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        “I write to escape.

        If I want reality, I’ll step out the front door.”

      

        

      
        —Robin Knight
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      Aunt Bea: The proud owner of Aunt Bea’s Barnyard Bar, Aunt Bea loves sequins and soul music, is fiercely loyal to those she accepts as her found family, and refuses to suffer fools gladly… except for the one secret love who has unexpectedly captured her heart.

      

      Benji Larson: The owner of Benji’s BnB, Benji has been nursing a broken heart ever since the love of his life, Bastian Cole, abandoned their dream of opening the BnB together, instead skipping town for a big-shot career in Chicago… but if Bastian ever returned, could Benji ever love him again?

      

      Bo Harlow: Once a bully, always a bully. That’s the story of Bo’s life. A hot-headed, hotter-than-hell troublemaker who will forever be the bane of everyone’s existence… or can the bad boy of Mulligan’s Mill change his ways with a little help from someone who can heal his hurt and truly love him?

      

      Brooks Beresford: The ultimate bookworm, Brooks is the owner of Brooks’ Book Nook, happily finding all his boyfriends in fiction because they always come to the rescue and are perfect to curl up with in bed at night… but will a real-life boyfriend sweep Brooks off his feet one day?

      

      Bud Sanders: The best friend of Mitch ‘Wings’ Winton, Bud is as loyal and loving as a Labrador, but secretly he harbors dreams that sprout beyond working as a grease monkey at Mike’s Mechanics… if only he can find the inspiration to make his true calling blossom.

      

      Doc Morgan: The only medical professional in town, Doc Morgan has been treating the people of Mulligan’s Mill for longer than anyone can remember. But there’s one person in town who can mend the Doc’s own long-suffering heartache… if only the pair of them could learn to forgive and forget.

      

      Gage Channing: Once captain of the school hockey team, Gage’s life has been turned upside-down by hardship. Now the sole carer of his niece, Ginny, Gage has given up all his dreams but one… to once again fall in love with his secret school crush, Mitch ‘Wings’ Winton.

      

      Ginny Channing: The eleven-year-old niece of Gage Channing, Ginny is the sole survivor of a car accident that claimed the lives of her parents and left her with a disability… but a wheelchair is no match for Ginny’s snarky wit and fearless determination to live out her dreams and conquer the ice of Lassiter’s Lake.

      

      Harry Dalton: The owner of Harry’s Hardware, Harry is a burly, beefy, bear of a man with a heart as big as his muscles… if only he could admit to himself and the world who it is he truly loves, Harry might finally find the happiness he deserves.

      

      Maggie Winton: The big sister of Mitch ‘Wings’ Winton, the endearingly nicknamed Maggie-Pie is a big-hearted, fun-loving rebel who has developed a hoarding complex that brings Mitch back to Mulligan’s Mill… but how do you mend a broken heart as big as Maggie’s?

      

      Mitch ‘Wings’ Winton: After being rejected by his secret high school sweetheart Gage Channing, and failing epically at his chance to win gold in figure skating, Mitch fled Mulligan’s Mill, only to return years later to help his sister Maggie… and perhaps find a second chance at love.

      

      Mrs. Roper: The cantankerous old neighbor of Maggie Winton, Mrs. Roper is the opinionated town gossip who doesn’t mind telling the townspeople of Mulligan’s Mill exactly what she thinks of them, making her the nosiest nuisance in town.

      

      Walt Bucket: As ancient as the hills but by no means as wise, smart-mouthed Walt works at Harry’s Hardware, stacking shelves and sorting nails… but what is the decades-old secret that sarcastic old Walt hides, a secret that nobody in Mulligan’s Mill would ever suspect?
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        Broken Wings by Mr. Mister

        Rocket Man by Elton John

        Midnight Train to Georgia by Gladys Knight and the Pips

        River Deep, Mountain High by The Supremes and The Four Tops

        Nothing’s Gonna Stop Us Now by Starship

        Someday I’ll Fly Away by Randy Crawford

        The Wind Beneath My Wings by Bette Midler

        Our Lips are Sealed by The Go-Go’s

        Tiny Dancer by Elton John

        Non, Je Ne Regrette Rien by Edith Piaf

        Another One Bites the Dust by Queen

        We Built This City by Starship

        I Can See Clearly Now by Johnny Nash
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        This book features a character with a hoarding disorder as a result of family loss.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Macy

      

      

      

      
        
        Thank you for all the years of friendship and love.

