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** Content Notice **

Alcoholism in a parent

Recurring theme of child neglect

Multiple instances of underage drinking

A character copes with PTSD and panic attacks

Multiple mentions of eating habits and body image

A minor is sexually harassed by his employer (not graphic)

Use of abrasive language and explicit sexual language/innuendos

Discussion of physical abuse (some flashes in nightmares/invasive images)





A Note From The Author

This book is meant to depict queer characters and love in a community that is safe from discrimination based on one’s identity. As such, please be aware that the narrative does not allow room for queerphobia of any kind. Thank you!
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Dylan

Jonah Collins is dancing on my kitchen table, and I think . . . yes.

I think I’m about to lose my shit.

I’m impressed I’ve been holding it together so well. My house has been infested with uninvited partygoers since the last homecoming song, and I’ve been running around, scrubbing drink stains out of the carpet and picking up after sloppy classmates. Hanna and I only invited a handful of people, so why is half the class here? A thick, bulging vein has been pulsing in my temple for two hours, dangerously close to detonating.

Then, I see him. On my furniture. Dancing to the beat of the music, surrounded by his usual crowd of cheering onlookers.

I stop in my tracks. Inhale. Exhale. Find peace, Dylan.

Jonah is spilling his drink over the rim of his Solo cup. His homecoming tie is wrapped around his forehead, and his pasty white face is flushed, probably from the amount of alcohol he’s been looting from the drink table. He pulls Andre up next to him, and they start grinding, and—

No.

I storm through the living room, squirming around people who are hunched with hilarity because, haha, Jonah Collins is making an ass of himself again, and everything he does makes us laugh, even when it’s not really funny!

I wrestle my way to the inner part of the circle and glare up at them. When Andre sees my expression, he squawks, scrambling down. “I’m sorry!” he cries out. The edges of his dark brown forehead and low drop fade sparkle with sweat, and he’s giving me puppy eyes. “Jo-Jo made me do it!”

Andre’s sober. That’s the power Jonah wields over people—the natural ability to make them sink to his level.

“Go find your girlfriend,” I snap at him, before turning my attention back to Jonah. I wonder if she’s still ushering people away from the staircase leading upstairs. Regardless, I need her, because Hanna is the only person Jonah listens to.

“Go easy on him,” Andre pleads. “He’s wasted out of his mind—”

I shoot him another glare that makes him gulp and sends him skittering into the throng behind us.

“Andre?” Jonah whirls around, apparently just now realizing his best friend is no longer grinding up against his back. More liquid sloshes onto the tablecloth, and it takes all my willpower not to wrench it out from under him. “Where’d you . . . ?”

His sharp gray eyes fall to mine. Just like that, his distressed expression flips, and his lip pulls into a grin.

“Oh,” he drawls. “It’s Prissy Prince himself!”

A hush falls over the crowd. As the focus in the room shifts to me, my muscles tighten like springs. People always get quiet to watch a spectacle between Jonah Collins and Dylan Ramírez. Even if it’s usually just Jonah screaming obscene things while I resist flinging him through a window.

“Come to ruin the fun?” Jonah tips his cup into his mouth. Half the drink misses his lips and spills onto his button-down. “As is required in the killjoy job description?”

An “ooh” echoes around the crowd.

“Get down,” I mutter through my teeth.

“Two more minutes. Just two more, okay?” Jonah asks, swaying and giggling.

My heart beats against my throat, pumping blood into my head until I’m seeing red. Why? Why does this egotistical jerk cause a scene everywhere he goes? Always running around, leeching attention without a care for anyone but himself. Trying to pick fights with me, as if he’d last five seconds.

“Get off my table,” I say, seething, “before I drag you off.”

“But you would never,” he says in mock sternness. “Everyone keeps saying you’re this amazing, fan-fucking-tastic guy. Like, a real stand-up gentleman.”

Rage is swelling in my chest. The audience is already cheering him on. Because everyone loves Jonah. He says everything with such confidence, you can’t help but believe him. Root for him. Unless you’re me, and you have to deal with his personality on a daily basis.

I don’t know what I’m going to do next—the number of eyes burning into my face makes me want to slink under the table and hide. Suddenly, though, a voice draws our attention.

“Jonah.”

Hanna Katsuki is standing at the edge of the table. She looks exactly like she did before the dance, her long black hair curled against the rosy undertones of her shoulders like a princess’s, her royal blue dress smooth and unruffled. She’s swirling a glass of vodka and Sprite, her weary gaze focused on Jonah, looking like she wishes she was drunker than this. Andre peeks around her shoulder, eyes flicking between us.

Just like that, because he holds no respect for anyone other than imposing women, Jonah concedes. “Yes, ma’am,” he says, and my heart drops when he goes to step off the table.

