. His shoulders were hunched ever so slightly, giving him a guarded air. Was he on the lookout for someone? Was he on the run?
It was unclear whether he was in danger—or was the danger. The victim … or the criminal.
That ambiguity, I’m ashamed to say, turned me on.
A lot.
“I think it’s … uh … about time to call it a nighty-nighty-night, fellas,” Duncan announced as he staggered to his feet.
Lewis scoffed at him. “Shit, man, it’s barely midnight.”
“And I had a day … a day full of … of entitled teenagers talking to me like I was their f-freakin’ butt butler.” Duncan coughed and wiped his face with a clumsy hand. “I meant to just say ‘butler’.”
Quinton chortled. “I liked butt butler better.”
“I’m drunk,” complained Duncan. “I need a bed.”
“Me too, butt butler.”
Lewis eyed the two of them. “You two wanna share a room instead? Sounds like you’re about plastered enough to sleep with each other at this point.” He shot me a look. “No offense, bro.”
I was still watching the moving marble statue of a man across the casino. I didn’t want to lose track of him again. He had stopped by one of the big, flashy slot machines, staring at its shimmering logos and staying put. For now. “You do realize,” I murmured distractedly, “that you don’t have to say that every time you make a gay joke. I promise I’m not offended.”
“Oh, oh, I got a gay joke,” blurted Quinton, slumping over the table clumsily. “So this gay guy, Morticia Addams, and Captain Jack Sparrow walk into a bar …”
“Nope.” Duncan rose from the table and pulled a protesting Quinton to his feet with him. “You’re cut off, buddy. And so am—” He let out a belch. “So am I. Let’s get us to our rooms.”
“But it was a good one!” Quinton promised as he was dragged off. “The punchline is: ‘Argh, it’s in me bum!’ C’mon, man!” But after a few more seconds, the two of them were out of sight.
Lewis nudged me. “I don’t know how you put up with him.”
“Who? Quinton?” I shrugged. “He’s not all frat-boy horn-dog. Hell, it was my idea to set my sister up with his—”
“With his brother, I know. I’ve heard the damned corny-ass story of how their first date was in Quinton’s coffee shop.”
“Yep.” My eyes were still locked on that certain someone by the big slot machine. Just looking at him, my heart raced up to my throat, trying to choke my words. “And now they’re married.”
“With no damned kids, God willing.” Lewis eyed me. “You ever think about getting married?”
I pressed my lips together. I couldn’t peel my eyes away from that beauty. “No,” I answered lamely. “Considering how long I’ve been alone, it’s literally the last thought on my mind. I’m pretty sure I’m too late to make the marriage train.”
“No such thing as too late, man.” He stretched, let out a loud yawn, then grunted, “I’m gonna turn in. You coming?”
I pointed at my noodles. “I’m … going to finish up here. You go on ahead. I’m sober enough to make it back on my own.”
Lewis slapped my back—nearly planting my face in my pad thai—then rose from the table. “Don’t get into trouble, McKinney.”
I smiled tightly and gave him a nod before he sauntered off. Since Lewis worked as the security guard at my bank, I was used to him calling me by my last name: McKinney. For a moment, it put me totally at ease and had me forgetting my emotional dilemma.
But not for long. The second my eyes snapped back to the slot machine and its loyal companion, my heart thumped rapidly all over again. There was no way I was finishing my last bite of eggroll or the rest of my pad thai, which I barely touched. My appetite fled as fast as my three friends did, and the only thing I knew was a piercing desire that struck through my chest, pinning me to the chair—a desire that could only be satisfied with the one upon which my eyes were desperately feasting.
What exactly was I expecting? Was I just going to walk right up to that guy and introduce myself? Say hello? Admire his days at the gym? Ask where he lives and get his number? For all I knew, he was ten years younger than me. Some cocky twenty-something who would never have eyes for the likes of me.
“Would you like it to go?”
I jumped so far, I was nearly to my feet at the intrusive sound of her voice. It was our sweet server. After taking a breath—and a moment to realize what the hell she was asking—I finally nodded.
“I’ll be back with a container.” Then she was off.
I glanced back at the slot machine, then felt my heart sink through the floor when I realized he was gone. My eyes shot to the left, then to the right. I spun around to look behind me, searching. 
He was nowhere to be found.
The server returned quickly with a small container in which my food went. I could barely smile, distracted as I was, but I still tipped her before making my leave, since we paid for the food upfront. I scanned the casino urgently. No matter where I looked, only strange faces met mine.