        And all the words of wisdom along the way.

      

      

      

      
        
        Bless your sassy heart!
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      “Oh the horror… oh the humiliation… oh the humanity! Ladies and gentlemen, you’ve just witnessed the end of a career! My God, that was like watching a rocket ship explode on take-off. Wings had this in the bag, that figure skating medal was his for the taking. But just when he was ready to shoot for the stars, down he comes in a ball of flames. And just like that, it’s all over for one of the most promising athletes of our time. What a failure! What a disappointment! What a national embarrassment! I can’t even imagine what his hometown of Mulligan’s Mill is thinking right now. I guess they should change his nickname from ‘Wings’ to ‘Broken Wings’.”

      You know how sometimes you get a song playing on a loop in your brain, over and over again, and the only way to get rid of it is to listen to another song? Well for me, the television commentary on the day my career went to hell in a handbasket is that song. Morning and night, asleep or awake, it haunted me, even seven years after the incident… only there was no getting it out of my head.

      “What if I sing to you something else?” said Bud over the phone. “Something you’re not expecting. Something really fucking annoying, even more annoying than that damn commentary. Oh hell, I know, how about Baby Shark?”

      “Oh my God, no. Bud, I love you, but if you start singing that song, you’re fucking dead to me.”

      “Oooh wait… what about It’s a Small World?”

      “Isn’t that song about bringing the world together in peace and harmony? How can that be annoying?”

      “How can it not be annoying when you’re stuck on that tiny boat and all those creepy little animatronic children-of-the-corn keep waving at you and singing at you and looking at you with their beady little eyes like they’re the spawn of Satan himself.”

      “Do you need to see a professional?”

      “Holy shit, I’ve got the shivers just thinking about that ride. It’s like being indoctrinated into a cult that lives in a dark tunnel and thrives on cotton candy. And before you know it, you’re singing their fanatical chant like you’re one of them.”

      “You definitely need to seek help.”

      “Mitch, I’m serious. Have you never been to Disneyland?”

      “No, I haven’t! I gave up my entire childhood to follow my father’s dream of becoming a world-class skater… remember?”

      “Oh, shut up! I know what’ll get that annoying fucking commentary out of your puny little brain… Gangnam Style.”

      “I don’t even know what that is.”

      “Does anyone?”

      “Bud… stop. You know what, just listening to you talk has made me forget all about the commentary. Mission accomplished. Now what was the reason for today’s call again?”

      Before he could answer, Bud let out a loud, “Aw, shit!”

      “What is it? You okay?”

      “Yeah. Although I’m under Dilbert and he just decided to splooge all over me.”

      To be clear, Dilbert was in fact not a person, but rather Mr. Carnegie’s old pickup that seemed to spend every second week in Mike’s mechanic shop where Bud and my sister Maggie worked. That’s where Bud was now, calling me from my hometown of Mulligan’s Mill as he did almost every day, while I hurried up the subway stairs and weaved through the throng of tourists and Manhattanites on Fifth Avenue, rushing toward my job in Central Park as a light snow began to fall.

      Over the phone, Bud spluttered and cursed. “Ugh, Jesus. The oil in this old tin can is as goopy as your sister’s tapioca. Oh, speaking of Maggie-Pie, that’s the reason for my call.”

      I gave a sigh. “What’s she done now?”

      “It’s not so much what she’s done, but what she doesn’t do.”

      “You’re talking about the house, aren’t you?”