“Collins!” I shout, lunging in front of him.

It happens how I expect. Jonah steps forward and realizes the ground isn’t under him. He falls with a gasp, but before he can slam his head against the floor, I catch his weight in my chest. His cup smashes between us, pouring sticky pop and alcohol down our shirts.

He looks up at me in bewilderment. People laugh, like he didn’t almost just concuss himself. I swallow a scream of loathing frustration as his drink seeps through my clothes.

“Ramírez?” Jonah flutters his eyelashes at me. “You do care about me!”

I am going to concuss him myself.

I seize his shirt and drag him behind me, beelining for the door. Jonah doesn’t struggle until I swing it open. “Wait, wait!” he shouts as I thrust him onto my porch. “What the hell?”

I fish a water bottle out of the cooler next to me and toss it at his feet. “Sober up,” I snap, and I slam the door in his face, locking it. When I turn, fuming, I find Andre and Hanna behind me, him nervously adjusting his royal blue tie, her staring at me with one raised brow, clearly about to accuse me of something.

“Do you ever wonder what it might be like?” she asks.

Here we freaking go. “No,” I say immediately.

“Joining him? Dancing with friends? Making a ruckus? Having fun?” Hanna takes a sip of her Sprite. “I’m never the loudest person in the room, either, but at least I know how to enjoy myself at a party. Unlike some people who only care about what Jonah Collins is getting himself into.”

Ah. I can’t go a day without someone insisting Jonah and I should get along. “My version of having fun doesn’t involve stomping on people’s furniture and twerking for the masses,” I grumble.

Hanna looks pointedly at Andre. “Aren’t you going to give him company?”

Andre laughs. “Who, the white guy that just got drop-kicked out of the party? Nah.”

Hanna stares, unblinking, overwhelming him with her formidable energy until his lanky shoulders buckle, and he shuffles to the door. When Andre swings it open, Jonah’s belligerent voice surges into the living room like a tornado gust.

“Hey!” Andre says soothingly, battering him backward. “Jo-Jo, come on, we don’t need to go inside right now, shh . . .”

“LET ME PUNCH HIM IN THE SACK—!”

Andre closes the door, cutting him away.

“Menace,” I mutter, storming to the staircase. I glance back at Hanna. “I’m changing. Mind making sure nobody burns this place down?”

I hurl myself up the stairs and into my bedroom without waiting for an answer. I slouch onto my bed, prying my dress shirt off. I don’t realize how scalding hot I am until the cool air tingles against my skin.

I sit there. For . . . I don’t know how long. All I know is I’ve exhausted my social stamina, and I want this night to be over. I can’t say for certain, but I’m 90 percent sure the reason half these people showed up in the first place is because of him. Everyone flocks to him and follows him around like he’s the most interesting person in the world. I guess most of them only get his personality in short, entertaining spurts. Lucky them.

I must space out pretty good, because when a text brings me back into focus, music is no longer thrumming through my house. Things are eerily quiet, aside from idle chatter out on my driveway and street.

I take no less than one minute to gather my senses before fumbling for my phone. It’s from Hanna.

Managed to get everyone out. Trying to leave but Andre and Jonah are arguing in the driveway. Lock your doors.

A relieved smile touches my lips. She’s technically the one who made me host so I couldn’t ditch, but maybe I can forgive her for clearing this place out. The promise of sleep coaxes me to my feet, and I start to the door. But then I hear something. This thudding noise, steadily getting louder. The sound of someone mumbling.

My door swings open so viciously that it slams against the wall stop.

It’s Jonah Collins.

My jaw snaps shut. His pale face, twisted with rage, is pink under the glow of my bedside lamp. His nose is scrunched with his scowl.

“Leave,” I order, because it’s way too late to deal with his nasty disposition.

“You threw me out!” Jonah yells. “Into the cold dark night! What if I died from hypothermia? What if someone kidnapped me because I’m so hot and sexy?”

As if it isn’t a balmy sixty-eight degrees outside. As if any criminals would want his screechy ass. “Why are you still here?” I demand. “What do you want?”

“A fight! Fight me!” He drives himself into my bare chest, clearly hoping I’ll lose my balance. But I could bench-press two of him, so he doesn’t even break my stance.

“Doesn’t this get exhausting?” I snarl, prying him off of me. “Being this annoying. Like, don’t you ever get tired?”

I figure he’s going to hurl another insult, but he staggers back with a groan. For a moment, I’m afraid he’s about to puke all over my beige carpet. But he merely moves toward my bed, eyes drooping. “What the hell is with your house? It’s so warm.” His voice is so slurred I can barely understand it. I watch in bewilderment as he flops onto my mattress and hugs my pillow. “Hey, Prissy Prince. D’you know the valley on Mars . . . it’s ten times longer than the Grand Canyon . . . ?”

