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CHAPTER ONE

The Person I Didn't Expect
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He told me not to fall in love with him the first time we met.

It wasn't dramatic. Not a warning or a confession. He said it the way someone orders coffee—casual, like he'd already had the conversation a hundred times.

"Just so you know," he said, rolling past me with a crooked grin, "that would be a mistake."

I laughed. What else do you do when someone says something that ridiculous?

"No chance," I said. "I don't even know you."

"Exactly," he replied. "That's how it starts."

The chair clicked softly as he stopped near the edge of the dock.

Sunlight caught the metal frame before climbing higher, warming his brown skin. Dark hair fell into his eyes like he'd given up trying to tame it.

I noticed all of that later.

At first, I noticed the chair.

I hated that about myself.

The dock behind my uncle's place technically belonged to nobody, which meant everyone treated it like theirs. The old boards bowed beneath our feet, weathered smooth by years of sun, rain, and lake water. Kids shouted somewhere farther out, daring each other to jump from the deeper end.

Only then did I realize I was standing in the middle of the ramp.

"Sorry," I said, stepping aside.

"You're fine."

He rolled past me with practiced ease and positioned himself near the water. His arms weren't bulky, just strong in a way that came from daily life instead of a gym.

I shoved my hands into my pockets.

"So... do you always start conversations like that?"

"Like what?"

"The whole 'don't fall in love with me' thing."

A grin tugged at one corner of his mouth.

"Only when I think it might be necessary."

I snorted.

"Trust me. You're safe."

He looked at me then. Really looked.

It felt strangely like being weighed.

"White guy," he said. "Brown hair. Lake confidence. Probably thinks he's open-minded because he knows one gay person."

I blinked.

"Wow. You do profiles now?"

"Occupational hazard."

"Occupation?"

"Existing," he said. "In this body."

That shut me up.

Not because I felt accused.

Because I realized he'd probably had this conversation before.

The breeze shifted across the water.

"I'm Alex," I said after a moment.

"I know."

I frowned.

"How?"

"You look like an Alex."

"That's not how names work."

"Sure it is."

He offered his hand.

"I'm Mateo."

Of course you are, I thought.

Not in a bad way.

Just... of course.

We sat overlooking the lake, close enough to talk but leaving a careful few feet between us. I wasn't sure whether the distance was for him or for me.

"You new around here?" I asked.

"New-ish. Been here about a year."

"And you're only now finding this dock?"

"I've known about it."

He glanced toward the houses.

"I just avoided it."

"Why?"

"Too many eyes."

I followed his gaze.

A couple of boys farther down the shore were looking our way. One whispered something. The other laughed.

Heat crept up my neck.

"Idiots."

"Most people are," Mateo said.

I immediately said the dumbest thing possible.

"If it makes you feel better, people stare at me too."

He waited.

"Oh yeah?"

"Because I'm..."

I searched desperately.

"...tall?"

For a second he simply stared at me.

Then he laughed.

A real laugh.

Warm. Unrestrained.

Something inside my chest loosened.

"Nice try, Alex."

"Worth a shot."

It became surprisingly easy after that.

We talked until the sun slipped lower and painted the lake orange. At some point he told me about the chair. A car accident. No dramatic pause. No speech about perseverance.

"This is just my life," he said. "Not a lesson."

"I wasn't going to—"

"I know."

His smile softened.

"I'm just setting boundaries early."

I nodded, though I wasn't entirely sure where those boundaries began.

When the sky finally started fading toward evening, he turned his chair toward the ramp.

Then he looked back.

"Seriously."

His grin returned.

"Don't fall in love with me."

I laughed.

"Relax. I won't."

He smiled like he'd heard that before.

"Yeah," he said. "That's what they all say."

I watched him disappear up the ramp, the quiet rhythm of his wheels fading into the distance.

I remember thinking—honestly—that he had me completely wrong.

Turns out...

I was the one who didn't know myself.
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CHAPTER TWO

Rules We Didn't Agree On
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I didn't see Mateo again for four days.