I couldn’t believe that I lost him again.
Like, again-again.
There was no sense keeping myself up another handful of hours searching for him like a sad dog from trashcan to trashcan in pursuit of a bone. I took the elevator back up to my room. My container of noodles went right into the mini-fridge, and I fell onto the bed. Duncan was passed out already with his laptop open next to him and a set of white earbuds shoved in his ears.
I shut my eyes to put an end to my day.
Then I proceeded to toss and turn all night.
That was my punishment for being single too long: obsessing over any young thing I encountered. Suddenly I wondered where he was from. I was curious if he had any friends. I wondered if his voice was as sexy as he looked. I reimagined over and over a scenario in my head of the two of us meeting—what he might say, what I might say back, what we might do. They weren’t even sexual, my scenarios. They were more emotional, full of the ripe excitement of first meeting someone, of the frantic pit-pat in my chest, of the sweat on my palms when I’d reach to take his hand, of the look in his eyes when I’d tell him I had feelings for him.
I hoped I wasn’t the only idiot who tortured himself this way every time he saw a beautiful guy he wished he could have.
Then went to his hotel room—alone—and sulked in his bed.
Then cursed every missed opportunity and chance he might have had to interact with him, no matter how big or small it was.
Then agonized the entire night, dreaming of all that could have happened.
Good night, James McKinney, you big unlucky loser.
*   *   *
We spent the next day at the Talisman, which was a lavish casino decorated with what I took to be Egyptian hieroglyphics, exotic art pieces, and beautiful flora. Regrettably, it looked tacky and offputting during daylight hours.
And even as we gabbed about our Friday night and Duncan nursed a headache, I still sat there at our table with my eyes scanning the casino, like my guy was just going to show up around the corner at any point. Somehow, I figured he was only there for one night—maybe on vacation with some buddies he had ditched halfway through the night. Sunday would come around before I knew it, I’d be headed home, and I’d never see him again.
If Lady Luck was really a thing, I was certain that Lonely Loser was her bitchy gay brother, and he was damned determined not to let me enjoy the rest of my weekend.
That night was a blur of slot machines, sweet unassuming cocktails, and no sexy young men in sight—and yes, I looked. After every sip of my drink, after every joke Quinton blurted out over the smoke of Lewis’s cigarettes, after every frustrated smack of Duncan’s palm against the table when he lost, I twisted my neck left, craned my neck right, and saw no sign of him.
He was gone. My brain knew it, but my heart wouldn’t listen.
After wasting even more of our hard-earned money at every table in the four casinos—and winning nothing—everyone still somehow managed to look like we had fun as we dragged our half-drunken asses back to our adjoining rooms and ate pizza until two in the morning. Quinton fell asleep on the floor with a pizza box in his lap. Lewis’s night ended with him sprawled over the wrong bed on his stomach, snoring. Trusty Duncan slept propped up by all the pillows from both his bed and mine and his mouth hanging open, the TV remote resting in his palm.
And I couldn’t be farther from asleep. Instead, I stood by the floor-to-ceiling windows staring down at the street and counting my last hours of freedom as they dwindled. Seven stories up, I felt so weirdly detached from the masses of people still ambling about on a Saturday night. Well, two in the morning, more accurately. It looked like a fairly substantial amount of people, to be fair. Come tomorrow, we’d be packing our bags and driving home with mild headaches and an impending nightmare of what miserable work would find us Monday. I was sure the others were already fast dreaming of our next adventure to the casinos.
But it wouldn’t be for two more weeks. Fourteen days of the grind stood between us and the casinos, the only place we all seemed to feel alive.
I blinked, then leaned forward. Wait a minute …
Was that him?
I leaned forward more. My forehead bumped the glass and I hardly noticed, staring down at the street, wide-eyed.
That’s him, I realized with a jerk of excitement to my heart. Even seven stories up, I knew that was his shape leaning against the wall of the Italian restaurant across the street. That has to be him. That totally has to be the guy.
No, I wasn’t sure.
No, I didn’t care.
Then in an instant, a boom of distant thunder shook the glass, and the sky began to flash with spiderwebs of lightning. Shit. The pit-pat of raindrops began slapping the window right away, and I realized that my guy wasn’t going to be down there on the street in the oncoming rain for much longer.
I had to go. 
And I had to go now.
My three comrades snoring, grunting, and breathing deeply, I swiped my wallet and phone, stuffed them into my pockets, and slipped out of the door. The elevator came so fast, it might as well have been waiting for me. Down I went. I mashed my thumb into the lobby button thirteen times, as if that’d hurry it up.
