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	To all the queer men who have loved me,

	who have shaped me,

	and who have cut my bangs.

	I would not be the same without you.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	If you would like to enjoy the playlist that accompanies this novel, please search for

	Not the Boy Next Door on your favorite music streaming site.

	 

	Click here to find them all!

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	If you or someone you know is struggling in a coercive relationship, call 800-799-7233.

	 

	There is help available. You are not alone.
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PROLOGUE ♫

	2007

	 

	"This feels surreal." Dion laced his fingers through Henry's. The soft grass tickled the back of his hand. This was their field, a short walk through a small wood behind his house. It felt isolated, surrounded by trees, though they could still hear the sounds of their neighborhood. The sky was on the verge of night. The pink early-summer glow bathed Henry's striking features so that he looked otherworldly. And sometimes, Dion thought he was. This magic boy.

	The boy he had to let go of.

	"I can't believe this is it." Henry squeezed his hand.

	He squeezed back three times. I love you. "New York is only a plane ride away."

	"But you'll be in classes. And I'll be at Western. And we'll both be trying to figure out how to be in college and where we're supposed to eat and if anyone will like us and how to get around campus—"

	Henry's anxiety rambling was cut off when Dion pulled him close and softly brushed his lips. Henry sighed into his mouth and Dion felt contented and scared and excited all at once.

	"I know we said we'd break up."

	"We did." Henry's blue eyes were plaintive.

	Dion brought their foreheads together, breathing in Henry's familiar scent. "And I know it's the right thing to do. We've got to live our lives. And we're only eighteen. But... "

	Henry pulled back and traced his thumb down Dion's jawline.

	Dion nuzzled into his touch.

	"But... " Henry prompted.

	Dion gazed into his dark blue eyes, drank in the sight of his full lips and the black curls that fell perfectly onto his forehead. He couldn't have imagined, when they were cast as the princes in Into the Woods, Roosevelt High's Spring musical their junior year, that this would turn into something so beautiful. But here they were.

	In a flash of memory, he saw Henry across the stage, belting out "Agony" in those tight, khaki pants. They'd known each other since grade school, but this was different. He remembered the heat between them at their first rehearsals, how he had finally confessed his feelings to Henry at the cast party. After a few stunned moments, the way Henry kissed him had sent a shock through him, like an electric current. He'd never felt anything like it before in his limited experience. Kissing Henry was like coming alive.

	They'd become Roosevelt High's favorite couple almost immediately. More memories raced through his mind. The late nights they'd stayed up together. Their first time. The first fevered I love you. The way Henry touched his skin and his heart.

	He had known that Henry was a small town boy. He was, in fact, the ultimate boy next door. He had it all. His parents owned a hardware store. He had two older sisters and two younger brothers and a golden retriever named Milo. Henry's life was all playing in the band during football games on Fridays, community theater, and cookouts on the weekends. Quintessential Midwest living.

	Dion's was a different story. After a pretty idyllic childhood, he'd lost his dad to liver cancer when he was only eleven. He and his mom and his sister had to figure life out without him. They were getting by, mourning his dad and adjusting their lives to his significant absence, but doing all right. But more tragedy struck five years later when his mom passed suddenly and without warning. His sister, Arintha, was only twenty, and had done her best to be there for him. Through their shared grief and confusion, she made sure he got to school and rehearsal and ate healthy meals, all while she got her law degree. It was Arintha who made sure he got to exactly where he was: on his way to NYU's Tisch School of the Arts in New York, on a full scholarship. They had navigated their life together for two years. This far, through all of the sleepless, tear-stained nights, they had achieved everything they'd wanted. Somehow.

	At times, the pain of losing both of his parents ran so deep and heavy into his bones, that he felt if he were dropped into the ocean, he would sink directly to the bottom.

	But when he was with Henry, all of the pain he felt was gone. Or at least muted. With patience and humor, Henry had helped to make him see that a future was possible. If Dion needed to cry for an hour, Henry would hold him tightly until the tears abated. He never told him to stop, or that everything would be all right. It was only ever patience and love in his arms.

	He was a joy during the good times, too. No one was more thrilled than Henry when Dion was accepted to Tisch. He bragged about it every chance he got. "My boyfriend's going to be on Broadway!" Dion felt ten feet tall and just as strong when they were together.

	He wanted Henry to come with him.

	But Henry's dreams weren't so large. He was content to get his theater education degree at Western Illinois University, just a couple of hours from their hometown. In all likelihood, he would end up back in Peoria to be near his family. He'd probably teach at one of the local high schools and do all of the community theater the river town had to offer.

