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Say You'll Never Hate Me

THE PRESENT DAY | RUFUS

CHAPTER 1

PRESENT DAY

ALEX

My boyfriend is a ghost.

And no—it’s not a metaphor.

I’ve been talking to his ghost for a year now. He appeared a few days after the accident—after the doctors said he’d slipped into a coma—and he’s been haunting my apartment ever since. Rufus sits beside me on the couch, follows me into the kitchen, hovers behind me at the grocery store, and lingers next to me during lectures. I’ve gotten used to the strange looks when I accidentally answer him out loud in public.

Before he died—before he almost died—he was my childhood best friend. We survived high school drama, toxic friend groups, and the terrifying slow crawl of figuring out our identities together. At eighteen, we finally admitted we were in love. For one perfect year, we were boyfriends. And then he got on a motorcycle, a car ran the light, and everything shattered.

Now his heart still beats somewhere in a hospital bed—but the Rufus I know sits across from me on my couch, transparent at the edges.

“You never took anyone’s advice seriously,” I snap, pacing the living room. “We fought about this every day before you got into the coma.”

Rufus rolls his eyes. Even dead—or half-dead—he’s dramatic.

“For the millionth time, Alex, I know it was stupid. I’ve said I’m sorry. But motocross is my life. I didn’t see the car.”

“That doesn’t make it fair,” I say, voice breaking. “It’s not fair that you’re gone but not gone. That your body breathes, but I can’t touch you. Can’t kiss you.”

I’m not a crier. My dad made sure of that, drilling toxic masculinity into me for years. But Rufus dying broke something in me that no amount of his father’s voice could silence.

Rufus softens. “I miss you too. I want to touch you. But I’m not ready to wake up yet.”

“When?” I choke out. “When will you heal?”

“When my body decides it’s time.”

The ache of missing him burns behind my ribs. The grief of almost losing him follows me into my dreams, into my classes, into every corner of my life.

One night, unable to hold the weight anymore, I opened my diary and began to write: The Story of Alex and Rufus.


CHAPTER 2

3 YEARS AGO

ALEX

It was Rufus’s sixteenth birthday, which meant his basement was overflowing with loud music, cheap beer, and the chaotic energy of fifty teenagers who had no business drinking anything stronger than soda. His parents were out of town, so we’d transformed their house into a two-storey disaster. Someone smashed cake into Rufus’s face; he laughed so hard he nearly fell over. I bought him a Freddie Mercury sweatshirt that he immediately put on.

By the end of the night, the five of us—me, Rufus, Francesca, Katie, and a guy whose name I’d already forgotten—collapsed in his room. The forgotten guy passed out in the hallway, and Katie and Francesca curled together on a blow-up mattress. Rufus and I ended up sharing his bed.

He held my hand in the dark.

“Do you think I’m handsome, Alex?” he whispered.

I snorted. “I think you drank too much and twerked to Hilary Duff a little too enthusiastically.”

“I’m serious.”

I swallowed hard. My heart thudded. “Yeah. You’re... handsome.”

It was the first time I’d ever said something like that out loud. And as soon as the confession left my lips, something between us shifted.

We’d always been close—soccer games, motocross matches I only pretended not to worry about, cello performances he never missed. But lately, everything felt... charged. Too warm. Too intimate.

Rufus turned to face me in the dark, breath tinged with alcohol.

“What do you think death feels like? Slow and painful? Dramatic? Like in Shakespeare?”

“Maybe let’s not talk about death on your birthday.”

He went quiet, then whispered, “Are you scared to kiss me because I’m a boy or because we’re friends?”

My blood froze.

“Rufus, what—”

He reached out, fingers sliding into my hair, pulling me closer. His blue eyes glimmered in the moonlight.

“Sometimes you look at me like you want to kiss me,” he murmured. “Sometimes you hold my hand a little too long. And I wonder if you like me like I like you.”

My breath caught—but before I could say a damn thing, he fell asleep.

He didn’t wake until noon, smiling at me like he hadn’t detonated a bomb between us the night before.


CHAPTER 3

3 YEARS AGO

RUFUS

A week after my birthday, life snapped back to its regular chaos: basketball practice, soccer matches, motocross training. I barely had time to think, let alone breathe. But even in the whirlwind, one thing never changed—Alex always showed up for me.

That day, he sat in the bleachers during both my games, cheering every time I touched the ball. The team still whispered slurs behind my back sometimes—being outed in my first year of high school painted a target on me. Coach cracked down when he heard anything, but that didn’t stop the side-eye in the locker room.

The only time I didn’t feel like I was sprinting at a hundred kilometres per hour was when I was with Alex. He grounded me in a way nothing else did.

After the game, we met up with Francesca and Katie at the bowling alley. Francesca was in tears over her cat, Mitski, who’d died the night before. We comforted her, ordered fries, and tried to make her laugh.

But even while trying to be present for my friends, my attention kept drifting to Alex.

He was too quiet.

I nudged his ankle with my shoe. “Hey, why are you so quiet today?”

He shrugged. “Just... don’t have much to say.”

But his green eyes were heavy. Thinking. Worrying. Beautiful.

