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Dedication

For David Arnold and Jasmine Warga, the first stars in our growing universe





Part One

Clear the Slate and Start Over





Chapter One

Ben

Saturday, May 16

What if we do?

This question lives in my head whenever I think about him.

I feel like I’ve been lost for a long time, like a box with its shipping label torn off en route. But I think someone’s finally found me.

He’s cut through the box’s heavy duct-tape seal and cracked it open.

There’s light and air.

Good-morning texts and sleepovers.

And Spanish and kisses.

Mario Colón.

Right before I entered the train station, Mario texted me a photo of himself in the dentist’s chair. He’s wearing a white T-shirt with denim overalls, one strap hanging loose, like the Puerto Rican Super Mario reboot this world deserves. His olive skin is smooth because he apparently doesn’t grow any body hair, which bums him out sometimes because he thinks he would look great with Lin-Manuel Miranda’s beard. His dark hair is curly, and that bright office light is really catching the glow in his hazel eyes. His tongue is hanging out from the corner of his lips, and even when he’s being silly, it makes me want to kiss him, like that first time when we were working together on our creative writing homework.

And the fifty other times since then.

I self-consciously swipe through to the photo I sent him in response. I usually take a dozen selfies before I feel one is Mario-worthy since he’s clearly out of my league, but I had to be quick when my train was pulling up. I angled the phone above me, making sure the T-shirt he made me was visible. For his high school graduation, Mario’s parents gave him a T-shirt printer because he wanted to add some flavor to his clothes. Last week he surprised me with The Wicked Wizard War shirts that have the same lettering from the cover Samantha created for me to use on Wattpad. The T-shirt was such a thoughtful gift. It even has me judging myself and my photos a lot less than I normally would.

Mario and I met at the beginning of freshman year in our creative writing class, and at first, I was sure he’d turn out to be a Very Serious Fiction Writer or an amazing slam poet. Neither. Mario is a screenwriter who’s been writing scripts since he was eleven years old, often getting in trouble in middle school for formatting his homework assignments like a TV episode.

He was the first person after my ex, Arthur, I zeroed in on. I would notice when he wouldn’t come to class, I’d admire how he pulls off overalls, and I really liked the turtlenecks he wore during winter. And he was confident about his work in a way that I couldn’t wrap my head around—always proud but also never cocky.

At the time, there were still too many what-ifs in my head about Arthur for me to even try to get close to him.

Now the what-ifs are about Mario.

What if we become official boyfriends instead of just friends who kiss and hang out?

I’m headed to Central Park to catch up with my best friend, Dylan, and his girlfriend, Samantha. It’s my first time seeing them in person since the holidays, since they didn’t come home from school for spring break. We were supposed to have a game night yesterday, but Dylan claims he was feeling extremely jet-lagged, even though there’s only a one-hour difference between Chicago and New York. I let it go, because Dylan has always been dramatic that way.

I spend the rest of the train ride jotting down ideas in my pocket-sized notebook for an upcoming chapter of my fantasy novel, The Wicked Wizard War. I finished drafting the book ages ago, but it became clear that my story was all over the place. Too many exciting moments were being reserved for sequels that may never happen, and all the characters inspired by my friends and ex-boyfriends needed to be more fully developed and accessible to people outside my circle.

My forever mood: writing is hard.

Mario once asked me if there’s anything I’ve ever wanted to do besides writing. Writing is the only thing I’m good at. Even if some other dream did call out to me, I don’t know what I would do without all the love my friends and strangers have shown my wicked wizards. Arthur used to talk about the characters like they were mutual friends. And Dylan loves the world so much he’s been fantasizing about a real-life drag bar where all the drag queens are dressed as different fantasy races like elves and trolls, which is a thing I’ve never remotely expressed interest in.

I love connecting with people over words.

And I’m really loving connecting with Mario over words in both English and Spanish.

He’s another white-passing Puerto Rican like me, but his parents actually raised him bilingual, unlike mine. He incorporated a lot of Spanish into his film script and said he hoped that no studio would force him to translate it for people; he wanted others to put in the work that his parents had to do themselves growing up. It really inspired me to do the damn work myself—and I practically screamed “¡Sí, por favor!” when he offered to be my personal teacher.

