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            chapter one

          

        

      

    

    
      Ezra Coates’ cold hands slipped under my shirt.

      I didn’t flinch. I was pressed up against the furthest outer corner wall of Travis Reed’s house, and the music within pulsated into my back. I didn’t allow myself to feel anything as his mouth warmed mine, as his hands pressed into my stomach and flattened me further. I tried not to feel anything resembling hope while his leg wedged in between mine, and he crushed himself closer.

      His breath was hot against my neck, and I shivered involuntarily. He pressed his lips against the skin there, gently at first, then with teeth. I inhaled sharply to keep myself from making any noise. The sensation was a confusing mixture of painful and good, and his presence overwhelmed me too much to tell.

      “You like that?” he whispered right in my ear.

      “Fuck off,” I quipped back, face heating up.

      Ezra laughed a little.

      Fuck you, I wanted to yell. I wanted to shove him to the ground, like that could somehow make him feel the emptiness building inside me. Make him feel the shame and desperation he inspired in me. Make him understand I wasn’t something to play with until he got bored and found another girlfriend. But instead I closed my eyes and tried not to react to his lips against my neck. I tried to turn to stone under his touch and not give him the satisfaction of turning me on.

      A door slammed open somewhere. Someone laughed, their voice shrill and clearly drunk. Ezra flew off me like I was infected. And that was it. He dashed around the corner, footsteps lightly punching through the crunching snow. He wouldn’t be coming back.

      “You suck!” a girl yelled, laughing. “Where are you going?”

      The laughter faded down the street as at least two sets of feet slapped on the pavement. I let out a long breath and listened to them fade away. I sunk onto the ground, onto the half-melted snow, my chest an empty chasm. It used to be so exciting, these moments we’d shared. Just the right mixture of forbidden and thrilling. I used to think we were going somewhere, that all these times he ran from me out of fear would lead to the ultimate prize.

      But then he got a girlfriend.

      It didn’t last long. Long enough that it hurt. Long enough that I forgot how lonely it’d felt to be with him. So when he texted me that he was single again, I jumped out of bed and ran to his house, expecting a reunion with hugging and kissing and a confession that it’d always been me all along.

      How could it ever be me all along?

      I gulped down the dryness of my throat and pushed myself up, bracing against the back of the house. My phone buzzed twice, but I kept walking. He sometimes texted after he made a run for it, like he was trying to assure me he still cared even if he couldn’t show it. The texts were usually something innocuous like “see you Monday,” despite the fact I never saw him that much at school anymore.

      I opened the texts and froze in place.

      
        
          
            
              
        Have you ever fucked a guy before?

      

      

      

      

      

      “God,” I whispered, hand on my forehead. Embarrassment overtook me, blooming from my cheeks to my hands to my feet. I’d never fucked a guy, and the way he always looked to me for guidance on all things gay made me feel like I had to have already done it.

      Another message appeared.

      
        
          
            
              
        I want to be your first.

      

      

      

      

      

      I shoved my phone in my pocket and kept walking. Fuck that. I wasn’t about to tell the truth and admit I was a sad virgin and a total gay failure.

      Maybe I could lie and just avoid ever fucking him. It was easy enough for me to avoid most situations—I’d become adept at it. And even though, on some level, in some small and lonely part of me, I did want to fuck Ezra Coates, I wasn’t going to. I wasn’t going to, just to spite him.

      If Jules were around, he’d say I deserved better than this. He’d say there was a guy out there, just waiting to be the one. Just waiting to treat me like I was the most important person ever—not like a secret or a character flaw. I could almost hear the inflections in his voice as he said it, the way it always pitched lower when he was trying to be meaningful. He’d never been great at speaking from the heart, but he tried.

      I closed my eyes and tried to ignore it—this imagined scene that would never play out again. I missed him so much. But I’d fucked up our friendship too much to fix it. He’d moved on way before I pushed him over the edge.

      My phone buzzed, and my stomach lurched. There would be Ezra again, asking me to come back. And there I’d be again, doing what he wanted.

      But the screen didn’t read Ezra’s name. It was Liz.

      Liz Green wasn’t a close friend, but we hung out often enough. Her parents had all kinds of streaming subscriptions, and she was always down to watch something. And she had all the latest gossip on everyone, which I enjoyed more than the movies or shows if I was being honest.

      Did you hear what happened tonight? she’d written.

      She always began her texts like this—vague and pointless. She liked making me guess, but I sucked so bad at it, I wondered why she ever bothered.