That shouldn't have bothered me.

The lake was still there. The dock was still there. My uncle still woke me too early to haul fishing gear I had zero interest in. By afternoon I'd usually end up stretched across the dock, pretending I was enjoying the quiet instead of wondering why it suddenly felt... incomplete.

On the fourth day, I caught myself scanning the shoreline before I'd even parked.

That annoyed me.

He wasn't there.

Good.

Whatever had happened between us was probably just novelty. A stranger with too much confidence and a ridiculous opening line.

Don't fall in love with me.

Who says that?

Apparently the kind of person you keep thinking about anyway.

On the fifth day, I heard him before I saw him.

The quiet click of wheels on old wood.

I didn't turn right away. No reason to let him know my attention had snapped into place.

"You're blocking the ramp again."

I smiled despite myself.

"You could at least say hi first."

"I could," he said. "But this is funnier."

I moved aside.

He rolled up next to me like we'd been meeting here for years instead of once.

I hated how quickly that felt normal.

"You stalking me?"

"Please." He looked offended. "I was here yesterday."

"You were?"

"Yep."

"And I missed you?"

He shrugged.

"Sounds like a you problem."

I looked back at the water, hoping the heat in my face could pass for sunburn.

"You live around here?"

"Couple streets over."

He nodded toward the expensive houses lining the shore.

"Not lakefront. Second-class citizen."

"They're snobs like that."

"They really are."

He pointed toward my feet dangling in the water.

"You ever fall in?"

"Once."

"How old?"

"Eight."

"And?"

"My uncle laughed for five straight minutes."

Mateo nodded thoughtfully.

"Deserved."

I laughed.

"I walked into that one."

"You usually do."

He wasn't wrong.

For a while we just watched the water.

The silence wasn't awkward anymore.

It surprised me how quickly we'd gotten there.

Finally I cleared my throat.

"Can I ask you something?"

"You're going to anyway."

"Fair."

I searched for the least terrible wording.

"Do you ever get tired of people trying so hard not to offend you that they end up making everything weird?"

He glanced over.

"That's a better question."

"So?"

"All the time."

He smiled.

"You're doing better than most."

"That doesn't sound like much of a compliment."

"It isn't."

I laughed.

"You'd be amazed how low the bar is."

The lake slapped gently against the dock.

Somewhere behind us, a screen door slammed.

Kids shouted across the water.

Life kept moving.

"So why stay away from this place?" I asked.

He watched the ripples for a long moment.

"I didn't feel like being inspirational."

I frowned.

"You know the routine."

He counted them off on his fingers.

"'Can I help?'"

"'Can you swim?'"

"'You're so brave.'"

"'My cousin's neighbor's uncle uses a wheelchair too.'"

I snorted.

"I've actually heard that last one."

"I'm sure you have."

Then I made the mistake.

"So... can you swim?"

He looked at me.

One eyebrow lifted.

I closed my eyes.

"I cannot believe I just asked that."

"Nope."

"You have every right to make fun of me."

"I probably do."

A beat.

"Yes," he said. "Better than you."

"Rude."

"Accurate."

His laugh came easily.

Mine followed.

"You know," he said after a moment, "you're different."

"Careful."

I pointed at him.

"That's exactly how horror movies start."

"I'm serious."

His smile faded into something quieter.

"You don't look at me like I owe you something."

The words landed harder than I expected.

"You don't."

He held my eyes for a second too long.

I looked away first.

That night I replayed every conversation we'd had.

As if thinking hard enough could make it all less... whatever it was becoming.

It didn't.

By the end of the week, meeting at the dock had become routine.

No texts.

No plans.

No promises.

One of us would show up.

Soon enough, the other always did.

Sometimes we talked for hours.

Sometimes we'd sit there saying almost nothing, watching the lake pretend to have answers.

People started noticing.

My uncle nodded toward Mateo one afternoon.

"Friend of yours?"

"Yeah."

The answer came too fast.

Mateo was arguing with a ten-year-old about whether ducks could feel embarrassment.

Somehow he was losing.

