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I’m eighteen, a senior counting down the last three weeks of school, and somehow still the guy stacking paint cans in the wings after everyone else has gone home. The stage smells like sawdust and acrylic, that permanent “art room” scent. Outside, the May air hangs heavy with rain.

Andrew’s the only one left with me. He’s eighteen too, but he moves through this place like he already belongs somewhere bigger. He’s the lead in the play, the one everyone watches without admitting it. I tell myself I stay late because Ms. Darcy asked me to lock up—but that’s a lie even I don’t buy.

We grew up in the same small Nebraska town—population 3,200 if you count the cows. Our houses are two streets apart, our mothers trade zucchini bread at church, and for most of our lives we’ve been parallel lines: close enough to see each other, never touching.

It’s only this year—drama club, late rehearsals, the way he says my name onstage—that something shifted. I don’t even remember when I started noticing him differently. Maybe it was the night he joked about his jeans ripping during warm-ups and I laughed too long. Or when he fell asleep on the bus coming back from regionals and his head tilted onto my shoulder for just a second too long.

Until recently, I’d only dated girls. That felt automatic—like it was part of the small-town starter pack: pickup truck, prom, girlfriend, football games. I liked the attention, the normalcy. But it always felt like acting. This thing with Andrew—whatever it is—doesn’t feel like pretending. It feels like waking up in the middle of a dream I didn’t know I was having.

He’s pacing now, whispering his lines, the words soft and low. The sound fills the empty auditorium, and my stomach twists in a way I can’t explain to anyone—not even myself.

“You need a ride?” he calls out when he catches me watching.

The words land like a spark. He lives out past the grain silos, ten minutes from my house. He doesn’t usually offer.

“Yeah,” I say, trying to sound casual.

We walk the hallway in silence, sneakers squeaking on the linoleum. His denim jacket brushes my arm once, and I swear my brain short-circuits.

Outside, the parking lot is mostly dark. The streetlight at the corner hums, moths batting against it. His truck sits alone—silver, dented, loyal. I toss my backpack into the bed and climb in.

The heater breathes warm air that smells faintly of motor oil and pine air freshener. He fiddles with the radio until some old country song mumbles about leaving town. Appropriate. Everyone here talks about leaving; no one ever really does.

“Long day,” he says.

“Yeah,” I answer. “Feels like the year won’t end.”

He laughs, the kind that vibrates in his chest. “You’ll miss it when it’s over.”

“Maybe.” I look out the window, pretending to study the rain starting to patter against the glass. What I really want to study is the way the dashboard light draws soft lines across his face.

We turn onto County Road 12, the tires hissing over puddles. My heart does that weird stutter again—the one it only learned this spring.

The rain is steady now, the kind that blurs the world into watercolor. Headlights smear across the windshield as Andrew steers us down the two-lane road out of town. The wipers keep rhythm with my pulse—too fast, too aware.

We don’t talk for a while. That’s how it usually is between us: silence that somehow says more than conversation ever could. He drums his fingers on the steering wheel. I count each tap like a heartbeat.

“So,” he finally says, “college plans still the same?”

“Community college first. Then maybe transfer.” I pause. “You?”

He shrugs, eyes on the road. “Dad wants me at State for business. I keep pretending that sounds good.”

There’s a faint smile in his voice, but it fades quick. The air in the cab shifts—heavier now, like both of us are thinking about all the things we’re supposed to want. I glance at him; he catches it, and for one long second neither of us looks away. My stomach flips. I turn back to the window before my face gives me away.

I think about what it would mean if he knew—if anyone knew. In a town where gossip travels faster than the school bus, curiosity isn’t safe. Every locker-room joke, every sideways look, every time I’ve laughed along just to stay invisible—they flash through my mind like quick cuts in a movie I don’t want to be in anymore.

He clears his throat. “You ever think about just... leaving?”

“Every day,” I say, and it comes out more honest than I intended. “But then I picture my mom standing in the doorway, waving me off, and I can’t decide if I’d feel free or guilty.”

He nods slowly. “Yeah. Same.”