      Be more specific, I wrote back.

      As I hit send, a new text appeared. She must’ve been writing as I replied.

      
        
          
            
              
        I was at the play tonight and omg.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Julian full-on kissed Sky.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        onstage

      

      

      

      
        
          
        wtf

      

      

      

      

      

      I froze, dead in my tracks.

      He’d done what?

      Julian?

      After all those years of hiding, of telling no one? After all those years of not telling me shit? He threw it away all at once, just like that? Like it never mattered?

      Anger bit into my heart, and I hated myself for it. I should’ve been happy for him. Coming out like that in front of the entire school took serious guts. But I’d never had the option to hide. I’d never been given the chance to decide when it was time to reveal myself to the whole damn world. People started calling me gay before I understood what it meant. And Julian just waltzed through that whole process like it was nothing. He even got a boyfriend out of it. Everything was so easy for him.

      “Will?”

      I froze, head whipping to my left, where the voice had come from. I’d been too in my head to pay attention. Dread sliced through my stomach as I took in my surroundings. The old park, the darkened street—this was the worst place to be.

      “Shit, it’s you,” the voice slurred, and Jesse Gardner stumbled out of the darkness.

      “Hey, man,” I mumbled, heart slowing as he clapped a hand on my shoulder.

      Jesse and I weren’t exactly friends, but he was cool with me. Ever since middle school, we’d been playing on the same sports teams. Throughout school, we often ended up in the same group projects. At parties, when our friends ditched us to hook up with each other, we’d end up hanging out. We’d sit on a random set of front steps and smoke, him a cigarette, me a beer, and talk about things that didn’t matter. And I’d always kind of hoped we’d end up being the friends who ditched someday, but he’d never made a move. My wild fantasies just kept me hanging onto hope, even though Jesse showing any interest in me would likely not be much better than Ezra.

      “Good to see you,” Jesse said, clapping a hand on my shoulder.

      I glanced at him sideways, trying to scrutinize his expression in the dark. All I could see was his smile—all teeth and brilliant. He’d had braces in middle school. Then, he had a growth spurt. Then, his curls started behaving, and he was suddenly the hottest person alive. Though, I’d always found him cute.

      “You know Connor Woodard is having this party.”

      “Oh, really?”

      “He’s my best friend. Kind of.”

      I knew exactly what he meant. I was just a bit taken aback to hear that Jesse was kind of friends with Connor Woodard, of all people. Jesse never seemed to really have friends—he was just everywhere with everyone. He knew everything about everyone.

      “I was gonna go there,” he explained, “but…I dunno, I was feeling some type of way.”

      I nodded as though I understood. It didn’t seem like I was meant to.

      “What’re you up to?” Jesse asked. “Lurking in the dark like this.”

      He laughed, leaning in a little closer. The heat of his breath against his cheek made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. Apprehensive but curious. Wanting.

      “Nothing,” I replied.

      “Come with me, then.”

      “Why?”

      He shifted his weight between his feet and stepped away from me. He stared at the ground, running a hand through his perfectly curly blond hair. And just when I thought he wasn’t about to answer, he looked into my eyes and said, “I don’t wanna be alone.”

      My gut twisted uncomfortably. That was too honest.

      “But you have Connor, apparently.”

      He slapped my arm again. “Yeah, man, but he’s the fucking host. Shit. You know what I mean? He can’t hang out with my boring ass.”

      “Sure,” I said as he kept smacking my arm, not hard enough to hurt, but enough that I stumbled a bit as we walked. He was really out of it. Normally, he wasn’t this weird. Maybe I needed to go just to keep an eye on him. Just so he didn’t end up passed out on someone else’s front lawn, which, according to Liz, actually happened once.

      “I’ll come.”

      Jesse’s face lit up, eyes shining in the dark. “That’s what I’m talking about!”

      He wrapped his arm around my shoulders and led me towards Connor Woodard’s, which happened to be only one street over from the party from before. Go figure. I’d heard the name enough times to know Connor Woodard was a stoner who skipped class a lot and had an older brother who bought weed for everyone. He was famous, basically.

      It seemed odd he’d be friends with Jesse. Sure, he also went out a lot, but he still went to class. He still seemed to care about academics and perfect attendance and all the stuff that stressed me out.

      Jesse didn’t bother taking off his shoes when we entered the house and led me straight to the basement. There weren’t many people down there, maybe ten or so. A fan was oscillating in the middle of the room, but that didn’t hide the distinct weed smell. It never smelled that bad after I’d had a few drinks, but thanks to Ezra, I was very sober.