My uncle chuckled.

"Nice kid."

Then, after a pause—

"Life's probably been harder on him than most."

I bristled.

"He seems to be handling it better than everyone else."

My uncle glanced at me before quietly nodding.

"Fair enough."

That was becoming harder not to notice.

People slowed down when they talked to Mateo.

Spoke louder.

Explained things nobody asked them to explain.

One afternoon, a woman stopped beside us on her bike.

"You're so brave," she said warmly.

Mateo looked around.

"For sitting?"

She laughed awkwardly.

"No... for everything."

She waved vaguely toward... all of him... then pedaled away looking pleased with herself.

Mateo watched her disappear.

"That happens a lot?" I asked.

"Enough."

Something inside me tightened.

"That's ridiculous."

He looked over.

"You don't get bonus points for noticing."

"I know."

"I just..."

He waited.

"You don't have to fix it," he said quietly.

"Just don't disappear when it gets uncomfortable."

I met his eyes.

"I won't."

I surprised myself by how certain I sounded.

Walking home that night, I finally admitted something I'd been trying very hard not to.

I cared.

Not love.

Not even close.

But enough that tomorrow already felt better because I knew I'd probably see him.

His voice drifted back through my memory.

Don't fall in love with me.

Too late for that warning.

Not because I loved him.

Because I was already looking forward to seeing him again.
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CHAPTER THREE

What Everyone Else Sees
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The first time someone said it out loud, I didn’t react fast enough.

It was Tuesday—hot, bright, the kind of day when everyone seemed one comment away from becoming unbearable. Mateo sat angled toward the water, one hand resting on the wheel of his chair, while I sprawled beside him with a warm soda neither of us actually wanted.

We’d been arguing about whether the lake smelled worse before or after it rained.

“Before,” Mateo said.

“After.”

“Absolutely before.”

“You’re wrong.”

“I’m rarely wrong.”

“You thought that bird was a hawk.”

“It was large and aggressive.”

“It was a seagull.”

“Same personality.”

I was still laughing when Dylan and Mark came down the dock.

I knew them from summers around the lake. Not friends exactly. The kind of people who remembered your name, invited themselves into conversations, and mistook familiarity for permission.

They were loud in that careless way some guys got when they assumed every space belonged to them.

I felt the shift before either of them spoke.

They slowed.

Their eyes moved from me to Mateo, then to the space between us.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” Dylan said. “Lake’s got a new couple.”

Mateo went still.

Not dramatically. He didn’t flinch or look away.

His fingers simply tightened around the push rim.

I noticed because I’d started noticing things like that.

I laughed automatically.

“We’re not—”

“Relax,” Mark said. “Didn’t mean it like that.”

He did.

Dylan grinned, eyes moving over Mateo before settling on me.

“Just didn’t know you were into dudes, Alex.”

My face burned.

“I’m not.”

The answer came too quickly.

Too loudly.

The words seemed to hang over the dock after I said them.

Mateo looked at me.

His expression was calm, almost blank, but I knew enough by then to recognize when he’d closed a door.

“Oh,” Dylan said. “My bad.”

He didn’t sound sorry.

The two of them kept walking, their laughter carrying over the water until distance swallowed it.

I stared at my soda.

A thin layer of condensation had gathered beneath my thumb.

I wanted to rewind the last thirty seconds and say something different.

Anything different.

Mateo looked back toward the lake.

“You didn’t have to clarify.”

“I wasn’t—”

“I know.”

His voice was even.

“You were talking to them. Not me.”

That made it worse.

“I didn’t mean it like that.”

“Like what?”

“Like being into you would be...”

I stopped.

He glanced at me.

“Disgusting?”

“No.”

The word burst out of me.

“God, no.”

Mateo nodded once.

“Okay.”

But it wasn’t okay.

Something had shifted.

The space between us hadn’t changed, but suddenly it felt measured.

He stayed another ten minutes. Maybe less.

We talked about nothing. The weather. My uncle’s boat. A dog chasing ducks near the opposite bank.

