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Chapter One
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I was supposed to get my own tent, that was the deal. 

One last family vacation, one last camping trip before I headed off to college, and if I'd said yes then it was because I'd been promised I wouldn't have to share a tent with my annoying younger brother. A year between us and yet you'd think he was still a 10-year-old nightmare, dedicated to infuriating me at every opportunity.

Not that Daniel wanted to unroll his sleeping bag next to mine, either. Not with his best friend Mark coming along for the trip, and I knew from how they set their two-man tent up just that little bit further out than everyone else's - my own singleton accommodations included - that they had a long weekend of being loud, obnoxious, and probably girl-obsessed in mind. 

Me, I just wanted to get through the three days without getting bitten to hell by bugs. Girls had never really been on my radar. 

I almost wanted to laugh when my brother's "kinda itchy, I guess" throat turned into a pair of pink lines on the COVID test. The rest of us somehow spared, despite traveling up here in the same bubble of air in my parents' battered minivan, only now there was no chance of Daniel and Mark sharing a tent like they'd planned. Any amusement I might've felt draining, however, when my quarters were redesignated the plague village. For my brother, it was to be social distancing by day, and banishment at night.

And for me, relocation and a new bunkmate.

Mark wasn't so much my brother's shadow as his twin. Certainly, the two of them had always seemed inseparable; only the obvious physical differences made clear this was male bonding not biology. Daniel's hair - like mine - blonde; our skin pale, our eyes blue. His best friend, in contrast, was dark haired and slightly darker skinned. A gift, I knew, from his Puerto Rican mother. 

To me, he was familiar and at the same time obscure. My brother's friend being none of my business, and if there was only a year between us then that only made the need for distinguishing lines all the more pressing. Mark was a part of Daniel's world, and that in turn was something I was happy to ignore to the best of my abilities. 

A delineation I found myself regretting, just a little, as I lugged my bag over to the tent I was going to share with him for the next few nights. Maybe if I'd got to know him better - more than just a grunt and a nod as we passed each other in the kitchen - it wouldn't feel so uncomfortable. 

He turned as I pushed through the flap, arms up as he hooked a sturdy little lantern through the tent's frame. Bright green plastic swaying; I watched the motion, glad of having something other than Mark to look at. 

"Did I leave you enough space?" 

I blinked at him, then glanced down at the floor. He'd pushed his sleeping bag to one side, leaving me what looked like more than my fair half. Embarrassed by the gesture, I shrugged and dumped my backpack down. 

"That's fine. Thanks."

Unrolling my own sleeping bag was another blessed distraction. Aware, as I did it, that even if Mark wasn't exactly watching me, then he wasn't exactly ignoring me either. 

"Sorry you have to share," I told him, finally, hating the sound of my voice but hating the awkward silence even more. 

He made a face, seemingly unbothered. "I was gonna be sharing anyway."

"Yeah," I reminded him, "but with Daniel, not me."

"Do you snore?" 

I shook my head; watched him grin at me.

"Then you're already ahead."

Perhaps another, more loyal brother would defend his sibling. Me, I was probably always going to be first on the "tease the hell out of Daniel" train. 

"Even so," I said, "thanks for sharing."

Mark gestured around the small space. "Hog all this luxury to myself? What kind of a guy do you think I am?"

I allowed myself a laugh. 

"So you're gay, right?" 

I fought the urge to roll my eyes; it wasn't dark enough yet that it'd go unnoticed. Still, I braced myself for the inevitable next question - something like "you're not going to hit on me, are you?" delivered in a tone somewhere on the spectrum from nervous to outright aggression - even as I nodded.

"Yeah."

I bent down to smooth out the edge of the sleeping bag. Not like it needed it, but then again I didn't need to see whatever look was now on Mark's face, either. Unhappiness, maybe, at having to share the tent with a queer guy, or just plain disgust.

"Have you got a boyfriend?" 

There was no stopping my head from flicking up, surprise overwhelming my own fledgling discomfort. Searching Mark's expression, and finding nothing but curiosity there. 

Not that it was a particularly fun question to answer, either.

"No," I told him, "no boyfriend."

A slow nod. Then he leaned down to dig into his backpack, tugging out crumpled clothes.