      Connor was sitting on a couch that was probably intended for two people, with three other guys crowding him. He had his arms outstretched along the back of the sofa, leaning backward like he was some mob boss. So weird how guys could be so at ease with each other and still say homophobic shit to my face.

      “Jesse!” Connor yelled, waving him over. “Fuck, there you are.”

      “Hey, man,” Jesse said. One of the guys on the couch stood to let Jesse sit, but he didn’t take the offer. For my sake?

      “This is Will. You know him, right?”

      “Sure, hey. You’re in basketball with Jess.”

      Jess?

      “Yeah,” I said.

      “Sick. How’d he drag you out here?”

      “I found him on the street,” Jesse said, wrapping his arm around my shoulders again, this time with more distance between our bodies.

      “Nice. That’s how Jess and I became friends.”

      Some of the guys on the sofa laughed. Jesse rolled his eyes.

      “You want a drink or something?” Connor asked.

      “Uh, sure.”

      He stood and motioned for me to follow him, and we walked back the way we’d entered. Jesse stayed behind to talk to the guys on the couch. It felt strange following Connor by myself. I didn’t know him or anyone else. But it would be rude to say no, and I didn’t want to stand out. It was better to be a bit tipsy than deal with this place sober.

      Connor led me upstairs to the kitchen. It was empty and dark; there was only a night light plugged into the outlet and barely shining. My heart hammered the further we got from the noise of the basement, and the hairs on the back of my neck stood up. I didn’t know Connor. He could say anything, do anything. We were alone.

      “So, how’s life, man?”

      “Fine.”

      “Yeah, I know what you mean.”

      I refrained from rolling my eyes. He was trying to be nice, keep the conversation going. Why even bother?

      “So, basketball’s all done, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I was never really good at that shit.”

      “Oh.”

      “Never good at anything, you know.”

      “Connor,” Jesse said, his voice echoing in the quiet kitchen, “cut the sob story. You save that for the second date.”

      I jumped. He’d just appeared out of nowhere, somehow. Even wearing shoes, he’d made no noise coming towards us.

      “Whatever, man,” Connor said, sticking out his tongue. “Just trying to make conversation.”

      “Will’s not very conversational,” Jesse said.

      “I can be,” I grumbled.

      “Not to me.”

      There was an edge to his voice that made my head turn. A small twinge of hurt?

      When I glanced at him, he was staring right at me, eyes narrowed and focused. He had that kind of look in our games before making a risky move. Calculated, a little unnerving.

      “Well,” Connor said, forcing Jesse to glance at him. “Don’t have to talk for us to be cool.” He raised a drink in my direction and gave me an open smile.

      The two of them talked briefly, but I barely paid any attention. I watched Jesse’s face, every micro-expression and response. He was hard to read, always had been. Even though we spent a lot of time together at sports practices and at parties, I still barely knew a thing about him. Everything he did was so precise. Every smile, every reaction. Even when he laughed, it didn’t seem a hundred percent genuine.

      Which was why I’d always wondered if he was like me.

      Connor handed me a beer. Jesse asked me to follow him outside. We sat on the back steps of Connor’s house, and Jesse pulled out a pack of cigarettes.

      All of this was familiar. Me and Jesse on someone’s back steps. Me drinking and him smoking. That was one thing I didn’t really like about Jesse, the fact he smoked. But he didn’t seem to care what I thought. He still smoked, even though I told him I didn’t like it once. Of course, why would he listen to me?

      “So, what’s up?” Jesse asked.

      “Nothing,” I said, taking a sip. It wasn’t good beer. Not that I really knew what ‘good’ meant.

      “Heard what happened with Julian.”

      “Oh.”

      “That’s fucked.”

      I didn’t look at him directly, only through my periphery. I couldn’t decipher what he meant by that. If what Julian did was fucked, or if it was me. It wasn’t like I hadn’t asked myself that a thousand times.

      “I shouldn’t have punched him,” I said.

      “Yeah, no shit,” Jesse said. “Didn’t think you had it in you.”

      “Had what?”

      “Violence.” He emphasized each syllable so much that each was a whole new word.

      He licked his lips, then took another drag. As he exhaled, I hated the smell of cigarette smoke all over again. Why did he have to make it look kind of hot?

      I turned my face away.

      “So, how do you know Connor?” I asked.

      “My mom’s friends with his mom. Or they were. I don’t fucking know what happened there. Anyway, we grew up together.”