“Is it your dad again? Or your mom? You told me they hated the music school idea.”

“‘Hate’ is strong,” Alex murmured, pulling at the grass beside him as we ate in the park after bowling. “But I think I convinced them to go from ‘absolutely not’ to ‘maybe.’”

“Dude, that’s huge! Better than nothing.”

He smiled, freckles warming in the sun. The sight punched a breath out of my chest.

God, he was handsome.

And recently, everything he did felt different—every brush of his arm against mine, every shared look, every accidental touch in the backseat of Katie’s Polo Vivo. I felt electricity where there shouldn’t be any.

When I leaned my head on his shoulder during the car ride, he tensed—then relaxed. He didn’t move away.

“I’m just going to nap on you for a bit,” I mumbled, pretending to be casual.

He brushed his hand through my hair.

My heart thrashed.

We were drifting somewhere dangerous, somewhere unnamed. And I was terrified we were both aware of it.

Because I had a crush on Alex Finn—my best friend, the boy I’d known for years—the same boy I thought about a little too much when I was alone at night.

But I wasn’t ready to cross the line.

Not yet.


CHAPTER 4

THE PRESENT DAY

ALEX

“Can you not follow me everywhere?” I hiss under my breath as I walk across campus. “It’s hard enough being mentally ill-coded without talking to invisible people in public.”

Rufus floats beside me—literally floats, because he likes to show off. “I told you, I’m tied to the person I was closest to when I fell into the coma.”

“Who decided that? God?”

He shrugs. “Basically. He didn’t say it nicely either.”

I groan, pushing open the lecture hall door. “Even in the afterlife, you’re insufferable.”

He grins. “That’s why you love me.”

My heart squeezes. I ignore him, sliding into my seat for English Lit. We’re studying the Brontë sisters, which feels a little too on the nose considering I’m basically living Wuthering Heights but gayer.

Rufus sits beside me, chin propped in his hand, watching me like I’m the only living thing worth looking at. No one else can see him, which makes this deeply unfair.

After class, I meet Katie for lunch. She’s the only person who knows about Ghost Rufus and hasn’t tried to stage an intervention.

“So... is he here right now?” she whispers over her chicken wrap.

I nod. “Hovering like a Victorian governess.”

Rufus waves at her, though she can’t see it.

Katie sighs. “Alex, I say this with love—you might be hallucinating. Or this is a trauma response. Or both.”

“Thanks for that.”

She softens. “Hey. I’m not judging. But we saw him in the hospital last week. He’s still fully alive. And the doctor told me yesterday he should wake up within a few weeks.”

I freeze. “What?”

She blinks. “Didn’t Rufus tell you?”

Rufus winces beside me. “I... forgot to mention that.”

“Forgot?!” I whisper-yell.

“Time works differently for dead people? Half-dead people?”

Katie gives me a look. “Honestly? This is giving Demi Moore in Ghost.”

“Right?” I say, grateful someone understands.

When classes end, I go home and sink into my couch—the one Rufus used to nap on after his games. I scroll through movies, but can’t bring myself to finish any show we started together.

“You saved Dexter for me,” Rufus says softly.

“Of course I did.”

“When I wake up... we’ll finish it.”

His voice is gentle. Hopeful.

And for the first time in a year, I let myself believe him.


CHAPTER 5

2 YEARS AGO

RUFUS

Alex turned seventeen that weekend, which—according to him—absolutely required a yacht. His dad fought him on it for weeks, but Alex could charm a locked door open if he wanted to. By Friday night, fifty teenagers in swimwear were dancing, drinking, and screaming into the ocean breeze.

We swam until sunset, ate cake under string lights, and partied until midnight. Alex did his dramatic drunken speech thanking everyone for coming, and we all cheered like idiots.

When the boat finally docked, a handful of us slept over at his house. Alex insisted I take the bed, but I chose the floor. Sharing a bed with him felt... dangerous. Too intimate. Too honest.

He lay above me, half-asleep, fingers dangling off the side of the mattress like he wanted to reach for me but didn’t.

“How do you feel?” I asked, staring at the ceiling.

He sighed. “Birthdays never feel special. It’s just another day.”

“Think you’ll come to my match tomorrow?”

“Obviously,” he mumbled.

We fell asleep like that—the air charged, the space between us thin as tissue.

The next day, my soccer team won 3–1. Alex sprinted onto the field afterwards and threw his arms around me.

“Congrats, Rufus! You were amazing!”

His hug was warm and full-bodied, wrapping around me like he didn’t want to let go. For a second, our faces were inches apart—too close, too tempting. I wanted to close the gap. I wanted to kiss him.

But I didn’t.

I was too scared of ruining everything.

We went to see a Marvel movie after the match, sharing popcorn and whispering jokes in the dark. Our hands kept brushing, and every accidental touch sent heat up my spine.

My heart hastened at the proximity, at his touch. He pulled away and smiled. His green eyes bore into mine, and our faces were only inches apart. I wanted to close the gap between us. I wanted to overstep our boundaries from friends to lovers. There had been many moments like this where I wanted to kiss Alex Finn, but I always let them
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