Then Mateo checked his phone.

“I should go.”

“Already?”

He gave me a look that made me regret asking.

“Yeah.”

He turned toward the ramp.

I moved aside before he had to tell me.

The soft click of his wheels against the boards sounded louder than usual.

I watched him leave.

Then I hated the first feeling that came over me.

Relief.

Not because he was gone.

Because I no longer had to sit beside what I’d said.

That night, I lay awake staring at the ceiling fan.

I wasn’t gay.

I liked girls.

I had kissed girls, dated girls, spent years assuming that eventually I’d meet the right one and everything would arrange itself into something simple.

That was what I knew.

But I liked Mateo.

Not vaguely.

Not in some abstract, friendly way.

I looked for him when I arrived at the lake. I remembered things he said. I noticed the curve of his mouth before he smiled and the small scar near his left wrist. When he laughed, I felt absurdly proud if I had caused it.

And when Dylan had called us a couple, my body had reacted before my mind could catch up.

The worst part was that I couldn’t tell whether I’d panicked because the idea was wrong or because some part of me knew it wasn’t.

The next afternoon, I almost didn’t go to the dock.

That was how I knew I had to.

Mateo was already there.

He wasn’t alone.

A girl stood beside him with her arms crossed, sunglasses pushed onto the top of her head. She looked about Mateo’s age, maybe a little older. Same dark hair. Same sharp eyes. Same expression that suggested she had already decided whether she liked me.

She followed Mateo’s gaze when I approached.

“Hey,” I said.

“Alex,” Mateo replied.

Easy. Casual.

Like yesterday had never happened.

That almost hurt more.

He nodded toward the girl.

“This is Lena. My sister.”

“Oh.”

Brilliant opening.

“Hi.”

Lena looked me up and down.

“So you’re the lake boy.”

I blinked.

“I have no idea what that means.”

“It means my brother has mentioned you four times this week.”

Mateo groaned.

“Lena.”

“What?” she said. “You said, ‘Lake guy thinks seagulls are majestic.’”

“I did not say majestic.”

“You said misunderstood.”

“They are.”

She continued as if he hadn’t spoken.

“Then it was, ‘Lake guy doesn’t know anything about boats.’ And yesterday it was, ‘Lake guy said something stupid.’”

I looked at Mateo.

His jaw tightened.

“Thank you, Lena.”

“You’re welcome.”

I couldn’t help smiling.

“So I’m lake guy?”

“Unfortunately,” Mateo said.

Lena glanced between us.

“You’re both exhausting.”

She turned toward Mateo.

“You ready?”

“Yeah.”

Then he looked at me.

“You coming?”

The question caught me off guard.

“Uh. Sure.”

We headed toward town.

I walked beside them at first, then realized I kept drifting either too far ahead or too close to Mateo’s chair. Every crack in the pavement seemed suddenly visible. Every sloped driveway, broken curb, and patch of gravel became something I couldn’t stop noticing.

Mateo navigated them without comment.

He angled slightly before each bump, shifted his weight, and pushed harder when the pavement rose. None of it looked helpless. It looked practiced.

Still, I became hyperaware of where I put my feet and whether I was in his way.

“You can relax,” he said.

“I am relaxed.”

“You look like you’re escorting a bomb.”

Lena snorted.

“I’m just trying not to walk in front of you.”

“If you do, I’ll run you over.”

“Good to know.”

“He means it,” Lena said.

Mateo smiled.

“I do.”

The coffee shop was three blocks from the lake.

The front entrance had a single step.

Not a large one.

Just high enough.

I stared at it.

Mateo did not.

“There’s a side entrance,” Lena said.

She walked around the building, then returned a moment later looking annoyed.

“Locked.”

“Of course it is,” Mateo said.

“This place sucks,” I muttered.

“Most do.”

There was no self-pity in his voice.

That made me angrier somehow.

Lena went inside to order while Mateo and I waited near the window.

A man came out carrying two coffees. He glanced at Mateo’s chair, then at the step.

“Need help?”