He passes out.

What?

What the fuck?

I don’t know what just happened. Why did he say . . . any of that? I realize quickly that I don’t care. I’m tired, and anxious, and so angry that it’s shortening my breath to frustrated spurts. I storm to the bed, prepared to shake him awake. As I reach out, though, a message from Hanna glows up at me from my phone screen.

Jonah wants to fight you and Andre can’t get him into the car. Sorry. Maybe let him crash on your couch? :)

I’m seeing red again.

Jonah Collins is going to regret waking up tomorrow.





Dylan

I’m not sure how long I sit in my driveway, my breathing startled and shallow. Part of me feels guilty about abandoning Jonah in the rain. Another part feels he’s lucky I took him that far.

I lean against the headrest. My brother’s name flits around the edges of my thoughts, always there, even when I try to avoid it.

Tomás.

How did Jonah know? My secrets stay where they are, caged and stifled in the back of my head. Especially around arrogant loudmouths who don’t know how to function unless everyone is looking at them.

I’m frazzled, which means one thing.

Stress baking.

I head inside. Before yanking out ingredients for pudim de leite condensado, I clean up remaining hints of the party. I scrub at the lemonade stains soaking the counter, empty the coolers, vacuum crumbs and sparkles out of the carpet. I consider picking up Mom’s picture above the mantle—the one with her in her quince dress—but it’s not like she’s ever around to see it, so I leave it tipped over.

I realize how Jonah found out when I go upstairs. The da Costa Ramírez family picture on my bedside table. It’s standing up.

I huff in frustration, slapping it facedown.

I return to my kitchen and switch my oven to preheat, then caramelize the sugar, trying to focus on . . . well, anything but him. But I can still hear his spiteful yells ricocheting through my house. He’s always yelling. God, can’t he ever shut up? Andre’s squealy, but Jonah’s relentless. I want to stick a ball gag in his mouth, and not in a sexy way.

School is going to suck. Andre has no doubt unleashed his rumors to our friends at this point, courtesy of Jonah’s inability to keep his mouth shut about us sleeping in the same bed. Normally, I’m good at ignoring our friends when they insist we have “couple vibes,” but now, we’ve given them the perfect ammunition for another flurry of smug looks and sly suggestions.

This has been going on since sophomore year. Since I started nonchalantly mentioning that I was bisexual. Jonah has been out (and exceptionally loud) about being the school’s “cutest bi-masc guy” since I first moved here in sixth grade.

And . . . sure, maybe his confidence, his willingness to shout it to the skies, was partially what motivated me to do the same. Not to have a whole “coming out” speech in front of my graduation class, but just not to hide it, like I did back in Detroit. It wasn’t that people in my old school were outwardly prejudiced, but I was still this quiet, awkward kid who had a maximum of two friends, both of whom stopped texting when I moved away. I didn’t want to further ostracize myself by revealing that some of my attraction was reserved for more than just girls.

But, of course, as soon as our friends and acquaintances found out that we shared the same sexuality (and literally nothing else), the pleas for us to try going out began in full force. Even while I was casually dating other people around school.

It’s not just because you both like guys, Hanna told me at one point, with a violent eye roll. It’s because you’ve always had chemistry.

The only kind of chemistry Jonah and I have is nuclear.

I pour the caramel into my ramekins, and something catches my eye. The drawer next to the sink. It’s cracked open. The sealed envelope and faded ink glare up at me.

Lil Dyl

That’s the name on the front. It used to be Little Dylan, the Americanized version of my father’s old nickname for me (Dylinho), but Tomás decided that was too many syllables and chopped it. “If you become a famous rapper,” he said, “you’ve got a name. You’re welcome. I’ll take thirty percent of your profits.”

He sent this over a year ago. I still haven’t opened it.

I bump the drawer closed with my hip, fingers trembling around my whisk as I blend egg yolks. Think about something else. Something . . . anything . . .

Suddenly, I hear keys jangling near the front door, and my heart rate spikes. It has to be Dad. Right? Did he take the rest of the day off for once? He probably got in late last night, since his restaurant closes at midnight and he sometimes hangs with his employees at the bar afterward. He often leaves home early to set up, too, so he definitely saw the party mess on his way in and out.

The door swings in. Sure enough, it’s Dad, wearing an apron over his owner’s attire, cradling his cell phone between his cheek and shoulder.