	Henry's future was mapped.

	Dion's was a mystery, one he was very excited for. A big life. That's what he wanted. And he knew that if he compromised that by staying home and going to a school nearby, he would never forgive himself.

	With a heavy heart, he knew the only option was saying goodbye to Henry.

	But hello to everything to come.

	"I want you to know that I will never stop loving you." Dion turned to face him and gently cupped his cheek. "And if someday we can be together again, I want that for us."

	Henry pulled him close and pressed his lips to Dion's, deepening the kiss. The electricity of Henry hummed through his veins. The lengths of their bodies lined up perfectly. They gave in to this faraway field and this starry night and the promises of two young men in love.

	"You'll always be in my heart," Henry whispered. "Always."

	No reply could capture his love for this magic boy, so Dion just kissed him and kissed him.

	For the moment, the future could wait.

	 


DION HART PASSED OVER AGAIN:

	An OMG Celeb Exclusive

	by Roger Smallwell

	 

	At some point, kittens, it just becomes painful. Are you ready to go on a journey?

	 

	Let's throw it all the way back to opening night of What's Next over a decade ago. There was Ethan Carter, a capital-s Star. Obviously. He immediately became Broadway's Boyfriend. And right beside him the whole show was Dion Hart. Gorgeous! Magnetic! Just this shy of being the co-star, so he and Ethan didn't have to compete for the Best Actor Tony. The rumors began swirling immediately: surely, Dion was the one to win for Featured Actor in a Musical.
 

	The Taye Diggs lookalike was indeed nominated, and readers, he won. We weren't shocked. Dion did great work in What's Next. He was compelling and magnetic and had very stylish vocals. All of us thought that his star was going to rise and rise.

	 

	But. As this blog has pointed out several times. It did not.
 

	He did work steadily, and shared the stage in a few supporting roles on Broadway. Remember that revival of Midnight Express? Ugh. He did a tour of Wicked as Boq and then it was back on Broadway as Specs in Newsies. He even went off-Broadway to do an experimental something or other in Greenwich Village. This blogger saw it and, honey, to this day, I can't explain it.
 

	Time and again, poor Dion was passed over for principals, most recently and infamously for Mateo Williams in Bridges That Burn. And now, yet again, Dion Hart is out of the running for Andrea Arroyo's next project. If it's anything like the last project she directed, On Her Own, it's sure to be a huge hit. But Dion won't be a part of it!
 

	There's no doubt he'll have a career, of sorts. But clearly, Broadway bigwigs have decided he's not a star. Who's to say he won't throw in the towel? Stay tuned, kittens. You don't want to miss what happens with Dion next.
 

	If anything ever does.



	




	One ♫

	 

	"Put it away."

	"I can't."

	"Jesus, Dion, just put it away."

	Reluctantly, Dion slipped his phone into the inside pocket of his jacket. He slumped against the window, watching Soho fade behind them. The silence in the car made everything seem weighted. Heavy. He looked over at Blake.

	His perfect blond hair was falling into his eyes as he stared at something on his phone. His expression was blank. Dion couldn't help himself. He nudged Blake with the toe of his shiny Oxford.

	"Put it away." He smiled, trying to flirt, to be light, despite the email in his inbox.

	Blake's flinty gray eyes barely flicked over to him. "It's business, Dion."

	"At midnight?"

	Blake ignored him.

	Dion sighed and turned to the window again. Twenty minutes later, back on the Upper East Side, he climbed out of the town car, followed Blake into the elevator, and rode up to the penthouse. When he reached for Blake's hand, Blake put it in his pocket.

	He turned so Blake would have to look at him, but he simply stared straight ahead, his mouth in a firm line. The cheekbones Dion loved were so sharp he thought they could draw blood, pronounced as they were by the purse of Blake's lips.

	After locking the penthouse door, Blake took off his tuxedo jacket and began to remove the cummerbund from around his waist. Dion followed him to the bedroom, aware of the silence from the car now permeating the swanky apartment. He shrugged off his jacket as well, and heard a faint clink as Blake placed his gold cufflinks carefully in the Armani box.

	Dion began unbuttoning the tiny buttons of his tuxedo shirt while trying to toe out of his stupid, uncomfortable shoes. The left shoe refused to come off and he let out a huff of frustration. He bent down to untie it.

	Blake heaved a sigh.

	The amount of disappointment Blake could put into one little sound had always impressed Dion. His heart began to pound. He knew this feeling of dread, unsettling and all too familiar.