Another boom of thunder caused the elevator to shudder.
I clenched shut my eyes. 
Hurry up, hurry up, hurry up.
The second the doors slid open, I burst out from them like a liberated cat from a pet taxi. I cut across the lobby as casually as I could manage while keeping my pace brisk. I didn’t want to full-on run, but still needed to be fast. I wasn’t going to lose him.
Not again-again-again.
Am I crazy? Have I lost my damned mind?
When I pushed through the front glass doors, a blast of cool wind slapped me in the face as the rain poured down. I peered across the street at the Italian restaurant.
The wall was vacant.
Damn it.
Did I imagine him? Were Lady Luck and Lonely Loser laughing their asses off at my expense right now? Was it a smudge on the hotel window that, through the lens of my own crippling lack, manifested itself into what I wanted it to be?
The rain thrashed around me, the wind howling as it pushed and squeezed its way through the narrow streets and alleyways. Now and then, everything flashed like a photographer’s bulb as the sky erupted with bursts of lightning that cracked and boomed.
I closed my eyes and took a deep, deep breath.
I spun around to head back inside.
My body crashed into what I could only describe as a brick wall made of flesh and warm breath, then I toppled backwards. The pavement rushed up to meet me, and I landed hard on my ass and elbow. A groan of anguish shot out of me while pain lanced its way up and down my arm.
When I opened my eyes, I found it wasn’t a wall at all that I’d crashed into.
It was him.
“The hell?” he mumbled from his full, plush, wet lips.
Jesus. I just ran into the guy, fell hard on my ass, might have just broken my elbow, and the first thing I noticed were how pretty his lips were?
But that was the closest I’d ever been to him. In an instant, I was aware of nothing at all except for the chiseled, handsome face staring down at me—the face of a cocky, messy-haired young man. His eyes, brown and muddy like the puddle of God-knows-what I just fell into, shimmered through the tears of rain that blasted all around us. Just looking at him, my pain became nothing but little pinches of invisible fingers that tested whether I was back up in my hotel room dreaming or not. Dreamy … If I had to reduce this gorgeous young man to one word, it would be dreamy.
Then, in an authoritative tone ignited with young and cocky masculinity, he said, “Watch where you’re walkin’.”
I blinked up at him, my wound forgotten. My heart jumped at the sound of his command. “E-Excuse me?”
He was still clad in blue jeans and a tight white tank top, but now he wore a tight-fitting hoodie over it, which seemed to glue itself skintight to every single round ripple of his toned, sinewy body underneath.
It was very distracting. And inviting.
Even if he was being a rude little shit to me.
His eyebrows furrowed, and in that same dominant tone, he spat back, “I said to watch where you’re walkin’.”
I stumbled clumsily back to my feet, aware instantly of the cold wetness that now dressed my back and side. I didn’t even feel the pain in my elbow yet—at least, not truly.
For some reason, my reaction to this strong-willed, puffed-up piece of meat wasn’t the same as it was in my fantasies. Instead, I felt a need to connect to him. A persuasive, unshakeable need.
“I was watching,” I insisted, my voice light. “It started to—”
“Obviously not,” he spat back.
Quite suddenly, the throbbing in my arm was replaced with something else entirely: a surge of indignance. “I was walking just fine,” I retorted, stiffening my spine. “Your ass ran into me.”
He gave me a quick once-over, sizing me up. Then he met my eyes, and his gaze turned as hard as granite.
I had never been looked at in that way. Not once. Not ever.
The look he gave me was all animal. It made my heart jerk in my chest. It was a particularly … hungry sort of look. The whites of his eyes flashed against the backdrop of rain falling all around us.
I had his full attention, his full aggression, his full everything.
Why was he staring at me like that? I couldn’t tell whether he wanted to kick my ass, sleep with me, or devour me whole. 
Is that crazy? To see all of that with just a single glare?
You’re imagining it all, James. You’re reading way too much into it. You’re projecting your own horny desires onto him. This young punk who is literally dripping with sex couldn’t possibly want you.
“Oh yeah?” he finally challenged me, after far, far too long of a staring contest that had my heart thrashing against my ribcage. “You think I ran into you? Really?”
The more he went at me, the harder I went at him. It was like we were having sex with words. The rough kind. “It’s … It’s raining cats and dogs out here.” I puffed up my chest. “Maybe instead of bursting out onto the street and yelling at—”
“I have just as much a right to be here on this street as you do.” He took a step toward me. I took a step back. “You better step down unless you want the other side of your face bruised, too.”