It was like a burn on the palm of your hand, a welt you can't help but pick at. Even as you know that, with each scratch, you're damning yourself to a longer stretch of discomfort. 

"You got a problem with it?"

Mark glanced up, hands still searching the depths of his pack. His look something close to amused scorn. "Dude, get real." 

I gnawed on my lip, refusing to let another question out. Despite needing clarity even more desperately, now. Something to stop the spiral of assumptions and uncertainty my brain was already beginning to tumble down through.

"Am I gonna get bitten?" 

His question jolted me, thoughts skittering as I blinked at him and tried to process. "What?"

He'd definitely have been able to see me roll my eyes before, I realized, because I could see Mark doing it now.

"Like, mosquitos. Bugs. Are they gonna be biting?"

Not trusting my voice, I shook my head. 

Mark chuckled. "You're funny." 

Before I could even decide whether I wanted to ask him to explain that, he was pulling off his shirt. Casually and unbothered, even if he had to duck under the slanted roof of the tent. 

Turning away quickly would look suspicious, I told myself, not entirely sure if it was self-deception or delusion. Both, maybe, and yet leaning into it regardless. Eyes flitting across the smooth expanse of his chest; his shoulders, neither wide nor narrow. Muscles there, but what you'd expect from a healthy young guy, rather than the exaggerated contours of the men in my Instagram feed. 

I forced myself to look down, slowly, as he pulled a sleeveless shirt into place. Not wanting to see Mark's smirk, or sneer, or whatever other expression might be there. 

"Did you not bring shorts?" He chuckled. "You're gonna roast, dude."

"I brought shorts."

A beat. "Well, hurry up then." Mark snorted, finally. "Get changed and then we can go eat."

Gritting my teeth, I tugged the button on my jeans. Somehow it was already clear that protesting - telling him that I'd catch him up, or that I didn't have to get changed at all - was pointless. That inescapable feeling that everything was escalating toward my being the butt of Mark's joke, the details unknown but my role as the punchline clear.

"Do I need to get your mom in here, to help undress you?" 

I flipped him and his sarcasm off, unzipping my jeans and pushing them down. Conscious of his attention; feeling suddenly guilty and frustrated that I'd given in before, watched him as he stripped off his shirt. That I'd set a precedent, and now had to live with the inevitable consequences of that. 

"Nice underwear, dude."

There didn't seem much point in hiding my glare, now. Resigned to Mark's teasing, his smirk as he stared at my trunks. 

They were blue, skin-tight; square cut and supremely comfortable. That didn't mean I was entirely happy about being looked at in them. 

"Fuck off," I told him, forcing my tone into unimpressed mildness. Resisting the urge, too, to rush and grab for my shorts, knowing that would only be a red rag to the bull. 

"Are you literally incapable of accepting a compliment, or do you just prefer being an asshole?" 

I glanced up, still fighting the need to cover myself. Expecting to find him smirking still, amused at having provoked a reaction. Instead, Mark just looked curious, bordering on exasperated. 

"Occupational hazard when you grow up with Daniel, maybe," I explained, grudgingly. 

Mark laughed. "Yeah, your brother can be an asshole too."

I gave him a pointed look. "And you're his best friend, so..."

A beaming, toothy grin. The sort which, I was sure, led to people telling Mark he was cute. Frankly it was a distraction I could do without, standing there in a t-shirt and my underwear. 

"So I'm the outlier trying to make him a nicer person," he suggested. A wink, and then he eyed up my trunks again. "So learn to take a compliment. Nice underwear, Leo."

Gritting my teeth, just for a moment, I allowed myself to consider the possibility that this wasn't all the annoying set-up to some annoying joke. That my annoying brother's somewhat-less-annoying best friend might actually be sincere.

It felt like a stretch, but further doubts didn't seem like they'd do much to dim his expectant expression.

"Uh... thanks."

He stared at me a while longer, then blinked a couple of times when it became clear I wasn't going to say anything more. "That's all I get? No brand, no details, no mini-review?" 

Scowling, and regretting my decision to concede, I reached for my shorts. "I'm not Google."

A laugh that was halfway to a snort. Then, as he saw me lift my foot, Mark reached out a hand. "Wait, wait. At least just turn around, first."