“No, thanks,” Mateo said.

The man reached for the back of the chair anyway.

“I’ve got it.”

Mateo’s shoulders stiffened.

“No.”

The man had already wrapped his hand around one of the push handles.

“I’m just trying to help.”

“He said no,” I said.

The man looked at me, irritated.

“I heard him.”

“Then listen.”

“Alex,” Mateo said quietly.

But I was already angry.

“You don’t grab people after they tell you not to.”

The man removed his hand.

“I was being nice.”

Mateo turned his head slightly.

“Being nice usually involves listening.”

The man muttered something under his breath and walked away.

For several seconds, nobody spoke.

I looked down at Mateo.

“You okay?”

“I’m fine.”

His tone wasn’t cold, but it wasn’t warm either.

“I shouldn’t have jumped in.”

“You weren’t wrong.”

“But?”

He looked toward the coffee shop window.

“But I had it.”

I nodded.

“Okay.”

Mateo watched me for a moment.

Then he reached out and touched my forearm.

Just above the wrist.

His hand was warm.

“Still,” he said, quieter, “thank you.”

The touch lasted no more than a second or two.

Maybe three.

Long enough that I felt the absence when he pulled away.

Lena returned with three drinks balanced in a cardboard tray.

“Did I miss something?”

“Alex threatened a stranger,” Mateo said.

“I did not threaten him.”

“You used your angry voice.”

“I don’t have an angry voice.”

Lena handed me a cup.

“You absolutely do.”

We found a bench near the water.

Lena took the bench while Mateo positioned his chair beside it. I sat at the other end, leaving a space between us that felt far too deliberate.

For a while, Lena carried the conversation.

She told embarrassing stories about Mateo in high school. He corrected every detail. According to her, he had once entered a talent show despite having no talent. According to him, spoken-word poetry was a legitimate art form.

“You rhymed ‘pain’ with ‘rain’ six times,” Lena said.

“It was metaphorical.”

“It was criminal.”

I laughed so hard I nearly spilled my drink.

Mateo pointed at me.

“You’re supposed to be on my side.”

“I don’t think I am.”

His eyes narrowed.

“Traitor.”

Lena smiled into her coffee.

It was subtle, but I caught it.

She was watching us.

Not suspiciously anymore.

More like she was trying to understand something neither Mateo nor I had explained.

After a few minutes, she stood.

“I’m going to walk around.”

Mateo looked up at her.

“You hate walking.”

“I suddenly love it.”

She looked at me.

“Try not to say anything stupid.”

“No promises,” Mateo said.

“I was talking to Alex.”

Then she left.

Silence settled between us.

Not the easy kind.

I rubbed my palms against my jeans.

“You didn’t have to invite me.”

“I know.”

“I mean after yesterday.”

Mateo traced one finger around the lid of his cup.

“I know what you meant.”

“Do you?”

He looked at me then.

I forced myself not to look away.

“I should’ve handled it better,” I said.

“Yeah.”

No softening.

No quick reassurance.

I deserved that.

“I wasn’t rejecting you.”

His expression barely changed.

“You said you weren’t into guys.”

“I know.”

“That sounded fairly clear.”

“I panicked.”

“Because they thought you might like me.”

The words were quiet.

I swallowed.

“Because they said it before I understood what I was feeling.”

Mateo held my gaze.

The noise of the lake seemed to recede.

“You’re feeling something?”

I could have lied.

A week earlier, I probably would have.

“I don’t know.”

He looked away first this time.

“That’s convenient.”

“It’s honest.”

“Honest for who?”

I let the question sit.

“For me,” I said. “Probably not for you.”

His jaw tightened.

“I’ve done this before, Alex.”

“Done what?”

“Been someone’s exception.”

The words landed somewhere deep.

“The guy who says he’s straight but likes me. The guy who wants to kiss me as long as nobody calls it what it is. The guy who acts like being confused gives him permission to make me feel disposable.”

“I wouldn’t do that.”

“You don’t know that yet.”

“I do.”

“No,” he said. “You hope.”