      Despite having known Jesse since elementary school, I didn’t have any special insights. I’d never met his parents or gone to his house. While I saw him with everyone under the sun, I never saw him consistently hanging out with the same people. He flitted from person to person in a way I’d never been able to do. It was enviable.

      “So I guess he’s my best friend,” he added.

      “You guess?”

      He shrugged.

      My phone buzzed, and I jolted awake. Sitting with Jesse had put me in a kind of haze. I forgot all about everything.

      And it was Ezra on the other side. Because of course it was.

      Where are you?

      I let out a long breath and put the phone in my pocket again, dread building up once more.

      If I went, I’d have to explain my way out of hooking up. Or I’d have to do it and just hope it wasn’t completely horrible. Or maybe he’d be too fucking drunk and pass out before I did anything. I had lots of options.

      “Who’s that?” Jesse asked with an amused lilt to his tone.

      “No one. Doesn’t matter.”

      “Okay. Mysterious.”

      “You’re one to talk,” I snapped.

      He shot me a dirty glare. “What the fuck are you trying to say, Borodin?”

      “Nothing. Whatever.”

      “Yeah, whatever,” he agreed, that disinterested tone in his voice again. “We all have our secrets.”

      At least we could agree on that.

      “So, you hear what happened tonight?”

      “Where?”

      “At the play.”

      I sighed. Of course, that was bound to be the talk of the school until the end of the year. I couldn’t wait for that.

      “Oh, yeah.”

      “Dude’s got balls,” Jesse said.

      I gritted my teeth and bit back my words. Was he insinuating that I didn’t? Did he think it was that simple? I was out, but that didn’t make my life easier. So, I tried to blend in with the straight guys, said all the right words, and made all the right movements. I tried to make myself palatable. But they all knew my secret, so what was the point? Why couldn’t I also kiss a guy in front of a theatre full of my classmates? Why did I stop myself, and Julian, someone who could’ve passed forever as straight, just fucking did it?

      “Sure,” I said, the reply too delayed to be casual.

      Jesse raised an eyebrow. “You mad?”

      “Why would I be?”

      “I dunno. You punched him.”

      “That was a mistake.”

      He laughed. “But you still did it. What happened?”

      “I punched him.”

      “That’s not what I meant, shithead. Why’d you do it?”

      “I don’t know,” I lied.

      Jesse snorted.

      “Whatever. You don’t have to tell me anything.”

      And there was that edge in his voice again, like I owed him something. Maybe I was just too guarded. Ezra had me paranoid now.

      We sat in the quiet for a while as I drank my beer, and he finished his cigarette. He crushed the butt against an ashtray in the corner of the deck.

      It wasn’t long after that Connor poked his head out the screen door to tell us he’d be kicking everyone out.

      “You wanna stay?” he asked Jesse. “You, too, Will?”

      “No, I’ll go.”

      Staying would be too weird. It was already weird enough being here.

      “I’ll walk you back,” Jesse offered, standing with me.

      “You don’t have⁠—”

      “Nah, I could use the walk. Come on.”

      I followed him around the house to the street instead of arguing more. It didn’t matter anyway. It would make the walk feel shorter, and it was more effort to protest than just accept it. Accept whatever he wanted. I used to do that with Jules—just did whatever he wanted, followed him wherever he went, ended the night when he decided it was over.

      And now he had a goddamn boyfriend.

      I didn’t hate Sky. He was fine. He’d moved here from Toronto after his dad got a job at the university. He had beautiful hair and nice lips. An artist. Of course Jules fell for him. I had even liked him at one point. Had even hoped when I saw him sit in front of us on his first day of school that he would be like me. That he would like me.

      “You doing volleyball now?” Jesse asked.

      “Nah. Need to focus on school. Hockey’s still ongoing?”

      “Fuck yeah.”

      “How’s that?”

      “Oh, we’re a shit team.”

      His brutal honesty shocked me so much, I laughed. Then he was laughing, too. And for a moment, it was like how it used to be with Jules. It was like nothing had changed. We were just walking back from a party, laughing and giddy about nothing that mattered. We were in our own world, where I could be anything.

      But when I looked back to my side, it was only Jesse there.

      “Whatever,” Jesse sighs with a shrug. “It’s fine. I could probably still make a university team.”

      “You’d want to keep at it there?”

      “Why not? Not like I have other skills. Let’s see if I can get scouted.”