      “Yeah,” he said, long and slow. “It’s turning into a total mess.” I could practically hear the grimace on his face. “I know you don’t wanna hear it, but Mrs. Roper next door said she’s done praying for Maggie’s soul. She’s worried everything inside the house is gonna start spilling outside. She said that if Maggie doesn’t do something about it, she’ll start a petition… and if that doesn’t work, she’s gonna call Sheriff Garrett and ask him to arrest her… and if that doesn’t work she said she’s gonna burn the house down and dance in the ashes.”

      “Ah, good old Mrs. Roper. Such a good Christian woman. She threatened to do the same when Brooks bought the old, abandoned church and turned it into a bookstore, remember? Then the next morning she decided that Mrs. Peabody’s abomination of a pumpkin pie recipe was worth much more attention. Just ignore her.”

      “I would… except Maggie-Pie didn’t take too kindly to the threats.”

      I had to stop on the pavement, the tide of New Yorkers on their way to work bumping my shoulders as they went around me. “Oh God. What did she do?”

      There was the sound of that grimacing face again. “She nailed Mrs. Roper’s doors and windows shut so she couldn’t get out.”

      “She didn’t.”

      “And she cut the phone line.”

      “Oh no.”

      “Oh yeah. It took four days for anyone to figure out Mrs. Roper was stuck inside. The old biddy was furious. She said she was forced to eat taffy and drink cherry liqueur just to survive. Apparently, they’re the only things she has in abundance in her pantry.”

      “Shit.”

      “I know, right? Anyway, I just wanted to give you the heads up that Sheriff Garrett talked to Doc Morgan about Maggie-Pie. Doc’s going to give you a call later today. He wants you to come home and take care of things.”

      “Come home? I can’t. You know I can’t do that.”

      “Mitch… it might be time.”

      “Bud, it’s not happening.” The commentary was back on loop in my head, the words I could never seem to shake.

      Failure?

      Disappointment?

      National embarrassment?

      “Bud, you know I don’t have it in me right now.”

      “Mitch, you’ve been gone for seven years! Jesus Christ, why can’t you just let this go?”

      “Seriously, I’d love to. The problem is, it won’t let me go!”

      “Mitch, your big sister needs you.”

      “No, my big sister needs to learn to deal with this shit by herself. I’ve got my own shit to deal with. Honestly, Bud, you have no idea what it feels like to have the hopes of an entire nation— your entire hometown— riding on your shoulders… only to fall in a heap right when it matters the most.”

      “Oh wowza, that is a serious god complex you have going on there. Enough already! Would you stop beating yourself up over this? Nobody remembers. It’s time you came home and started over. It’s time to forget the past and start living your life.”

      I gave a frustrated humph as I started walking again. If there was anyone in the world who could dish out the tough love and get away with it, it was my loyal, loving, Labrador-in-human-form, best buddy Bud.

      “Bud, I know you mean well, and I’m glad you’re there to look out for Maggie-Pie, but I really can’t do this right now. I’m late for work.”

      “Suit yourself, but be ready for Doc Morgan’s call. Maggie-Pie needs you Mitch… and maybe you need Mulligan’s Mill.”

      “I’ll talk to you tomorrow.” As I hung up, I heard him singing Achy Breaky Heart, as though he was now on a mission to find the perfect annoying song to change the channel in my head.

      Above me, more and more flakes of snow fluttered down from the city skyline.

      As I reached Central Park, tourists stopped and snapped what they considered a picture-perfect, winter-wonderland in New York. I saw something different. I saw another day coming where I’d feel more and more distant from the dreams I once had, drifting toward a future as uncertain as it was unwanted.

      Whatever tomorrow held, it was not the future I had dreamed of.

      Looking back, I struggled to remember the actual event in real time. In my mind I could see the crowds and the Olympic skating rink before me. I could see the cameras and the reporters, and the judges and the enormous screens suspended from the ceiling of the arena. I could feel the nervous hammer-fall of my heart and hear the music as it started playing.