I didn’t have an answer.

A boat cut across the lake, its engine fading slowly behind it.

Mateo stared after it.

“When you said you weren’t into guys,” he continued, “I believed you.”

“I was scared.”

“I know.”

“I don’t want you to think I’m ashamed of you.”

He laughed once, without humor.

“This isn’t only about me being disabled.”

“I know.”

“Do you?”

“Yes.”

My voice came out firmer than I expected.

“I know being seen with you means people notice the chair first. I know they’re going to make assumptions about both of us. I know some people will think I’m being charitable and others will think you should be grateful.”

His eyes sharpened.

“And I know you hate all of that.”

He was quiet.

“I’m starting to hate it too,” I said.

“Don’t make my life your education.”

“I’m not trying to.”

“Then what are you trying to do?”

I looked down at the space between us.

“I’m trying not to lose this before I know what it is.”

Mateo went very still.

That was the closest I had come to saying it.

Maybe the closest I could.

After a long silence, he shifted his chair a little nearer to the bench.

Not much.

Just enough that our knees were almost level.

“Can I ask you something?” I said.

“You usually do.”

“If I offer to help with something, is that annoying?”

“Depends.”

“On what?”

“Whether I need help.”

“That seems difficult to predict.”

“It’s almost like you could ask.”

I smiled.

“Right.”

He leaned back slightly.

“Ask. Don’t assume. And if I say no, believe me.”

“Okay.”

“And never grab the chair without asking.”

“I wouldn’t.”

“A lot of people think the chair is separate from me.”

He rested one hand on the wheel.

“It isn’t. Someone grabbing it feels like someone grabbing my body.”

I looked at the push handles behind him.

The stranger’s hand flashed through my mind.

“I didn’t know that.”

“Most people don’t.”

“I’ll remember.”

Mateo studied my face.

“I think you will.”

The words warmed something inside me.

We sat there while sunlight flickered over the water.

Our shoulders didn’t touch. There was still enough space between us for caution, uncertainty, and every question I hadn’t learned how to ask.

But less space than before.

“What?” Mateo said.

I realized I’d been staring at his hand.

“Nothing.”

“Liar.”

I looked up.

His mouth curved.

I smiled back.

“Probably.”

He held out his cup.

“Want to try this?”

“What is it?”

“Vanilla iced coffee.”

“You made fun of my soda for being too sweet.”

“That was different.”

“How?”

“I ordered this.”

I took the cup from him.

Our fingers brushed around the plastic.

This time neither of us moved immediately.

The contact was small.

Barely there.

Still, every nerve in my hand seemed to wake at once.

Mateo noticed.

I knew he noticed because his eyes dropped briefly to where our fingers touched.

Then he let go.

I took a drink.

It was painfully sweet.

I handed it back.

“That’s terrible.”

“You have no taste.”

“You put dessert in a cup.”

He laughed.

The sound eased the last of the tension from his face.

When Lena finally returned, she looked from him to me and raised one eyebrow.

Neither of us explained.

We stayed until the heat softened and the shadows grew longer.

When we started back toward the lake, I walked beside Mateo without overthinking every step. At the steepest part of the sidewalk, he slowed.

I slowed too.

“Want a push?” I asked.

He looked over.

For a second, I thought he might say no.

Then he nodded toward the handles.

“Just to the top.”

I moved behind him carefully.

“Tell me if I’m doing it wrong.”

“You’re probably doing it wrong.”

“Encouraging.”

I placed my hands on the handles.

The chair shifted beneath them, more responsive than I expected.

Mateo leaned forward slightly.

I pushed.

It wasn’t dramatic. He could have made it up himself. I knew that.

The point wasn’t that he needed me.

The point was that he had chosen to let me.

At the top of the hill, I stopped.

Mateo released the wheels and turned slightly.

“Not terrible.”

“High praise.”

“Don’t get used to it.”

I stepped around beside him again.

Our arms brushed.

Neither of us apologized.

By the time we reached the dock, Lena had gone ahead.

Mateo stopped at the beginning of the ramp.