“Mantenme informado.” He must be talking to a subordinate, because Mom would be scolding him for sounding so authoritative. Most of his Latine staff converse in Spanish, which gives him a good excuse to practice the language to impress Mom’s side of the family instead of whining about how nobody in the Midwest speaks Portuguese. Not that he’s even fluent anymore—he moved here from Brazil when he was barely seven, and when his mother refused to converse with him in anything other than English to “help him adjust,” his fluency deteriorated. All he was allowed to bring with him, really, was his fascination for the food. “Gracias. Volveré en unos diez minutos.”

My shoulders slump. He’s not sticking around. I shouldn’t be surprised, considering this happens every time he walks through the door.

He strides toward me, wearing his famous ear-to-ear grin. “Nice to see you alive and well. Figured you’d be out cold until two,” he booms, peering into my mixture of ingredients. “A flan kind of day, eh?”

“Yeah . . . it’s been rough.”

He slings a burly arm around my shoulder and stretches up to kiss my forehead. I savor this moment, because I’m not sure when it’ll happen again.

“Did you forget something?” I ask sternly.

“Keys to the back office. Had to leave George in charge.” He shudders, and now I understand why he’s in a hurry. “How was your party?”

“Fine.” Even if I wanted to tell him the truth, he doesn’t have time to listen.

His grin turns mischievous. “I peeked into your room this morning.”

I can almost feel the color drain from my face. “You didn’t.”

He fumbles through the drawers for his keys, glancing only once at the one concealing Tomás’s letter. “Who was he?”

“Let’s not talk about this,” I say shortly. “Nothing happened. He was drunk, so—”

“What?” Dad snatches his keys, then turns on me, nose flaring. “You got into bed with a drunk person?”

“Yes, but we didn’t—”

“Dylan Mauricio da Costa Ramírez. You know people can’t give their consent when they’re intoxicated. Didn’t we already have this talk?”

I shudder at the remembrance. Like I could ever forget the humiliating day he decided to sit me down and say, Let’s talk about sex, son. “I know! Like I keep trying to say, nothing happened. I just didn’t know where to put him, so I let him share my bed.” Irritation creeps into my chest, and I mutter, “Don’t you have to get to work?”

Part of me hopes he’ll say no. That he’ll be upset enough to sit me down and scold me. Maybe we’ll have the most uncomfortable conversation a father and son can have.

Instead, he says what I expect.

“Yes.” He rushes to the front door, tossing one grim look over his shoulder. “This conversation isn’t over, Dylan.”

It is. In fact, he’s already gone.

I return to baking. I should’ve picked a more complicated recipe. This one is easy enough that I don’t have to think about what I’m doing. Baking has always helped take my mind off things—distract me from intrusive thoughts. It was a mild interest at first, until my therapist told me pursuing it might help me focus on something other than . . . well.

My phone chimes.

HANNA Andre said something happened with you and Jonah. Why am I hearing about it from him??

 

Immediately, I silence my phone, scowling. There’s no way I’ll be able to convince anyone that nothing happened between us. They’ll never stop bugging us, never back down, until . . . I don’t know. We give it a shot, or something. But I’m too emotionally exhausted to contemplate an idea as repulsive as that, so I stow it away.

At least for now.





Dylan 

When Jonah finally meets me in the mouth of the cafeteria, his face is gnarled in a familiar, grumpy pout, and his narrow shoulders are sagging. He seems exhausted.

“Casey told me you got ripped a new one by Ms. Davis,” I say amusedly. I’ve been leaning against the brick wall, playing with the strings of my Delridge High Varsity Track and Field hoodie, waiting.

“The ripped state of my butt is none of your concern,” he says stiffly.

I extend my palm toward one of his clenched fists. “Remember the plan?”

“I’m . . . putting my legs in your lap.” He slides his fingers between mine, and we start into the bustling cafeteria. “We need to have a quiet conversation. And . . .”

“Finger play.” I smirk. “Don’t forget the finger play.”

We start toward our lunch table, where everyone is already sitting around, munching food and laughing. His hand tightens subtly around mine, though I’m not sure if he’s just nervous, or seeking reassurance. He makes no comment about needing to get food from the lunch line.

“Waiting until work so you can eat again?” I ask as we journey to the table.

“It’s not that long of a wait,” he says sulkily.

I refrain from sighing. I’m not Jonah’s biggest fan, but it still makes me squirm, knowing now how long he goes without eating. Though, maybe he snacks throughout the day, or has a hearty breakfast before coming to school. I don’t know all the facts, so I shouldn’t be concerned.

We get to the table and sit down among the teasing quips and awws. I draw my lunch bag out of my backpack, trying to loosen my tight face muscles.

“Holding hands again?” Maya asks, clicking her magnificently long nails together with mischief. “Please make it a habit. It’s adorable.”

Is it? I’m dubious.