The words startled me. The other side of my face? I brought a hand up to my cheek, then flinched when it smarted. I must have hit my face too when I landed—and it must have been a hard landing. 
Real talk. This kid was gorgeous, there was no doubt. But he was clearly also a total dick. I couldn’t believe I wasted my whole weekend pining after this indignant little—“Punk,” I finally spat out, turning my thoughts into words. “You’re just a punk asshole.”
“And who the hell are you?” he came right back with.
“A soaking wet man,” I answered, “who needs to get the hell out of this rain and back up to his hotel room where—”
“Perfect,” he cut me off, his flushed face mere inches from mine. “That just makes my day perfect. Yet another entitled rich dude with a big fancy hotel room and three meals a day, telling me how rude I am after he runs into me.”
His words stopped me. Or maybe it was the red in his cheeks I noticed, how boyish it made his face look even with the beard. Or maybe it was the way his breath came out in tufts of mist before his young, plush lips that were so frustratingly kissable and perfect, it was almost an effort to hate him. Or maybe it was how beautiful his eyes looked when they gleamed with anger.
“R-Rich dude?” I sputtered. “You think I’m—?”
“Everyone’s richer than me.” He got right up in my face. This time, I stood my ground and let him. “It’s all just a matter of which side of the street you’re standing on, isn’t it?”
I won’t lie. Standing there with that gorgeous young man spitting words that close to my face was more erotic to me than anything that had happened in the privacy of my bedroom for the past ten years, solid.
And those words of his also cut deep. All the steam I thought I had was knocked right out of my chest in that moment.
“Is it so much to ask,” he went on, his voice low, “to get just a scrap of compassion in this city? Or is everyone really so consumed with shoving their weight around and pissing all over my day? As if I haven’t been through enough.”
My words were stuck in my throat. I had so many questions that all wanted answering at once. Was it an apology I was trying to form? Or a declaration of sympathy?
Or did I just want to kiss him?
“Guys like you,” he then said, “have been trying to control guys like me my whole life. And I’m done with it.” He leaned toward me so close, I could’ve kissed him right then—my lips to his gorgeous, pouty, perfect ones. “So how about you take your entitled, comfy, fortunate hotel-room self and get the hell out of my pathetic, dirty, street-rat face?”
I fed on his intensity like a vampire—and felt his pain. Maybe it was the look in his eyes that so mirrored the real wound inside me, the one that no amount of trips to these casinos could heal. 
We couldn’t be more different, yet in this small moment of time, I felt like we were the same person.
Maybe that’s where my words came from. “You … don’t seem pathetic and … and dirty to me at all.”
The hardness in his eyes softened at once. I think he was taken aback by my words. Genuinely. 
I doubt that in a hundred thousand years he would have expected the response I just gave him.
Then, as quickly as a flash of lightning above our heads, he turned hard again. “Just leave me alone, man,” he grunted, his mouth so close to my face that his mere words stirred the tangled, wet bangs on my forehead.
And with that, the beauty I’d emotionally chased all weekend turned away and drew his hood up, tightening it. Then I watched his gorgeous, muscled, tapered backside as he disappeared down the road and around the corner of the hotel, his unlaced high-top Converse slapping in the puddles as he trudged away.
I couldn’t stop staring. I didn’t move, feeling the ghosts of his words as they passed through me over and over again. They drew circles around my body like the wisps of rain that spat in my face with every errant gust of wind.
Holy shit.
What just happened?
Even long after that moment ended and I was back up in my lofty, air-conditioned hotel room in the Spades Tower, my elbow bandaged up and throbbing as I was curled up on my huge bed without pillows, I still felt the heat of his intense stare on me as if he never walked away.
Whenever I blinked, I saw his gorgeous, muddy brown eyes. 
Whenever my heart beat, I felt his body slam against mine all over again. 
I felt like my body had memorized the feel of his the instant we crashed into each other. 
His pecs. 
His abs. 
His shoulders and big arms … and almost his face.
Almost his face.
Something in me knew for a fact that it wasn’t going to be the last time I saw him.
Tap here to find out what happens next in “GETTING LUCKY”!
><><><><><><><><><><><><
Want to know when my next book is coming out?
Then join my Mailing List today! I also give away an Amazon Gift Card every newsletter! 
Click here to join my special list: 
https://www.darylbanner.com/subscribe.html
><><><><><><><><><><><><
Follow me on Amazon to never miss a new release!
www.amazon.com/author/darylbanner
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