	Something bad was about to happen.

	"I think it's time to call it."

	Dion froze. The shoelace slipped through his fingers. He knew that tone, just as he knew that sigh. But it was just a bad night. A bad day. A bad week. It would take a little sweet-talking and just a little groveling on his part. But this was nothing a little sleep, a morning orgasm, and brunch at Perrine couldn't fix. Blake would come out of this mood like he always did, with flowers and a trip to Dion's favorite shops.

	The words hung in the air between them like smoke.

	Dion pulled off his shirt and tugged his stupid tuxedo pants off. "Yeah, I'm ready to turn in."

	Blake turned to him, his hands on his hips, and rolled his eyes. His broad shoulders and cut abs were tensed. Between them, the king size bed may as well have been an ocean. Behind Blake, Dion could see the lights of Central Park twinkling through the picture windows.

	"No, Dion. This." He gestured to the gap between them. "Us. I'm done."

	"What." A statement, not a question. He flashed back to the party that evening, the pride he felt being on Blake's arm, one of Broadway's most prolific producers. Blake had introduced him to several other producers. One of those guys told Dion that he should audition for the show they were all involved with. The cold look on Blake's face had chilled him. The revulsion he saw there, which was surely the result of the news that Dion had gotten that afternoon, was pure and unmistakable. They'd left the party shortly thereafter, the email a spotlight on Dion's failure.

	Another rejection. He'd lost out on a part. Again. And his producer boyfriend who had seemingly never failed at anything was going to give him shit about it for months. Under the guise of jokes, he would say, with a cruel laugh, how he wasn't sure if he could be with someone who couldn't even get a principal role. What would that make him look like? Oh, they would laugh. But Dion always knew the truth behind it.

	For five years he had tried to deny that Blake's love was conditional. And now—for some reason, right now—Blake was trying to end it? For good? It was never for good. Never. But in his voice tonight, there was a finality that Dion had never heard before. On nights just like this, there was always a fight, but there was always, always, the make-up. Blake could be tender. He would pull Dion to him and apologize for his honesty. He was sexy and loving in those moments.

	Dion lived for those moments.

	A lump formed in the back of his throat. He finally straightened up.

	Blake rolled his eyes and looked at him. "Don't you think? I mean, it's over, isn't it?"

	It was just like him to expect Dion to agree with whatever he thought or said or did. And Dion usually would. But this? What even was this? Too shocked to speak, Dion shook his head.

	"Come on, D. You can't expect me to be with—" Blake gestured to him, his disdain evident in his every movement.

	The lump in his throat dislodged. He found his voice. "What? A loser? Is that what you think of me?"

	"Another part, Dion? Another one? Just on the brink, and then boom. Someone else gets it. Like always. And you absolutely refuse to let me make a call for you. One call and that would be it."

	"I won't take a job I don't deserve." Dion's fists were clenched. His heart hammered in his chest.

	"Oh, you're so full of integrity. Look at you. So fucking good." A sneer marred Blake's beautiful face. "Listen I'm really sorry, but I cannot be with this kind of person. I have my own reputation to think about."

	It was interesting, the way Dion could not make his body react. A dull roar filled his head, some combination of hatred and spite and self-loathing. Listening to Blake lay it out like that, so plainly, so viciously, kept him frozen in place.

	Blake took his silence as assent, as he was wont to do. "Look. You can't pretend you didn't see this coming. We should have done this months ago. It's just time for you to go. Our time is over. I've taken the liberty of securing you a place to stay, paid up until the end of the month."

	The roaring in Dion's ears stopped, replaced by red hot rage. "You did what?"

	"I've gotten you a place to stay. Here." He reached into the dresser drawer behind him then tossed a key attached to a stiff card. The key hit Dion's chest and fell to the plush carpet. His blood felt as though it would burst through his skin. The person in front of him was not the man he'd fallen in love with. The man he'd made excuses for for years.

	This person was a monster.

	Blake ignored Dion's rageful expression. "My cousin left his lease early. It's in Astoria, but it's not like you need to be in Manhattan for anything."

	"This... this is cruel. You're acting like a movie supervillain." He kicked the key away. "What the hell? You couldn't even wait until morning?"

	"You are such a drama queen. You can't pretend you didn't see this coming. You always blow everything out of proportion." He turned away and pulled a white t-shirt out of the dresser. "I got you a place to stay. That's not cruel. And I'll sleep in the guest room tonight. You can have the bed. Calm down." The way Blake moved, which Dion had always thought was so elegant, was actually snakelike. Vicious. He paused at the door to the hallway. "Just be out by tomorrow night, okay?"