“How’d last night go?” Andre leans over his open AP bio textbook on the table, grinning. “You lovesickos didn’t do anything cute after Hanna and I left, right? I’d be pissed if I missed anything.”

“We just . . . talked,” Jonah says, and since everyone’s looking, he swivels in his seat and tosses his legs into my lap. He’s too far away, though, so he nearly nails me in the crotch with his heel. I wince, my face clenching with (hopefully subtle) rage, then seize one of his chair legs and wrench the whole thing across the floor until he’s beside me.

“Love the enthusiasm,” I murmur, so only he can hear, “but be more careful, cariño.”

I spit the last word at him.

“You just talked?” Hanna sounds highly suspicious. Again. Her legs are tucked up on her chair, and she’s studying an open notebook in her lap while picking at her bento box. I hope she’s just looking over her AP psych notes and not studying all the red flags she’s probably been keeping track of since we revealed our “relationship.”

I laugh with a hint of strain. “We just stopped hating each other. It’ll take time before we start making out in front of you, if that’s what you and Andre are looking for.”

Hanna nods slowly. “You just . . . stopped.”

There’s this accusatory tone in her words, and it makes my throat tighten with annoyance. “Yeah.” My voice comes fiercer. “We did. Why? Is that weird? You’re the one who kept nagging me about how amazing Jonah and I would be together if we could sort things out.”

“I figured the realization would come over time,” Hanna says, scowling at me. “Not overnight, on the same day you threw him out of your house. Can you blame me for being confused as hell about all of this?”

My confidence is waning. The entire table is quiet, their eyes moving between us. I point my gaze to my lunch bag, scrambling for a response as I pull out my containers of homemade salsa bruschetta and chicken quinoa salad.

“Emotions . . . were running high,” Jonah says, folding his hand over my knee. It anchors me enough to make my muscles untense. “We started off yelling, but that realization did come quickly. We were talking, then lying next to each other, and the conversation turned . . . so, now we’re here.”

I have no idea how he gets that bullshit out without cracking his voice. Maybe because he can sense I’m short-circuiting under the pressure. Hanna studies us in that familiar, painfully thorough way.

“Okay,” she says.

Whew.

The table moves on, talking amongst themselves. I sigh, resting my forearms over his shins in my lap. “My bad,” I mutter.

“It’s fine,” he says. “Have to pull my weight if this is going to work.”

I almost want to tell him I’m impressed with his ability to save us while I was buckling under the pressure, but I don’t want to feed his ego. So, I stay quiet, munching on my food, uncomfortably aware of the fact that Jonah doesn’t have any.

I want to distract myself, and maybe this is a good time to have our “private conversation,” so I search for a topic to bring up. Unwisely, my brain goes to the next thing I’ve been wondering about. “So, about last night . . . did you get everything figured out?”

As I expect, I’ve said the wrong thing. Jonah’s atmosphere immediately crystallizes into ice, and he hoists his legs out of my lap. He turns to the table, then tucks his face into his arms like he’s going to take a nap.

So much for our plan. “Why do I bother?” I mumble.

He keeps his head down for the rest of lunch.





Dylan

Jonah pretends like all is well. We pick up KFC and eat in my car, chatting, trying to restore a casual mood. But under the interior lights, I can see traces of his breakdown. His eyes are swollen, his nose is bright red. I want to pry deeper, but I know he won’t talk, especially in front of his sisters.

How long has this situation been going on? How long has his exhaustion been there, lightly cloaked under a false, confident exterior?

I watch him reach around the seat, threatening to tickle Lily’s shins while she laughs. The way he interacts with her, with both of them, makes me smile. I never realized Jonah was such a protector. That he’s so involved with his sisters. It’s endearing, and yet, watching them plunges shards of glass into my chest. Because it reminds me of my own childhood.

Tomás was the Jonah in our relationship. I was the Lily. Boisterous and loud against reserved and mild. When I was really young, his volume could scare me to tears. He’d call me a baby, but then he’d scoop me up, swing me around, and make me laugh until I couldn’t breathe.

He was always doing that. Picking me up. Throwing me into the air. Giving me piggyback rides. I was ten years younger than him, so I frequently took advantage of his size.

He stopped coming near me, though, after everything. After he realized I couldn’t stop seeing it. The bloodied bat. His venomous eyes.

I’m the reason we can’t share these bonds anymore. The reason he doesn’t visit, or come to family events, or call me. My throat closes, so I refocus on the road. Jonah is stuffing money into my cupholder, thanking me for the KFC. I wish he’d let me pay. I have plenty of allowance money from whenever I clean the house (or don’t, since they’re not around enough to notice). But the last thing I want to do is upset him again when he’s clearly in a fragile state.