There was no way he could be ignorant of my frustration; it felt like it was radiating off me in moody waves. Disapproval apparently wasn't enough to dissuade him, however. Then again, beyond protesting and bitching, it wasn't like I'd put up much of a fight so far. 

"Why?" I demanded. 

Mark shrugged. "Because I want to see what they look like from the back?"

Rolling my eyes, I turned on my heel. Feeling somehow more exposed as I did it, no longer being able to see his face as he watched me. My back prickled with the imagined attention. 

"Happy, now?" 

A pause. "They make your ass look great, don't they," Mark said, finally. 

I spun back around, pointing an accusatory finger at his chest. "I knew all that sincerity stuff was bullshit," I spat at him, hotly. 

Mark's expression gave the strong message that he thought I was an idiot. "Or, maybe," he countered, "you have a great ass, and I was pointing that out."

I didn't really know what to say to that, so I just scowled some more and shook my head, focusing on pulling up the shorts. He was still watching me when I fastened the button and glanced back up. 

"Finally," he said, smiling. As though he hadn't been the one delaying my getting dressed in the first place. "Can we go, now?"

I could correct his skewed recollection of events, or I could swallow the annoyance down and get out of the damn tent. I picked the latter, even though I knew Mark would probably count it as another win. 

"Go on, then," I told him, gesturing at the zippered flap.
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I tried not to watch him. 

It wasn't like Mark started hanging around me, instead of with my brother. Wasn't like we spoke more than we ever did, or that I even wanted to get involved when they started tossing a ball to each other, or horsing around by the water's edge. 

And yet the dynamic had changed, minutely, almost imperceivable. My own awareness of it outsize compared - I hoped - to what everyone around me saw. Like a curiosity had been awakened, but even then that was too much, too overstated. More that I'd simply become aware of something that, until then, hadn't even registered in my consciousness. 

He was cute, I'd admitted that to myself. And I got the impression that Mark knew it, too. Was entirely aware that people might be drawn to him, and if he didn't take advantage of that - didn't capitalize on the fact that some people simply have more in the way of magnetism than others - then it was surely only a matter of time. He'd grow into it.

They were sly, inconsequential glances. My gaze catching on movement, the way his arms flexed as he raised the ball above his head and flung it. How he deftly sidestepped my brother as he came barreling into him, sending Daniel sprawling into the water on his belly. And then, moments later, the way Mark allowed himself to be toppled down too. Both of them surfacing in an eruption of splashing and laughter. 

I told myself his slight grin was from my brother's playfulness, not because he'd caught me looking as he pushed his fingers through the dark, wet tangle of his hair. Busied myself, instead, with helping my dad at the grill. 

It was a distraction, the fire and the hotdogs and the burgers, at least to begin with. Then it became a full-time occupation, one end of the grate ready by the time I'd flipped and twisted my way down to the other. Too much food, and yet the idea of anything less than excess - anything other than embracing consumption, the reassurance of surfeit - was anathema to my parents. 

And so I focused on the tongs, and the spatter of hot fat, and forgot (or neglected to think about, if there's a distinction) about Mark, or Daniel, or anything else but the heat and the routine. So engrossed, indeed, that I jerked with surprise when an arm draped around my shoulders and a face appeared right next to mine.

"Do you think you've made enough?" 

His voice was teasing, amused. Knowing, too; after all, Mark was no stranger to our family cookouts. Inured to our wholehearted embrace of flame-grilled profligacy. 

I shrugged, the gesture made lopsided by his weight on me. Felt the wetness of his arm begin to dampen my shirt; the drips from his hair falling between us and the grill. 

"You're not hungry?" I asked.

A laugh, at that. He squeezed me, bicep tightening and pulling me into him. "Ravenous. Are they ready?" 

I gestured with the tongs. "Medium-well, medium, medium-rare." Invisible dividing lines between the three, just like my dad had hammered into me. Originally he'd had to remind me of the timings, hovering a few paces away as though relinquishing even this small task felt like a theft to him. Now, the countdown was a part of me, too, its click as familiar as my heartbeat. 

"Can I help?" 

I half-turned, fixing him in my partial vision. "You could get the plate," I suggested. Watched his grin flash brighter, and then felt his absence as he pulled away from me. One side of my body suddenly cooler, lighter than the other, as if Mark and I had been conjoined rather than simply pressed in tight. The thought was enough to make me look around, feeling suddenly guilty, to see if anyone else had noticed. 