	The door closed.

	Slowly, Dion bent down and picked up the key. The address was, indeed, in Queens. The shocking cruelty of all of this washed over him. He'd only gotten the rejection email today. Blake had to have arranged this apartment before tonight.

	This whole night, and for who knows for how long, Blake had been planning to push Dion out of his life, seemingly without a care for the last five years. Dion's chest felt like it was collapsing. His breaths came shorter and shorter until he realized he was hyperventilating. He hurried to the en suite bathroom and sat on the edge of the spa bathtub, head in his hands. Breathe, two, three, one, two, three.

	What the literal fuck had just happened?

	Five years.

	Five years and Blake was happy to toss him out, just like the rest of the world was, it seemed.

	Like Dion had no worth at all.


Two ♫

	 

	The door stuck behind him as it had every time for the past three weeks. Dion pushed against it just the right way and locked the three deadbolts and the knob. The studio was empty, save for a mattress, some boxes, and his crushing loneliness and defeat. He was sweaty. His shirt clung to his skin. It already felt like summer in May and the tiny apartment, of course, did not have air conditioning.

	The jazz class he'd just taken had done him some good. Working out his anger a few times a week with a French dance teacher had done wonders since he'd slunk out of Blake's Park Avenue penthouse. His therapist, Dr. Sherman, was helping even more than the cardio. Thank goodness for union insurance.

	As he stripped off his clothes and took a punishingly hot shower, his mind screamed what do we do what do we do what do we do on a loop.

	He thought, as he toweled off, how very cool it was to be an expert in something. Science. Math. Foreign relations. Reframing was something he was learning, so he reframed his failures.

	It was cool to be an expert in not getting the damn part. Exciting, even. The nerves at an audition, the hope blossoming afterward, the gossips who text and say it's probably you. There's nothing like that rush of adrenaline.

	Or the crushing, annihilating disappointment when, yet again, it isn't you.

	So yeah. Very exciting to be an expert. Not good exciting, but not a nap, either. He could easily begin to think of his failures this way.

	He pulled on some boxers and checked his email. Nothing from anyone. Certainly nothing from his agent. He couldn't help but notice how their relationship had cooled since he'd missed out on Andrea Arroyo's show. Which should not have happened.

	He and Andrea, a Tony-winning director, had a relationship. He'd read for the part four different times. He'd done chemistry reads with seven different people. The songs suited him beautifully. Finally a part that seemed written for him, specifically. He'd felt hope, even though he tried not to do that anymore.

	He was so close, he could taste it, and then...  Bam. He lost the part, Blake kicked him out, and for three weeks in someone else's studio, Dion had been floundering.

	And re-evaluating.

	Re-evaluating the way Blake had treated him for five years. In the beginning, it had been so easy. It was fun being with someone to whom money meant nothing; Blake had had it his whole life and spent it whenever he wanted. Blake would take care of everything. He paid for every meal, insisted on it, in fact. He wanted Dion to enjoy himself, he'd always said. And Dion did. The fancy dinners, the beautiful clothes. Tickets to whatever he wanted to see. It was a whirlwind romance filled with incredible dates and champagne, the real stuff, and even a helicopter ride. Dion was caught up in all of it, and believed Blake when he said he loved him for the first time.

	Things slowly changed. So slowly, he didn't even notice.

	As time went on, Blake made it clear what he thought was correct. And if Dion didn't think the same thing, Dion was wrong. He started out by pushing back, but after a while it just became easier to let Blake be right, especially when, so often, he was.

	Blake had an opinion on everything. Dion didn't remember when his criticisms had moved on from shows Dion should audition for to Dion himself. The way he was, as a person. Dion shouldn't have sung that song at that audition. He shouldn't have worn that suit to that gala. Why did he order the cream sauce when it was bad for his voice? Why would he say that to the most important director of the twenty-first century? How could he be so stupid? What kind of bumfuck Illinois town was he from anyway?

	Now, the more Dion thought through the relationship, the more he realized how lost he had become. What Blake wanted was a good-looking, successful puppet. Dion was never going to be good enough, especially as he lost role after role after role. Yes, he worked enough to stay in the union, but not to make a real living. And he didn't do anything that Blake would deem an actual success.

	It surprised him, really, how easily he had slipped into complacency with his own thoughts and feelings. As long as Blake was happy, as long as they were doing their fabulous life, he could pretend he was, too.