      It wasn’t the usual choice of music for a figure skating competition. I was, after all, considered the rebel amongst my rivals. I was the dark horse from Northern Wisconsin thrown in amongst the purebreds of the field. While the skaters from Russia and China and Norway and Germany chose classics such as Ravel’s Bolero or Tchaikovsky’s Nutcracker Suite, I wanted something to really wow the crowd, something as unique and bold as my moves, something that the Winter Olympics had never seen before.

      As Elton John’s Rocket Man started to play and I skated onto the ice, I felt the hopes and dreams of my entire nation— from New York to Seattle and everywhere in between, including the six hundred inhabitants of my hometown of Mulligan’s Mill— resting on my shoulders.

      Everyone was expecting greatness.

      They were expecting gold.

      They were expecting a moment in sports history that nobody would forget.

      And that’s exactly what I gave them… a painful, humiliating, soul-crushing moment everyone would remember forever. Everyone but me.

      That was the irony of it all… that the one person who lived through it, was the one person who had blocked it all out.

      All I could remember was the first twenty-two seconds before the fall.

      I remembered skating onto the ice.

      I remembered the moment I launched myself into the air.

      And then I remembered… him.

      Gage Channing… the man who shattered my heart.

      As I skated onto the rink— ready to take on the greatest challenge of my life and win— the thought of him suddenly, randomly, uninvitedly darted through my head, shot through my chest like an arrow made of ice.

      I saw his face, his shimmering eyes.

      I felt his skin, his kiss.

      I relived the moment he turned his back on me… the day he broke me…

      After that, I remembered nothing.

      I couldn’t recall the three-and-a-half axel I performed mid-air.

      Nor could I remember landing back onto the ice… and the buckling of my ankle… before crashing onto my side, sliding all the way across the arena and slamming into the side barrier, every moment caught on camera to be replayed over and over and over again, accompanied by the commentary that woke me from my sleep almost every morning.

      My name is Mitch Winton.

      When I was a skater, people knew me as Mitch ‘Wings’ Winton.

      They used to love me.

      But since the fall seven years ago, if anyone ever does recognize me— which is a longshot, given the extreme efforts I go to in order to keep a low profile— they don’t call me Wings anymore.

      Because they all saw the broadcast, over and over and over again.

      I guess they should change his nickname from ‘Wings’ to ‘Broken Wings’.

      No, the future ahead of me was far from the future I had always dreamed of. As was the present, for that matter.
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      Briskly I crossed East 59th and headed into the park, making my way to Wollman Rink where I worked, bracing myself for the barrage of children and parents and lovers who took to the ice, fulfilling their dreams of skating in Central Park while I manned the skate-hire booth, handing over pair after pair of stinky used skates.

      “What size are you after?” was the question I asked all day long.

      Occasionally when someone fell on the ice and the First Aid attendant was busy tending to someone else, I’d temporarily close the skate-hire booth, grab the back-up kit and skate onto the rink to help out.

      When I heard the wail of a kid and looked to see the First Aid guy was already busy helping a woman with an ankle injury off the ice, I scanned the arena till I spotted a young girl nursing her elbow while her father tried to calm her.

      “Sorry folks,” I said to the couple I was about to serve. “I’ll be back in a minute. Duty calls.”

      I set the Closed sign on the counter, snatched up the back-up First Aid kit then stepped into my skates and glided out over the ice.

      “Hey there, are you okay?” I asked as I slid to a halt on one knee beside the girl and her father.

      “What does it look like?” cried the girl angrily.

      “You’ll be all right, baby,” said her father. “The man’s here to help. He’ll make everything better.”

      “Where does it hurt?” I asked, to which the girl grunted and jabbed a left finger at her right elbow.

      I rolled up the girl’s sleeve and saw a red bump, but nothing too bad. “I think you might be sore for a little while, but you’re gonna be fine.” As I opened the kit and took out an ice pack, I tried to distract her from the pain. “So, tell me, do you like skating?”