      It wasn’t like it was impossible to consider. Jesse was good at hockey. The team itself was falling apart, but that wasn’t Jesse’s fault. If anything, he kept them from completely going under. If he was on a better team, he might have a chance.

      It just felt so far away. Too much of a dream.

      “I don’t really have another plan,” Jesse added.

      “You don’t know what you’re gonna do?”

      Jesse shook his head so violently, his curls bounced all over the place. He really had the most beautiful hair. I’d always wanted to touch it, to prove it was real.

      “Nah. I’ll probably just do general arts, see what the fuck sticks. You?”

      “Same. I guess.”

      I’d spent the last four years taking any and every possible science and math course, but all it did for me was stress me out. It had seemed like a good idea at the time. Go to school, get a science degree, go to med school. Do what every successful person in this area did.

      “You don’t have a plan, either?”

      “I’d thought about going to med school, but…I actually fucking hate science, apparently.”

      “Bro, me too. What the hell?”

      Then we were laughing again. I’d never laughed with him like that before. Who knew he even had a sense of humour? He was so sarcastic all the time.

      By the time our laughter had died out, I could see the rosebush at the corner of my front yard. A sinking, empty feeling spread through my stomach—I felt a little disappointed. I’d expected the walk home to be awkward, but it had been…fine? And that was a little surprising.

      “Well, this is my house,” I said.

      Jesse slowed his step. He dug his heel into the pavement and stuffed his hands in his pockets. His shoulders hunched in a way that reminded me of Ezra. He always did that kind of thing when he wanted to linger for a second. When he seemed to be debating between kissing me or pretending I didn’t exist.

      “I’ll see you around,” Jesse said.

      And he just walked away. Just like that. Turned his heel and didn’t look back.

      I nearly called him back, but then I remembered myself. Didn’t I want to just go home? I didn’t need another Ezra. I didn’t need anyone.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            chapter two

          

        

      

    

    
      Liz summoned me to her house Saturday afternoon, seeming to forgive me for ignoring the rest of her texts the night before. I hadn’t intended on going silent on her, but I’d run into Jesse and had Ezra to worry about. She didn’t seem to take it to heart. Instead, she kept sending texts. She always did that. Sometimes, it felt like she used our text history as a way to document the running commentary in her head, so it didn’t matter if I answered or not.

      In the morning, I scrolled up to the beginning of our conversation and re-read the whole thing. I needed to be prepared to discuss any and all possible topics.

      
        
          
            
              
        I was at the play tonight and omg.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Julian full-on kissed Sky.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Onstage.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        wtf.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I had no idea he was gay??

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Or maybe Ms. Black asked them to do it???

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Did he ever tell you that kind of thing?

      

      

      

      

      

      That text particularly stung. No, he hadn’t. He’d said he hadn’t felt like he could. He told me to fuck off. And I was too angry to take it, to let him say that shit. I had to call him a coward.

      I was just mad.

      
        
          
            
              
        You should come over.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I need to dye my hair.

      

      

      

      

      

      I only responded to the last message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Why do I need to come over for that?

      

      

      

      

      

      Idk, it’ll be funny, she said back.

      At this point, I’d be game to watch anything, do anything—as long as it meant I wouldn’t be alone. But I still had to push back a little, if not for the sake of appearances.

      It was late afternoon by the time I got to Liz’s. Her mom’s car was in the driveway, but when Liz let me into the front hall, I couldn’t hear anyone else moving around the house. She lived in a huge house, the kind where you could avoid people for days if you were clever. It seemed that was how her family functioned.

      Liz was wearing her RHS grad sweater with her hood drawn up and the drawstring tightened to hide her hair. She gave me a pointed look.

      “What’s up?”

      “Bleached my hair last night.”

      She threw the hood back with a dramatic flourish, and sure enough, her usually brown hair was now a faded light yellow. It did not mesh well with her pasty white skin—made her look more sallow than anything. But this wasn’t the final product, and I knew better than to say anything.

      “What’s the colour this time?”

      “I wanna try green. So I can really embody my last name.”

      Liz was the queen of dying her hair. Always had been, since middle school. That was how she got her cool girl card and why she had friends all over the place. One year, she’d dyed her hair so much, it got damaged beyond repair, and she shaved her entire head. No one had the guts to do shit like that around here. Somehow, it made her untouchable. I couldn’t understand how that happened. That one person’s differences could bring them strength, while for another, they could be their downfall.