	Blake hadn't allowed him to work outside of the business, because Dion needed to "be serious" and "buckle down." He paid for classes in diction and tap and on-camera work. It was always for Dion's best interests. "I do everything for you" was a common refrain.

	Dion now saw that Blake was desperate to make him something that he wasn't. It's not that he wasn't talented. He knew that he was. He'd gotten cast in What's Next on his own. He'd gotten through Tisch on his own. When given the chance, he was unstoppable. He could command any room.

	Or at least, he had. Once. Before he'd become a wealthy producer's pet. He couldn't believe he'd allowed himself... 

	No. He wasn't supposed to blame himself. His new therapist was a great guide in finding his way out of the maze of feelings he had about the last five years with Blake. She gave him several resources about coercive control and financial abuse. And he was making his way through, finding a way to heal. It would take time, but he was out. In a way, Blake had given him a gift. Leaving was the hardest part, and it was done. His healing was going to be a long road, but he was already halfway there. Just by being alone.

	It would take some serious searching of his own soul to find out what exactly it was that he wanted. To find a way to trust again. To figure out who on Earth Dion Hart really was. And he was ready, even a little eager, for the challenge.

	"Little brother, where'd you go?"

	Dion shook his head and swiped his hand down his face. He knelt down in front of the box on his floor. "Sorry, Ari. I'm here." It was late. After his shower, Dion had had a session with his therapist and then fallen asleep for a few hours. The breakup had completely discombobulated him. He was grateful that his sister had called and woken him. A chat with one of his favorite people was just what he needed.

	She chuckled low. Arintha had her night voice on, soothing and warm. "How was therapy today?"

	"Good. Now that I'm saying out loud what Bla—"

	"Asshole. His name is Asshole."

	Dion huffed a laugh. He loved when she got overprotective. "The things that Asshole used to say to me? Now that I say them out loud, it's kind of jarring. That I didn't see it."

	"That's part of it though, right? The subtlety. People like him, they get in your head. By the time you notice, you're too invested. It's too late to just walk away—"

	"You've been researching." He sat back on his heels and scraped his house key through the tape on the box.

	"What the hell was that?"

	He heard the unmistakable slosh of wine in a glass. "I'm just opening these other boxes. I haven't looked at them in years. Bla—Asshole made me keep them down in storage because my things didn't go with his Park Avenue life. And I have good taste. I like color. Everything in that penthouse was beige and white." He lifted out his Tisch diploma and shifted aside his high school yearbooks. "Though this is more of a memento box."

	"Remember when mom said you should start an interior design business after you re-did the living room? She was going to tell all her friends that you would spruce up their houses."

	Their mother had died of an aneurysm. It was sudden, without warning, like a gunshot or a bomb, just a few weeks after the living room makeover. The silence hung as Dion remembered his mom; the glow of her smile, how proud she'd been of them both. He remembered Arintha's screams when they'd come home from a movie and found her on the couch, already gone.

	He shook his head and looked back in the box. He'd relived enough trauma today.

	"Oh my god."

	"What?" Ari sounded like she was coming back from faraway, too.

	"My Henry box." He pulled out a Nike shoebox and gingerly, almost reverently, set it on the floor. He put his phone on speaker and set it down next to the box.

	"The Henry box. Oh my god." She'd clearly taken a gulp of wine.

	Dion placed a palm on the lid and then slowly lifted it. "Do you remember Henry?"

	"Do I? Who do you think I am, D? Do I remember the boy you wouldn't shut up about for a year? Do I remember the boy who ate countless meals at our house? The boy you mooned over, who played the Prince beside yours. The boy who I caught, by the way, stealing my condoms? Yes I remember Henry, you complete ass."

	Laughing, Dion plucked out movie tickets from their first date, the program from Into the Woods, and a snapshot of him and Henry laughing into the camera. They were in costume. Henry's brown curls fell across his intense blue eyes. Dion's dark skin glistened with sweat, and his smile... 

	He couldn't stop looking at himself.

	"What is it?" Ari's voice surprised him.

	He drew in a breath. "I just look so happy in this photo."

	"You were happy. You were seventeen and getting laid by a hot guy all the time. Like, all the time."

	"Okay, I get it. I was a horny teenager, and you were the most chaste twenty-one year old of all time. You never brought anyone home, and never drank, and just remind me, real quick, was it you that won the stripper contest at Big Al's or—"

	"Good night, Dion."

	"Love you." She'd hung up. He laughed to himself and looked at the photo again.

	Henry. God, he could almost smell him, grass and sweat and summer air. They had been
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