      “I hate it. I fell over, didn’t I?”

      Quickly I shelved my distraction technique and focused on the task at hand. As I held the pack against the bump, the girl whimpered even louder while her father started looking at me curiously. Out of the corner of my eye I could see the moment recognition set in.

      “Say, I know you. You’re that guy. The skater. The one who fell, right?”

      I held my breath a moment then released it silently. “Yeah, that’s me.” I quickly turned my attention back to the man’s daughter. “How’s that pressure? Is the bump feeling better yet?”

      The girl shook her head.

      Her father nodded his. “Yeah, I thought that was you. Geez, that was one helluva dive you took.” He chuckled, keen to relive my moment of notoriety.

      “Daddy, what about me?” the girl pouted, demanding her father’s attention. “I fell too.”

      “I know, sweetheart… but not as badly as this guy did, am I right? Hell, what did they call you again?”

      “Wings,” I uttered reluctantly, knowing the question wasn’t going to go away until I answered it.

      “No, it wasn’t that. It was Broken Wings. Yeah, that’s your name. Geez, how long ago was that, three years?”

      “Seven.”

      “That long ago, huh? Feels like yesterday. I remember watching it on the TV. I don’t normally give a rat’s ass about figure skating… you know, that sort of thing is for housewives and queers, right? But you seemed like such a sure bet to win. I put money on you, ya know.”

      “Sorry about that.” I pressed the pack against the girl’s elbow a little too firmly.

      “Ow, watch it! You’re hurting me!”

      “Sorry.”

      “You’re okay, sweetheart. Trust me, this guy took a worse tumble than you. It cost Daddy almost two hundred bucks. If he was a decent sport, he’d pay me back.” The man looked at me and added, “Right, Broken Wings?”

      “Look, I’m sorry you lost money on your bet.” I kicked myself for the need to apologize for something that hurt me a lot more than it hurt him. “Why don’t I help you both off the ice? We don’t want your daughter to take another fall on that elbow.”

      “Sure. Then maybe you might wanna talk to your boss about a refund,” the man suggested. “Your crash-and-burn moment at the Olympics might have cost me two hundred big ones, but I’ll be damned if I’m gonna pay money to have my daughter fall over on this stupid rink. This ice is a hazard. Anyone could slip on it.”

      “Sir, it’s an ice-skating rink.”

      “I don’t care. I want my money back. Or would you prefer I sued your ass?”

      I held my breath again, then let it escape as I said, “Let me see what I can do.”
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      When we were kids, my big sister Maggie loved breakfast cereal. It wasn’t like she had a favorite or anything. In fact, she didn’t care whether she was tearing open a box of Apple Jacks or Corn Flakes or Cap’n Crunch. All she cared about was the prize inside. Sometimes it was a tiny plastic toy, sometimes it was a baseball card… it didn’t matter what it was. All that mattered was the fact that it was collectible.

      Maggie was a collector.

      She always had been.

      The frustrating thing about that was the constant fear that one day Maggie would cross that fine line between collector and hoarder, leaving me to conduct a family intervention which— given the fact that I was the only family she had left— placed a shitload of pressure on me to clean up the mess and get her on track.

      Seeing the name of Doc Morgan appear on my phone’s caller ID was a not-so-pleasant reminder of this.

      “Fuck,” I whispered to myself.

      I was on the subway home, once again ready to lock the door to my tiny Brooklyn apartment and leave the world behind for another night. If I needed an excuse to send the call to message bank, the rumble of the train and the screech of its brakes was as good a reason as any.

      I put the phone back into my jacket pocket and kept my eyes down, as I always did on the subway. The incident with the man and his daughter at the rink earlier in the day was exactly why I tried to keep my face hidden as much as possible. It was easier in winter. I would keep the hood of my jacket low over my brow. I would keep my chin tilted down. I would look at the shoes people wore. My dad told me you could tell if someone was born to fly by the shape of their shoes.