I’m pretty pumped to see him.

Today’s hangout with Dylan and Samantha is going to be a bit of a juggling act since Mario will also be joining us. He’s not my boyfriend, but he’s also more than a friend. Things get really tricky in that space. Like when I wake up thinking about him and want to say good morning just because, but that can sometimes feel too intimate. Or when I’m wondering what’s the best way to introduce him to my friends even though they know the gist of our relationship. Or even how words like “relationship” can feel too strong, sort of unearned when you compare them with actual relationships.

I don’t know. That’s a problem for One-Hour-in-the-Future Ben.

But I have to get Mario’s beautiful face out of my head, because I’m about to miss my train stop. I jump out of my seat and cross to the platform right as the doors are closing. I’ve got to make sure I’m not late. I’m putting those days behind me. In our creative writing class, Mrs. García would call this “character growth.”

I leave the station and walk down to the Central Park West entrance on Seventy-Second. It doesn’t take me long to spot Dylan and Samantha. They’re on a park bench, playing that game where you have to stare into each other’s eyes and slap the other person’s hands before they can retract them.

Samantha slaps Dylan’s hands. “Gotcha! Four–one. You suck.”

“Hey,” I say as I walk around the bench. “Can I get in on this?”

Dylan smiles. “There’s always room for you in our bed.”

“I didn’t say anything about your bed. I—”

Dylan shushes me as he stands and pulls me into a hug, patting the top of my head. “Missed you, buddy.”

“Missed you, too. Exhausted by you already.”

Dylan’s hair has grown to the point where he’s finally been able to master that man bun he’s been working on, which looks really great on him—and if you ask him, he’s the only person pulling it off. He’s rocking a new Kool Koffee shirt and blue jeans. “There’s a cute little café in the park. Get ready to drink all the espresso shots, my little coffee bean. Coffee Ben? Ben Bean?”

“I vote none of the above,” Samantha says. Her blue-green eyes wow me as much today as when I first met her behind that counter at Kool Koffee. Her dark hair is braided into a Pinterest-ready crown that I should include in my book. She’s wearing a navy shirt tucked into white shorts, and she’s got a silver key hanging from her neck. “Hi, Ben,” she says as she pulls me into a hug.

I’m relieved Dylan hasn’t converted her into someone who aggressively nicknames me.

“Welcome back, guys.”

Samantha’s eyes widen at my shirt. “Oh my Greek goddesses, I love it!”

Dylan grins when he notices. “Those wicked wizards are going to wizard so hard one day.”

There’ve been a lot of changes since Dylan read the book last summer, pre-college, but his support never really died down. Every now and again I’ll get a text from him asking what’s up with Duke Dill, the character I based on him. Dylan has been cheering me on to get a literary agent already, but I’ve become a bit of a perfectionist lately.

I don’t want to let anyone down.

This love is the kind of pressure that gets to me.

“I want a shirt, too,” Samantha says, feeling my sleeve. “Did you make that?”

“Mario did,” I say.

“Super Mario!” Dylan says. “I hope he’s not tired of people calling him that because you know I have to do it.”

“He actually loves it.”

It’s the kind of thing I would find annoying after some time, but not Mario. The closest I’ve seen him to getting upset was when our classmate Spikey gave Mario some harsh critiques on his script, but Mario ultimately shrugged it off because Spikey was just out for blood after Mrs. García called his Civil War short story “historically impossible” and everyone laughed.

“So when is Super Mario popping out of a sewer pipe?” Dylan asks.

“Soonish. He’s coming from the dentist. You’re stuck with me until then.”

“Fantastic,” Samantha says as she loops her arm with mine and we begin our stroll through Central Park. “So things are going well with him?”

“I think so?” I feel a little stupid talking about Mario with Samantha and Dylan. There’s no confusion about their relationship. Whereas Mario and I are more like a question mark paired with an exclamation point—there’s uncertainty and excitement.

“We need to figure out your couple name,” Dylan says. “I think ‘Bario’ has a nice ring to it, though ‘Men’ is chef’s-kiss perfection. Because you’re both dudes and—”

“How was dinner?” I interrupt, turning to Samantha.

“Good save,” she says. “It was fun. Thanks for asking. I think we bounced back from Christmas.”