I pull into their driveway, and the girls lunge out, jogging to the door. Jonah sits in the passenger seat, looking like he’s ready to crumble into dust.

“We didn’t get to talk at the restaurant,” he mumbles. “So you can come in. If you want.”

I feel like that’s the last thing on his mind, but maybe he needs the distraction, so I nod. I’ve been holding something in my car since last night, too, so it’s a good time to give it to him. Jonah exits as well, narrowing his eyes as I move to my trunk.

“What’s that?” he demands when I hoist a giant cardboard box onto my shoulder.

“You’ll see.” I flick my hand at him. “Go on.”

He squints more earnestly, then spins around and stomps into his house.

“Brat,” I mumble with a smirk, following him.

It’s still uncomfortable. It’s too cold, too dim and lifeless. But it’s not my house, so I don’t mind. While the girls sprint to the kitchen to eat the sugar cookies I brought over when I picked them up, Jonah and I head to his bedroom. The man I saw yesterday, who I still assume is Jonah’s dad, doesn’t appear to be here.

“So? What’s with the box?” he asks, nudging the door closed behind me.

I plop it on the floor. “Open it.”

While he grumbles and falls over it, I wander up to the walls, examining Lily’s space and astronaut pictures (as well as a random one of a giraffe). I head for the telescope propped next to his fogged, broken window and peek into it. The lens is cracked.

When I turn to see Jonah’s progress, I find him pulling the electric blanket out of the box.

“It was . . . sitting in my basement.” I try not to sound nervous. “It should keep you warm. Since your room is so ass-numbingly cold.”

Jonah doesn’t answer. He pulls his starry comforter back, and I help him spread the blanket out, tucking it in. He plugs it into the wall, and within seconds, it’s heating up under our palms.

“Glad it still works,” I say, because I don’t know how to break the silence.

Jonah slumps onto the edge of his bed, tucking his knees to his chest. I sit next to him, wishing he wasn’t so uncharacteristically quiet. Is he mad? Relieved? Or taking it in? For once, I can’t read his expression. He looks sideways at me, and though he’s frowning, it’s not in his familiar, spiteful way. “You saw this . . . and thought of me?” he asks quietly.

“Yeah.”

He searches my face, like he’s looking for a lie. Suddenly, his hand reaches out. I know he won’t hurt me, but an image comes to mind. A man’s palm colliding with my stinging face—a knee meeting my aching ribs. I’m curled up, bracing, while gruff, vicious Spanish assaults my ears, so unlike my mother’s. So unlike my brother’s.

¡Si abres la pinche boca, te lo juro que te voy a matar!

Jonah’s hand awakens me, dragging me out of my stupor. He hoists me closer by my shirt and plants his lips on my left cheek. “Thanks, Ramz,” he mumbles, his words grazing my ear.

I’m too startled for words. Did he just . . . kiss me? On my face? Willingly?

Maybe Jonah stunned himself, too, because he rips away, his eyes widen, and he blushes deeply. “That was weird,” he croaks. “Sorry. It’s just. Thoughtful of you.”

I can’t muster an answer. My cheek is burning from the imprint of his lips. My ear tingles from the warmth of his words.

Jonah scrambles to his feet, chewing his nails. “I’ll toss the box,” he squeaks out, and he scoops it off the floor, swings the door open, and charges into the hallway.

I sit there, numb. Trying to process everything that just happened. Jonah looking solemn but grateful. Jonah searching my face. Jonah kissing my cheek. I can’t seem to wrap my head around any of it, so hesitantly, my hands move out, fanning across the electric blanket. I can’t say why I felt so strongly about giving this to him—only that maybe, with it, he could rest easier.

Just when I’m considering going to look for him, he reappears at the door. His expression is suddenly deadpan, and this atmosphere . . . something’s wrong.

“What?” I ask nervously.

He strides into the room, sits beside me, and jams a crumpled paper into my palm. I unfurl it with nervous fingers.

It’s a shipping receipt. Dated yesterday.

Shit.

“Where did . . . ?” I swallow. I searched the whole box for one.

“Tucked in the instruction manual.”

“. . . Jonah—”

“You lied.” His voice is dull. Emotionless.

“You wouldn’t have accepted it otherwise,” I say, curling my knuckles. Frustration is already bubbling up in my chest, preparing me for a fight.

“Get out.” He stands, as do I, and suddenly, he’s ripping the blanket off his bed, yanking the plug out of the wall. “And take your pity gift with you.”

He tries to stuff it into my arms, but I let it drop in front of me. Pity gift. Is he serious? Does he truly think that any attempt to help him is some display of charity? “It’s here, so use it,” I say fiercely. “I saw it and thought it could help. That’s all.”