      “If a foot is big and lazy and a little too comfortable, it’ll turn a shoe into a run-down old home and never leave it,” he used to say. “The shoe will sag around the sides and holes will let the rain and snow in. Those are the feet of someone who’ll never leave the ground. But if a shoe keeps its shape, if the toe stays pointed and the heel holds strong, then inside that shoe is a foot built for speed. That’s a foot made for flying.”

      When Dad told me this, he wasn’t actually talking about people taking to the skies. He was talking about people taking to the ice.

      He saw skating and flying as one and the same.

      He wasn’t wrong.

      Every time he took me out to the frozen lake to practice— morning and night, before school and after school and all weekend long— I would keep my eyes glued to my dad’s skates as he showed me how to loop and edge-jump and camel-spin. Those skates of his were old and tough, hand-me-downs from my grandfather, but through the years they had kept their shape. His feet had learned to fly in them, and in them he had taught me how to fly too.

      I wondered whether those old skates were still hanging up on the back of my bedroom door back home, the same home in which Maggie still lived.

      The train lurched.

      The brakes squealed around a bend and the wheels bumped along the tracks.

      Riding the subway was nothing like flying.

      Very few things were in this world.
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      The first message he left said: “Mitch, it’s Doc Morgan. Can you please give me a call back when you get this message? In case you don’t remember me, it’s Doc Morgan… from Mulligan’s Mill.”

      As I listened to his message and found some cold leftover pizza in the fridge, I wondered if the doc had honestly thought I’d forgotten who he was. Hell, of course I remembered who Doc Morgan was. Up until the day I left Mulligan’s Mill in the quiet of a winter’s dawn all those years ago— without saying a single goodbye to anyone, not even my sister— I had spent my entire life visiting Doc Morgan. He plastered up my arm when I was seven and fell on some rocks near Rainbow Falls. He stitched up the cut above my brow when I was fifteen and fell on the ice something bad. He gave me my first condoms when I was eighteen and slinked into his office pretending to have a cold, only to ask him about the risks of catching something if I met someone I liked.

      “You mean, like a cold?” he had asked.

      “No,” I said coyly. “I mean… sexually.”

      I never told him that person was Gage Channing, captain of the school hockey team no less. Hell, I never even told Bud about my ridiculous, insatiable, impossible love for Gage. I kept it all to myself. It was my secret.

      A secret that sent me soaring into the clouds.

      Talk about flying. When I was eighteen, my heart took off from the ground every time I saw him.

      Thinking about those days made me even more terrified of returning to the Mill.

      “Mitch, it’s Doc Morgan again. From Mulligan’s Mill,” said the second message from the doc. “I’m calling about your sister, Maggie. Sheriff Garrett Gates has asked me to contact you, and if I’m honest this call is probably somewhat overdue. I know you left the Mill to find your own space out there in the world, but I’m concerned that Maggie needs a little help lately. I’m not sure if you’re aware, but she’s had something of a run-in with your neighbor, Mrs. Roper. And it’s not just that I’m worried about. For some time I’ve been concerned that her… how should I put this… accumulation of unnecessary items is getting out of hand. On my last house call I could barely get through the front door. I’m worried she may be anxious… somewhat depressed. Of course, she doesn’t show it, that’s just your sister, always pretending everything is peachy keen. But I think it would do her good if you could find the time to come home and visit. I know it’s been a while, but I think she’d like to see you. I think she needs you. Please call me when you get this message.”

      I shoved the phone into my pocket. Somewhere outside I listened to a siren cut the night.

      I banged the old radiator on the wall, not sure why I even bothered since it hadn’t given out a puff of heat all winter.