Nothing.

"Here," he said from behind me, holding out the long, wide platter. 

I nodded, not trusting my voice in that moment. Focussed instead on transferring the meat from the grill, recreating the rows just like had been drilled into me. "No accounting for taste," my dad had always said, even though he preferred his burgers done medium. He'd said pretty much the same thing when I'd come out to him and my mom, fifteen and terrified that I was about to fuck up everything I'd learned to rely on.

Food was good, a distraction. My brother helping there, too; whining - to everyone's amusement - that he wasn't allowed to have a beer from the cooler. I could still hear him complaining even as I walked down to the old pier jutting out into the lake, gingerly sitting down on its battered edge with my paper plate balanced on my thighs. 

I could've brought someone along, like Daniel had. And it wasn't like I was a loner, entirely friendless. There was no boyfriend, sure, but that didn't mean I had zero social life. 

It was just strange, to blur the edges between family and friends. The kids I'd known growing up, most of them had fallen by the wayside as I'd come out as gay. I still wasn't sure whether that was by their choice, or because I'd steadily put distance between us myself. Unable, perhaps, to handle the reminder of all the years I'd had a secret burning inside myself. They might not have tried to put me back into the Leo-shaped box I'd felt trapped in before, but I didn't know how to be the person I was afterwards and still relate to them. 

My new friends, I wondered if they'd be too queer. Or, more accurately, if my family would always be wondering "Is this one Leo's partner, now?" and the idea of that lingering curiosity made me itch like hives. 

"Burgers were good."

I glanced up, squinting into the sun at where Mark stood beside me. Too lost in thought to have heard the boards squeaking as he padded down, barefoot, to where I was sitting. 

Maybe he took my lack of response as an invitation to join me. Maybe he just didn't feel the need to wait for permission at all. 

"Thanks," I said, staring back out at the lake. "It's pretty simple, really."

Mark laughed. "You're really not good with compliments, are you."

I shrugged, feeling awkward. "It was just burgers."

He laughed, again. Nudged me with his shoulder, shaking his head. "Dude. You're hopeless."

I had nothing to say to that, so I said nothing. 

"You think your brother is gonna wear your dad down?" Mark seemed less comfortable with silence than I was. 

I made a face. "Doubtful. But he'll still try." I gave him a sly glance. "You're not back there making the argument with him." It wasn't really clear, even to myself, if I meant it as a question or an observation. 

Mark leaned back, arms braced behind him on the rough wood. Thighs spread, feet just brushing the water. I could feel the heat from his bare leg against my own. 

"Nah," he said, sounding unimpressed. "Drinking's not my thing. I like to be aware of what's happening, y'know?"

My slow nod stood in for words. 

He nudged me again. "What about you? Are you a wild party guy, always getting into trouble?" 

No way to stop my snort of amusement. "I can't tell you," I deadpanned, "you're too young to hear it."

Mark grunted. "You're, like, a year older than me? If that."

I side-eyed hm again, amused at his sudden annoyance. "And yet still such innocence," I teased. Laughed again, at his rude gesture in response. 

"You gonna swim?" 

I looked out at the lake, at his change of subject. "Maybe. After waiting the medically-recommended hour after eating, of course."

He scoffed. "You know that's bullshit, right?" 

"So you're a doctor now?" 

Mark sat forward, so that he could look around my shoulder and show me his unimpressed expression. "No, but I have Google."

"Who needs medical school," I observed, dryly. 

A laugh, before giving me a wide grin. "So defy the medical profession and come swim with me, then," he said, tone challenging.

I gestured at my plate, the remnants of my dinner. "After I finish, maybe."

"Dude." Mark sounded genuinely frustrated. 

I grabbed his arm, to encourage him forward. Regretted it a split-second later, the heat of his skin, its softness against my fingertips. His bicep was firmer than I would've expected, the muscle thicker and stronger. 

Flustered, I shoved him. Harder than I meant to, Mark's laugh cut off as he realized this was no playful push; a gasp, as I toppled him off the edge of the pier and down into the water.

He surfaced spluttering, brushing water off his face. Gave me an incredulous look. "Dude!"