“I meant what I said yesterday,” he told me.

“About what?”

“Don’t make me the thing you panic away from.”

My chest tightened.

“I won’t.”

“You can’t promise that.”

“Maybe not.”

I looked at him.

“But I can promise I’ll come back when I screw up.”

Mateo’s expression softened.

“That’s better.”

He rolled onto the dock.

I walked beside him.

For once, I didn’t worry about what anyone else might see.
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CHAPTER FOUR

The Line I Pretended Not to See
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I started noticing his hands.

Not that they were easy to miss.

Mateo’s hands were strong, capable, marked by small scars that looked earned rather than dramatic. A pale line crossed one knuckle. Another curved near the base of his thumb. His palms were rough from the push rims, the skin slightly darker where the metal met him most often.

What was new was how often my attention drifted there without permission.

I noticed the way his fingers spread before gripping the wheels. The quick flex of his wrists when he turned. The way he tapped his thumb against the frame when he was impatient.

My eyes followed those movements like they had figured out something my brain was still refusing to admit.

It bothered me.

Mostly because I couldn’t make it stop.

We didn’t talk about what had happened at the dock with Dylan and Mark.

That became another one of our unspoken rules.

The moment had been acknowledged, apologized for, and placed somewhere behind us. Not forgotten, exactly. Just not allowed to poison everything that came after.

Mateo treated me the same as before.

He made fun of my clothes.

He insulted my taste in music.

He sent me a picture of a seagull standing on a trash can with the caption:
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Your majestic king.
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He trusted me.

That was somehow worse than anger.

Anger would have given me something to push against. Trust just sat there between us, quiet and heavy.

I wasn’t sure I was built for it.

By then, we had fallen into something that looked suspiciously like a routine.

I helped my uncle in the mornings. Mateo showed up sometime after lunch. We stayed at the dock until one of us got hungry enough to admit it.

Sometimes Lena joined us.

Usually she arrived carrying food Mateo claimed he hadn’t asked for and then ate half of anyway.

Other days, it was just us.

Those were the days I had started looking forward to most.

One afternoon, I brought chips and a pack of cookies from the gas station.

Mateo looked inside the bag.

“Chocolate sandwich cookies?”

“You don’t like them?”

“I like real cookies.”

“These are real.”

“They come from a factory.”

“So does your personality.”

He stared at me.

“That didn’t even make sense.”

“It did in my head.”

“That’s where most of your problems start.”

I sat beside him at the end of the dock and opened the package.

“You want one or not?”

He held out his hand.

I passed him a cookie.

He twisted it apart, inspected the cream, then handed one side back to me.

“What am I supposed to do with this?”

“Eat it.”

“You ate the good half.”

“There is no good half.”

“Then why did you keep it?”

Mateo took a bite and smiled around it.

“Because it was yours.”

I looked at him.

He kept chewing like he hadn’t said anything strange.

Maybe he hadn’t.

Maybe I was the one making everything strange now.

I ate the dry cookie half anyway.

A few days later, clouds rolled in so fast the lake seemed to change color beneath them.

One minute, sunlight bounced white across the water.

The next, the sky had turned slate gray.

Boats headed toward shore. Parents called children out of the water. The air smelled metallic, charged with rain.

Mateo looked up.

“That’s coming in hard.”

“You afraid of getting wet?”

“No.”

He pointed at me.

“You’re wearing white.”

I looked down at my shirt.

“Oh.”

“Exactly.”

The first drops hit before we reached the boathouse.

We moved under the overhang while rain swept across the lake in silver sheets. It hammered against the roof, loud enough that we had to lean closer to hear each other.

Mateo positioned his chair near the wall where the spray couldn’t reach him.

I sat on an overturned crate beside him.

For a while, we watched the storm erase the opposite shore.

The lake disappeared behind a gray curtain. Thunder rolled somewhere far away, low enough to feel through the boards.

“You ever think about leaving?” Mateo asked.

I looked over.

“Leaving the boathouse?”

“This place.”

“Town?”