He squares his shoulders and snarls, “Get. Out.”

“What is it with you and money?” I demand. “Is it pride? You’re obviously having a shitty night, so why can’t you take this one thing?” I want to grab his arms and shake him around—to try and make him see that his stance on this is only going to make him drown.

But he won’t see sense. Because he’s Jonah Collins. So I may as well give up now.

I storm out of his bedroom, nearly barreling Mik and Lily over, who are lurking in the hallway. I mumble an apology, then continue past them to the front door. As I’m pulling my keys out and wrenching the knob, though, a hand falls to the door, slamming it shut.

“Where are you going?” Mik demands.

I’m fuming too much to respond.

“Gonna check on him,” Lily murmurs, shuffling down the hall to Jonah’s room.

Mik collapses cross-legged on the floor, then pats the space beside her as an invitation. “Sit with me, asshat.”

“I have to go,” I tell her sternly.

“Why?”

“Because Jonah doesn’t want me here. And I don’t want to be here, either.” I grab the door handle, but Mik doesn’t move from her position. I could probably wrench it open and slide her, but I don’t want to be a jerk. So, I slump onto the ground next to her with a weary sigh.

“You know . . . Jonah’s a good brother.” Mik tucks one knee to her chest. “When he’s not a complete dong, I mean. He pays for my soccer and gets me clothes I want at the store. He even gets me my favorite brand of brownies when we go grocery shopping, if he’s in a good mood.”

She pauses to blow a straggly strand of hair out of her face.

“He always knows how to make us feel better. And . . . we try to be there for him, too, but it’s not easy when he sees us as kids.” Mik sounds like speaking about this is draining her of strength. “We lean on him a lot, but he . . . doesn’t have that. A person to lean on. It’s just been him. Alone. There’s Andre, but he’s always so busy. Jo-Jo says he’s fine, but he’s a crappy liar, so . . . maybe you could be that person?”

I’m not surprised by this information. Jonah’s situation has always felt . . . off. The way he refuses to talk about his home life, the way he reacted when I first saw his house. None of it excuses the fact that he’s a stubborn ass who can’t accept help, but . . .

Maybe I need to give him a break. At least for tonight. Besides, we still have to pretend we’re falling for each other, and nothing good will come of us being in a fight.

“So, what, you want me to go make up with him?” I ask, arching my brow.

“Make up with him. Make out with him. I don’t need to know the details.” Mik shrugs so nonchalantly that it gets laughter out of me.

“Fine. But if he tells me to leave again, I have to leave. Okay?”

Mik massages her chin, contemplating my deal, then nods. “Fine.”

No getting out of this now. I rise to my feet and make my way down the hall, peeking in through his cracked-open door. Jonah is lying sideways on his covers, still in his work uniform, facing the window. The electric blanket lies in a heap on the floor. Lily sits on the mattress behind him, humming an incoherent tune and patting his head—until she sees me and immediately scrambles off the bed.

“You’re not going to yell at him, right?” she whispers. Her eyes are so desperate and watery, it makes my heart twinge. These girls . . . they’d fight through hell and back for their brother.

“I promise I won’t yell at him,” I say with a soft smile.

“Oh. Good.” She pulls me farther into the room by my hand, then shuffles into the hall and closes the door behind her, leaving us alone.

Jonah doesn’t turn or acknowledge my presence.

“I shouldn’t have lied,” I murmur. I inch closer to the bed, scooping the blanket up along the way. “I saw it online, and thought you’d like it, so I got same-day shipping and—”

“Why do you care?” His voice is barely audible. “We’re fake dating.”

It’s a fair point. And a question I’ve been asking myself the last several days. Why do I care? The conclusion I’ve come to, lately, is that whether or not our relationship is fake, and whether or not I despise his raucous-ass personality, I can’t ignore the fact that there’s someone in my social circle who can’t sleep comfortably warm at night.

That’s the excuse I’ve been telling myself, anyway.

I decide there’s no response that can satisfy him. I plug the blanket into the wall, click it on, and place it in a pile on his bed. I sit down on the mattress behind him. My anger has simmered into exhaustion at this point, and it seems like his has, too.

“We should talk about this week, since you won’t leave,” Jonah mutters. “Maya’s throwing that Halloween party on Saturday, and—”

“Let’s not talk about the fake dating right now,” I say tentatively.

He rolls over to face me, blinking his drooping eyes. “Then why are you here?”

“I . . .” I don’t know. Because Mik told me to make up with him? Because we need to reconcile here and now if we want to keep up the ruse? No . . . neither of those are entirely true. So I sputter out the truth. “It feels like, maybe, you shouldn’t be alone right now.”