I held up my hands, placatory. "Accident! It was an accident."

Mark didn't look convinced. And, judging by the way he was approaching me, his idea of payback involved pulling me right in after him. 

"Seriously," I insisted, "it was an accident."

"You either get in yourself, right now," he said, ignoring my excuses, "or I pull you in. Your choice, Leo."

I held up the plate, gesturing at what was left on it. 

"Last chance," he said, ominously. 

I set the remains of my dinner down, wondering whether I've have time to stand and race away from him down the pier. Considering Mark was now in grabbing-distance of my ankles, I doubted my odds. 

"Leo..." 

I waved acquiescence, pulling my shirt up, over my head and setting it down too. Gave him one, last, hopeful glance. "Look," I repeated, "it was an accident."

Mark's expression was stony. I sighed and, regretting my life choices at that moment, pushed myself off the edge and into the water. 

It was cold. Very cold, in fact. Not that I had much time to dwell on that fact, before Mark launched himself onto me and dunked me unceremoniously underneath.

I surfaced spluttering, coughing up lake water and finding him laughing uproariously. Clearly amused at his own antics, and the sight of that alone was enough to have me lunging forward to give him a taste of his own medicine.

We grappled for a while, exchanging places underwater each time, and any qualms I might've had about touching him - Mark's body slippery and agile under my fingers - faded as my competitive nature surged. I knew better than to show it to Daniel; my brother would only take that as a personal challenge, and we'd both make our lives a living hell in the process. With his best friend, though, the lines were more blurred. 

His hands dug under my thigh, dragging me up even as I kicked in the water. Somehow managing to upend me in the process, holding me by my ankle and my waist. Just enough time for me to notice the heat of his skin against me, before Mark tossed me away from himself. 

I hit the water side-on; lost my hearing with my vision for a moment, sinuses burning as I clawed my way back up. Blinking back tears that felt caustic as I scanned around for him, determined in that moment that we'd escalate this until one of us needed CPR. 

Mark was behind me, hands already up. Looking apologetic and only a little bit amused. 

I glared at him, feeling the uncomfortable trickle of water down the back of my throat. 

"Okay, okay... truce?" 

Slowly, I paddled forward. Closing the gap between us. 

Mark laughed, nervously. "Leo, seriously. Let's just take a break, okay?" 

Words seemed pointless, when I was mulling a drowning. I was only a handful of feet from him, the faint noises from the campsite forgotten as I considered my revenge.

"Dude, come on. I'm sorry, okay? I went too far." 

It was the softness of how he said it, more than the words. That's what made me pause. So very different from my brother, how he would phrase it: the sentence an apology, but delivered with the tone of a taunt. 

"I'm gonna be coughing up water for a week," I pointed out. 

Mark grimaced. "For what it's worth, you made an epic splash."

It didn't do my coldly-furious expression any favors, but I still rolled my eyes. "Oh great, just what I was hoping for."

He laughed. "How about we call it quits, and just hang out for a while?"

The water had, at least, lost its chill edge during our roughhousing. Or, probably more accurately, my body had just stopped protesting about it. I let my legs drift up, body tilting back as I floated in the water. Saw Mark doing the same in my peripheral vision. 

"I was planning on drowning you," I told him, mildly. 

Mark chuckle. "Yeah, I figured that. Why do you think I was so keen for a truce."

I allowed myself a smile. Lost it with his next question.

"So, why no boyfriend?" 

I rocked in the water, buoyancy almost failing me for a moment. It wasn't like my being into guys was a mystery to him, but it still felt like there was a gulf between that knowledge and the liberty to ask personal questions. 

"Just hasn't happened," I said, hearing the sharpness in my tone and wondering if Mark heard it too. Whether it would be enough to silence him, without my having to make that hope explicit. 

Silence, for a moment. "So you just prefer hook-ups?"

My jaw was so tightly clenched, it was painful. I forced myself to loosen it, just enough to reply. "We're not having this conversation," I told him. 

Mark chuckled. "That either means you're a virgin, or a total slut."

Reality was somewhere in-between, I just didn't have any intention of telling him that. Wanted more than anything, in fact, to shut the line of conversation down altogether.

"So which are you, then?" 