      Liz led me to her bedroom, up on the second floor of the house. It was nestled in a corner, tucked away down a long hall. And it was massive—probably twice the size of mine, with fairy lights dancing along the perimeter. She’d covered every inch of wall with wall hangings. Her walls were a patchwork of vibrant colours, but it had darkened the room, too, like we were in a cave instead of the second floor of a house. Just the way she liked it.

      She flopped on her huge bed diagonally with a sigh.  I sat on the edge where her feet had landed.

      “Where were you last night?” she asked.

      I considered lying, but I didn’t know what to say to replace it. It wasn’t like hanging out with Jesse would be some huge secret. We’d been on the same teams for years. But I didn’t know how to tell the truth with anyone. I’d said the biggest truth about myself, and that was it for me. No one was getting anything else from me.

      No one but Julian.

      “Did you fall asleep?”

      “I ran into Jesse Gardner,” I sighed, “and he took me to this party at Connor Woodard’s.”

      I completely omitted Ezra, like I usually did, to protect him. And also to not make myself look as pathetic as I felt.

      “How was that?”

      “Weird. Kinda… straight.”

      She laughed. “Straight?”

      “You know, lots of ‘hey man, how’s it going’ or ‘hey bro.’ Stuff like that.”

      “Oh, brother,” she sighed. “These guys can’t be real. Jesse’s hot, though, don’t you think?”

      My cheeks burned. Anyone with eyes would agree Jesse was hot. I just couldn’t say it. I didn’t want to say it.

      “He’s alright.”

      “Alright,” she repeated with a wry smile. “That’s all you can say?”

      I shrugged. Just because I was gay didn’t mean I wanted to discuss boys with anyone. It was like the second I came out, I became a gay expert to everyone. I just wanted to live my fucking life.

      “So, last night…” Liz said when it became clear I wouldn’t offer any further information. She sat up, her eyes practically glowing with the thrill of retelling the story.

      “So, I went to the play with Vicky, right? It was kind of boring, but I was just going to support Keira—she was doing the lights. Anyway, Julian was kinda good. And Belle, too, I guess. Anyway, we get to the end, right when Hamlet’s dying, okay? And then Horatio runs over to him, and Hamlet says this big-ass speech.” She rolled her eyes. “Whatever. Not realistic. So Horatio goes to, like, kiss his forehead, and Julian grabs Sky and just full-on kisses him. Like no stage kiss bullshit. Like…I think there was tongue.”

      My stomach twisted into a knot. Of course there was tongue. Julian clearly didn’t do anything halfway. Spent his entire life quiet as fuck about his sexuality and came out all at once. Just like that.

      “I just wonder if that was planned?” Liz went on, tapping her cheek with her fingers. “Ms. Black is so done with this school’s bullshit, so it could’ve been. But…I don’t know. What do you think?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Did he ever tell you he was…”

      She pursed her lips and chewed on her upper lip as though she were waiting for me to fill in the word for her. I wasn’t in the mood play along.

      “What?”

      Liz winced and scooted herself closer.

      “Gay,” she said in a half-whisper.

      Like it was a fucking dirty word.

      I bit down on my lip to keep myself from snapping at her. It wasn’t her fault—she probably didn’t want her parents to hear. She’d never even told them I was gay, even though it seemed pretty obvious to me. But they were masters at pretending all kinds of things, so I figured it was easier for them to pretend I was an ambiguous figure in their daughter’s life than her gay friend.

      “No,” I lied.

      Not that it was really a lie. He’d said to me he was bisexual. I didn’t want to say that, either. It wasn’t mine to tell, for one thing. And for another, I hadn’t exactly reacted well to him saying it.

      Bisexual. It was just a word. It should’ve just been a word, but it wasn’t. It had never just been a word to me. I was starting to think that maybe that was my problem.

      I wasn’t sure if I’d have reacted the same if Jules had just straight-up said he was gay. If I still would’ve been pissed he’d found himself a boyfriend, built a whole life that had no room for me anymore. That I’d just clung to the word bisexual as a way to hurt him because he’d hurt me by shutting me out.

      I should’ve just accepted it. Should’ve been okay he’d replaced me. Even before I knew they were together, I could feel him slipping away. I watched him and Sky walk away from rehearsals and classes, speaking their own language in glances and gestures, and knew that I’d lost. I just wasn’t ready to accept that.

      “Anyway, everyone’s talking about it now,” Liz concluded. “So if Julian just did this on his own…props to him, I guess.”

      “Yeah,” I muttered dully.

      “Are you still salty about him?”

      “What? No.”

      She shoved at my leg
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