“Everything.”

I leaned my elbows on my knees.

“All the time.”

“Anywhere specific?”

“Somewhere bigger.”

“Original.”

“I know.”

I smiled.

“Somewhere I don’t already know how every conversation ends. Somewhere people don’t remember what I was like in middle school.”

“That bad?”

“I had a bowl cut.”

Mateo winced.

“I’m sorry.”

“It was a difficult time.”

“I hope you’ve healed.”

“I’m trying.”

He laughed, then looked back toward the rain.

“What about you?” I asked. “Where would you go?”

He hesitated.

That was unusual.

Mateo usually answered before questions were finished, especially when he thought he could make the answer funny.

This time, his fingers rested still against the wheel.

“Somewhere anonymous,” he said.

“Why anonymous?”

“So no one knows my story before they know me.”

The rain softened for a moment, then struck harder.

“You don’t have to tell people your story,” I said.

He glanced at me.

“I do.”

“Why?”

“Because they ask.”

“You can tell them not to.”

“I can.”

His mouth tightened.

“But then I become difficult.”

“Who cares?”

“I do, sometimes.”

He looked down at his hands.

“It gets exhausting deciding which version of myself is easiest for everyone else.”

I didn’t know what to say to that.

I had never thought about introductions as work.

For me, meeting someone meant giving my name, maybe explaining how I knew my uncle, where I was from.

For Mateo, it meant waiting for the question.

What happened?

How long have you been in the chair?

Can you feel your legs?

Would you ever walk again?

People reached for the most private parts of his life before they knew his favorite movie.

“What version do I get?” I asked.

He turned to me.

“The annoying one.”

“That’s what I thought.”

His smile returned.

I watched rainwater gather at the edge of the roof and fall in a steady stream.

After a moment, I said, “You don’t have to tell me anything you don’t want to.”

“I know.”

“But you can.”

“I know that too.”

He said it quietly.

The words settled somewhere under my ribs.

A cold drop of rain landed on my forearm.

Then another.

I rubbed at the skin.

Mateo noticed.

“You’re cold.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re shivering.”

“I am not.”

He raised one eyebrow.

“Alex.”

There were several versions of my name when Mateo said it.

The amused one.

The warning one.

The one that meant I was being an idiot.

This was the last one.

He leaned forward and reached behind his chair.

A dark hoodie was looped around one of the handles. He untangled it, shook it out, and held it toward me.

“I don’t need it.”

“I wasn’t asking.”

“You’ll be cold.”

“I’m not the one wearing a wet shirt.”

I looked down.

The rain had blown farther under the overhang than I realized. Damp patches spread across the shoulders and chest.

Mateo tilted the hoodie toward me.

“Take it.”

I did.

The fabric was warm where it had rested against the back of his chair.

I pulled it over my head.

The sleeves stopped above my wrists, and it fit tighter across my shoulders than I expected.

Mateo stared.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“You’re smiling.”

“It looks terrible on you.”

“Then I’ll take it off.”

“No.”

The answer came too fast.

We both paused.

Mateo cleared his throat.

“You’ll get sick.”

“That’s not how colds work.”

“You know what I mean.”

I settled back onto the crate.

The hoodie smelled like soap, lake water, sunscreen, and something warmer underneath.

Something that was simply him.

I became painfully aware of every breath I took.

“Better?” he asked.

“Yeah.”

Too quick again.

He smiled like he knew exactly what was happening.

Or maybe he didn’t.

That was the problem.

I was starting to assume every glance meant something because I desperately wanted it to.

He turned back toward the lake.

I watched his profile.

The shape of his nose. The dark lashes. The way his hair curled slightly near his ear when it got damp.

Something inside me shifted.

Not lightning.

Not a sudden revelation.

Gravity.

A slow, heavy pull that had been there long before I named it.

I wasn’t confused about Mateo.

I was confused about myself.

There was a difference.

A week earlier, I could still pretend I liked being around him because he was funny. Because summer was boring. Because he was new and interesting and didn’t treat me like someone he
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