It wasn't the question I intended to ask. I knew, even, that far from wrong-footing Mark, it would probably only leave him feeling more emboldened to ask personal things in return. Yet I couldn't deny that part of me was curious about the answer. 

"What a question," he said, arms gently swaying in the water. "You know I'm a good boy, Leo."

I waited for something else; for a description of the sort of girl he was into, maybe, or for details on how he was playing the field. I'd heard my brother talk about girls frequently enough that I had a fairly good guess as to what the goal was. If Daniel could figure out a way to get a woman into bed, without having to dress the situation up as "dating" to do so, he'd count that as an unmitigated success. 

"When did you know?" Mark asked, breaking me from my reverie. 

It was funny, how I didn't need anything more than those four words to understand what he was asking. I wasn't sure if that was a good thing or not. 

"You kinda always know you're different," I explained, tersely. I knew from experience that, even though they ask, most people don't want the details. Not really; just the bare minimum that they can contrast with their own heterosexual certainty. 

"Okay, but, like... when did you actually put the name to it?" 

Just the fact that he pushed, that he actually seemed to want to know the full answer, made me feel obligated to give it. As though, simply by his following through, committing to the question, I now owed Mark the truth.

"Twelve. Thirteen, maybe. I didn't really like it, not back then anyway, but I couldn't deny the definition made sense."

The silence felt thoughtful, now. Loaded with his consideration. 

"And now? You didn't like it then, but how do you feel about it now?"

I had to smile, at the simplicity of his framing. It was the sort of thing you ask when you haven't gone through the trauma of accepting you'll always be different, a minority. The sort of question that presumes a blithe answer is always possible, rather than the very real likelihood that you're scraping back the seal on a whole lifetime of hurt. 

"I don't get a choice about it," I said, hyper-conscious of how my voice sounded. "It's just who I am."

Mark had, at least, the grace not to push the topic. Not that I was especially happy about where he took it next.

"So what sort of guy are you into?"

I grunted in frustration. "You ask a lot of questions."

He drifted over to me, close enough that his bare arm brushed my own. I turned my head, mindful of my balance, to find he was already grinning.

"It's called conversation, Leo. People have them all the time."

I looked away again, wondering whether, if I pushed his arm, I'd topple both of us or could somehow just sink him.

"Cute. Fit. Good sense of humor." It was hardly a detailed list, but I still wasn't feeling especially generous. 

Mark sighed. "So specific. Let me guess, blue eyes and a big dick, too?"

I just about contained the noise of amusement that threatened to escape me. "I'm negotiable on eye color," I corrected, deadpan. 

He laughed, with what sounded like genuine amusement. I couldn't help the feeling that I'd made a mistake, even just joking with him. Not that there was anything that said having this sort of conversation with your younger brother's best friend was off-limits; more just that it was all new, and potentially very awkward, territory.

"Clearly I was wrong," Mark said, after he'd finished laughing, "you're obviously a romantic at heart."

"Something like that," I agreed, dourly. 

We bobbed in almost-companionable silence for a while. I wondered when the rest of the group back on-shore would notice we were missing. Or, if they already had, when they'd decide that a dip in the lake sounded like an excellent idea. The thought of other people around us - of it not just being Mark and I, and Mark's questions - somehow managed to be something I both wanted and dreaded. 

"So, like, what counts as 'big,' then?" 

I didn't want to have to open my eyes just to roll them at him, so I imagined myself doing it instead.

"Twelve inches," I told him.

Mark scoffed. "Dude, what the fuck. That's not big, that's... zoo-worthy."

It wasn't entirely clear how close he was, so I made sure my sigh was sufficiently loud that he'd be able to recognize it from at least six feet away. If he was closer, then the volume would just be extra punctuation. 

"I really don't care. Like, as long as it works, that's all that matters."

A giggle. "Right, but bigger is better, though, yeah?"

I deigned to open my eyes. Mark's grin showed just how amused he was by the topic. 

"Bigger is usually just aesthetics," I said, "mainly just for showing off." I might not have had enough encounters with guys to fall into his "total slut" category, but I'd seen enough naked men to know that most of the time bigger just meant more eye-catching. Especially if they didn't have a clue what they were doing with them.

"Just like cute underwear, right?" 

I let my stare narrow into a glare. "Fuck off."

Mark laughed. "Why buy them, if not for
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