Jonah stares at me, processing this. Then, his lips waver into a sudden, unexpected smirk.

“What?” I ask defensively.

“Nothing. That was just weirdly romantic of you.” He wiggles his feet under the electric blanket. Slowly but surely, the aggravated energy in the room begins to dissipate. “So, you don’t want to talk about the fake dating. What do we do, then?”

He’s watching carefully for my response. “I don’t know,” I admit. “Have anything in mind?”

“Well . . .” He heaves a massive, irritable sigh, and his eyes move, very noticeably, to my lips. “You’re the one who keeps saying we should practice kissing. I guess now’s a good time.”

Now? Is he delirious with fatigue? “I figured you wouldn’t be the one to bring it up,” I say skeptically. “Since you consider me your archenemy for all of eternity or whatever.”

“You are,” he says, nodding. “And yeah, I’d rather pass away than kiss you. But I’m getting good practice from you, too. Like, stuff I can take with me. Once I find another partner, I don’t want to be a complete newbie at everything.”

“So . . . you want to practice kiss not to fool our friends but to gain experience.” My tensed muscles slacken with both relief and irritation. Apparently, I’m just a pawn to him. Though, technically we’re using each other as pawns, with the dating scheme.

“We have to kiss in front of everyone anyway. And practicing will make us look more convincing,” he points out. “There just happens to be an extra benefit for me.”

As he’s talking, pale pink blooms in his cheeks. At least he’s embarrassed about wanting to use me for his own gain. Or, I assume that’s why he’s blushing.

“Fine.” I prop myself up so I’m sitting against his headboard. I pat my thighs. “Sit here.”

The pink color extends into his ears. “Why?” he squeaks.

“You want to practice on me? Then we do it how I want,” I say sternly.

Jonah mutters something but sits upright and shifts his weight sideways into my lap, facing me. He catches my eye, says, “This is weird,” and immediately begins to scramble away.

“You’re the one who wanted to do this,” I snap, catching his arm.

“I know!” He looks highly uncomfortable. “Just feels strange, since there’s no one to see . . . I mean, it’s you.”

His hesitation should relieve me, but I’m just annoyed at this point. “Close your eyes and picture someone hot, then,” I tell him. “Someone from school. Or your celebrity crush.”

Jonah clamps his eyes shut tightly. The skin around them is still swollen from when he was crying. There’s a slight tremor in his hands. From cold, I assume, so I lean around him to grab the electric blanket, biting back laughter when he puckers his lips. He must’ve thought I was leaning in for the kiss.

I unfurl the blanket, pull it up my knees, and drape it over the top of his head. He peeks through one eye, frowning as I tug it around his shoulders and arms, cloaking him in it. At least this way I won’t be kissing an icicle.

“Where should I put my hands?” he asks, avoiding my eyes.

“Depends. I don’t mind the chest, around the neck, in the hair. But you should ask to see where they’re comfortable being touched. Don’t always assume.”

“Okay.” Jonah nods. “Good point. So . . .”

Hesitantly, he slings his arms around my neck. His nose is nearly grazing mine. There’s nowhere else for him to look other than my face now, so he closes his eyes again.

I stare at him, blinking slow. Taking this in. Jonah Collins, in my lap, tantalizingly close, the blanket draped around him like a veil, his cheeks radiating warmth despite the rest of his body.

“What next?” he asks, the words sprawling against my lips.

It takes me a moment to realize I’m supposed to respond. “Are there any places . . . you don’t want to be touched?”

“No.” Jonah’s voice is barely audible. “Y—they can touch me anywhere they want.”

I draw a slow, deep breath through my nose. Focus on the task. No way am I about to get horny for this asshole just because he’s close. I squeeze my eyes, sifting through the hot people I know, trying to come up with one who might be close to Jonah in height and weight.

“We can start?” he asks.

“Yes,” I say, despite the fact that I haven’t found the ideal person to picture, despite the fact that I’m not ready at all.

He closes the remaining few inches, pressing his lips to mine. My hand rises instinctively to cup his cheek, and the soft material of the blanket grazes the back of my palm.

Hmm. It’s not good enough. It’ll look too boring and surface level this way—not nearly intimate enough. Jonah’s mouth is nearly sealed shut, so I use my thumb to tug on his lower lip. “Part them,” I whisper.

A noticeable shiver moves through his body. He does as requested, and now, we’ve graduated from pecking. My other hand moves to the waist of his slacks, and I knot my fingers in one of his belt loops. His uniform . . . it smells like a culmination of things. Sanitizer, leather from booths, polish from tables, smokiness from the grill. It’s an overwhelming scent. One to match an overwhelming personality.

It takes strength to break away from him
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