      I headed into my bedroom and from under my bed I pulled out a shoebox and opened the lid. Inside were the only things I had managed to grab from my room back in Mulligan’s Mill before I fled like a fugitive in the night— a handful of unframed photos that I treasured, photos that I gazed at countless times during my loneliest nights in New York:

      Me and Dad by Lassiter’s Lake, the place where we practiced every day in winter;

      Our mom when she was young, years before she died, playing with me and Maggie on the front porch, me in diapers and Maggie-Pie with a towel pegged around her neck pretending to be a superhero;

      And Gage, the one and only photo I had of him, snapped on a secret picnic under Brannigan’s Bridge, the old red covered bridge on the outskirts of Mulligan’s Mill that seemed like the only place in the world where our love could thrive, there in the shadow of the bridge.

      That’s where we used to kiss and fool around and watch the river trickle by as though it was the only bystander and witness to our love, catching the briefest glimpse of our forbidden smalltown romance before journeying downstream and out of sight.

      We explored each other’s young bodies as we listened to the cars cross the bridge overhead, the weight of them making the boards thump and groan, their passengers oblivious to the school skating champion and the captain of the hockey team falling in love under the bridge.

      We made promises to always be together, to tell the world— or at least our little hometown— that this skating dreamer and that hockey hero were in love and would be forever.

      But forever is an easy promise to make when you’re young…

      And reality is full of nasty surprises when it all falls apart.

      I flipped the photos in my hand, looking at Mom and Maggie-Pie in her makeshift cape, ready to save the world.

      I pulled my phone out of my pocket.

      I dialed Doc Morgan’s number.

      As I listened to the ringtone, waiting for him to answer, I thought about Maggie and God-knows-what was piled up inside the front door.

      It was over a thousand miles from here to home.

      When I first left Mulligan’s Mill, the trip to New York felt like a long, long way.

      I had a feeling the way back would feel even longer.

      I guess I was about to find out.
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      The dream was always the same, a painful instant replay of the worst moment of my life. It never changed, it never strayed away from the fateful events of that night, no matter how many times I wished for a happier ending to my last encounter with Wings.

      It was a warm summer’s twilight, a chorus of softly chirping crickets the only soundtrack to our last night together.

      We were eighteen and every dream we had seemed within our reach.

      He had been training for the Olympics since he was a kid, conquering the state and national figure skating trials with his sights set on gold.

      I was captain of a hockey team on a winning streak, already catching the attention of several Ivy League schools who were getting ready to dangle scholarships in front of me.

      Everything seemed so perfect… except for one thing.

      Everybody in town knew who we were…

      But nobody knew about us.

      “I feel like telling everyone.” He said as we lingered a short distance from the glow of the streetlamp outside my house. “Sometimes all I wanna do is shout it from the rooftops.”

      We stood close together. His voice was quiet, tender. Our hands were loosely entwined, his fingers lightly touching and toying with mine, as though coyly exploring the chance of a tighter clasp. I could feel the warmth of him. I fought every urge to reach down and grab him by the belt, desperate to pull him against me and plant a kiss on those beautiful lips of his.

      But I couldn’t.

      We’d been out all day, and the thought of my folks finding out about us made me edge away from Wings, just an inch. Not to mention the fact that his words scared me. “You know we can never tell anyone,” I said in a whisper.

      Instantly he looked bewildered. “Never?”

      “Well… maybe not ‘never’… but not now.”

      “Gage, I wanna be with you. Always. We can’t keep this a secret forever.”

      “I know. And I wanna be with you too.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, of course I’m sure.”

      “Then why did you just take another step away from me? Gage?”

      I forced my feet to stop shuffling backward for a moment and leaned forward, lowering my already quiet voice. “Wings, you and me, we’ve both got big plans for the future. Plans we can’t fuck up.”

      “Are you saying that you and me is a fuck-up?”

      This time he was the one who took a step backward. I panicked and caught him by the hand, holding him tight in my grip. “No. That’s not what I’m saying at all. I just think… I think we need to plan things out, choose our timing carefully. There’ll be a time for us, I promise. You trust me, don’t you?”

      He sighed and a smile slowly appeared on his face, washing away the look of fear and apprehension that had
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