We pass the diner, its neon sign flickering in the rain. He used to work there sophomore year—greasy apron, that same lopsided grin. I used to stop by after practice just to “grab fries,” in foresight pretending I didn’t care who brought them out.

The road narrows, lined with dark fields. The smell of wet earth drifts in through the cracked window. My knee brushes his when we hit a bump. Neither of us moves away this time. The contact is brief, but it lights up every nerve ending I own.

“Sorry,” I mutter.

He shakes his head. “Don’t be.”

My chest tightens. There’s something in his tone—soft, deliberate. The truck feels smaller, the space between us thinner. The dashboard light paints his face gold, and I realize I’m memorizing every detail: the curve of his mouth, the way a drop of rain clings to his hair.

He slows as we reach the turnoff for my street. The rain softens to a whisper. I can’t tell if he’s stalling or if I am.

“You okay?” he asks quietly.

I nod, though my voice catches when I try to answer. “Yeah. Just... thinking.”

“About what?”

“About how weird it is,” I say, forcing a small laugh. “Feeling like everything’s ending and beginning at the same time.”

He smiles without looking away this time. “Yeah. Weird.”

The truck idles under the streetlight at the corner of my road, rain dripping from the eaves. The hum of the engine fills the silence between us, thick and alive. His hand rests on the gearshift, inches from mine.

That’s the moment where the air changes—the hinge where everything before it feels like rehearsal. I can feel it building, quiet but unstoppable.

The engine hums low, steady, like it’s waiting with us. Rain glitters on the windshield, each droplet catching the yellow glow of the streetlight. The smell of wet asphalt mixes with the faint soap scent from his jacket.

Andrew doesn’t say anything at first. His fingers tap the steering wheel, then stop. He glances over, not in that quick, nervous way people do when they’re about to look away—but like he’s memorizing something.

I try to think of something to say, anything to break the quiet, but my throat’s dry. Every word I might use feels too small.

“Tony,” he says finally, my name almost a whisper.

I look at him.

“Can I ask you something?”

“Yeah.”

He swallows. “Do you ever feel like... like there’s something you can’t explain, but it’s right there? Between you and someone?”

I can’t answer right away. The question sits heavy in the air. Then I nod, because I do. I feel it every time he looks at me like this.

The rain slows, softens, fades into nothing. The quiet fills the truck until I can hear both of us breathing. His hand moves—slow, uncertain—until it’s resting near mine on the console. The distance between us is barely an inch, but it feels like crossing a bridge suspended over everything we’ve never said.

He leans in just a little. Enough that I can feel his breath, warm and uneven. I should look away, or say something clever, or laugh it off—but I don’t. I just stay there, heart pounding so loud I’m sure he can hear it.

When his lips touch mine, it’s not fireworks. It’s softer than that. A quiet unfolding. A moment I’ve imagined without realizing I was imagining it. I don’t even close my eyes right away—I want to see it, to know it’s real.

He pulls back first. For a second neither of us moves. The air feels new, charged, like the whole world tilted a few degrees.

“Sorry,” he murmurs, but he doesn’t sound sorry.

“Don’t be,” I whisper.

He smiles, just barely. “Okay.”

And for the first time all night, I breathe.

The streetlight outside my house flickers as his truck rolls to a stop. The wipers slow, squeak once, then rest. Neither of us speaks for a moment. The kiss still hums in the space between us, soft and unreal.

He looks at me, half a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “You good?”

I nod. My voice feels small. “Yeah. I think so.”

The rain’s picked up again, light and steady, painting the world in silver. I reach for the handle, but my hand hesitates. Part of me wants to stay right here, suspended in this strange, quiet warmth before the world wakes up and asks questions we can’t answer.

“See you tomorrow?” he asks.

“Yeah,” I say, and it’s the truest thing I’ve said all night.

I open the door. The cool air rushes in, sharp and alive. The ground’s slick under my shoes as I step out. I close the door gently, sling my backpack over one shoulder, and walk toward the porch light that my mom always leaves on.

When I glance back, he’s still there—head tilted slightly, watching. I lift a hand in a small wave. He raises his in return, then shifts the truck into gear.
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