Samantha’s parents really love Dylan, but when the O’Malleys found out during the winter break that their daughter was sharing a room with him in Chicago, shit hit the fan.

“Dylan was on his best . . . well, better than usual behavior,” Samantha says. “I’m sorry again we had to cancel on the escape room.”

“Don’t worry about it. We have all summer.”

Dylan wraps his arms around my shoulders. “Big Ben, we know the escape room is your big ploy to get locked in a room with me for an hour. You don’t need excuses, okay?”

“Dude, your girlfriend is right here.”

“Oh, please, get him off me for an hour,” she says.

Dylan winks. “See, the missus is cool with it.”

I stop at a pretzel cart because all I’ve eaten this morning was a bite of a toasted bagel with jelly that Ma made for me on my way out of the apartment. In true Ben Alejo fashion, I dropped it on the subway tracks while taking that selfie for Mario, and a rat ran off with it; if I gave a single damn about TikTok, I probably could’ve gone viral.

“Do you guys want one?” I ask.

“I filled up on fruit,” Samantha says. “Dylan had leftover duck for breakfast.”

“Shhh,” Dylan says. “There are ducks in the park.”

“Do you think the ducks are going to attack?”

“A good old-fashioned quack attack, yes.”

Samantha shakes her head. “Why do I . . . why do I anything with you?”

“Because the D Machine is too irresistible.”

“Gross, man,” I say.

“Oh, that just stands for the Dylan Machine. I call my friend downstairs the—”

Samantha claps her hand over his mouth. A true hero of our times.

“D—uh, Dylan, do you want coffee?”

Dylan looks around. “From where?”

I gesture at the pretzel cart.

“Very cute, Ben. You know I’m not drinking that bastard coffee.” Dylan turns to the vendor. “I mean no offense to you, good sir, and great offense to the clowns who loaded your fine cart with that mess.”

The vendor stares at Dylan as if he’s speaking another language.

“You’re hyper enough anyway,” I say.

“We pregamed with a Dream & Bean double espresso.”

“Duck and coffee for breakfast. Figures.”

“Stop acting like this is day one of knowing me.”

It’s definitely not day one. We’ve been best friends since elementary school, though ever since Dylan left for college, the distance has had an impact on us.

“You better not have a caffeine crash before lunch with Patrick,” Samantha says.

“Patrick,” Dylan says and spits on the ground. “Get better best friends, babe. Do you see Ben going on and on and on and on and on and on about how he’s swimming with dolphins and hugging monkeys?”

“I’m not doing those things,” I say.

“Neither is Patrick,” Samantha says with a side-eye. “Patrick took a gap year to travel with his cousin.”

A gap year sounds great. Gap years sound even better.

“Join us for lunch, Ben. You’ll see how extra this guy is.”

“Are you really calling someone extra, D?”

“That should give you a sense of how extra-extra this guy is!”

“I can’t. I have work in a couple hours.”

“Tell your boss that royalty is in town.”

“You know I can’t.”

My boss is my father. Pa got promoted to manager at Duane Reade during the holiday season. He hired me in April to work the cash registers and help out with stocking the shelves. Beginning work right before finals only made classes harder, but I didn’t get a ton of sympathy from my parents, who worked full-time during college.

“You’ll meet Patrick some other time,” Samantha says. “He’s home for the next two months. Maybe we can all do an escape room together.”

“You’re not locking me in a room with Patrick for an hour,” Dylan says.

“Even more incentive for you to solve the puzzles sooner.” Samantha playfully elbows me. “We can totally invite Mario, too.”

“Maybe.” My phone buzzes. “Speaking of Super Mario.” I read his text, saying that he’s walking over now. “He’s on the way. Should we camp out here so we’re easier to find?”

Dylan stares into the distance and points at the Belvedere Castle terrace. That spot always feels like it was plucked out of a fantasy novel and dropped into Central Park. “Tell your boy we’ll be there.”

“He’s not my boy.”

“Yet.”

It’s funny, the last time Dylan and I were at Belvedere was shortly after I met Arthur at the post office. We hadn’t gotten each other’s names before a flash mob separated us, but I couldn’t stop thinking about him, so Samantha did some Nancy Drew-ing using some details from my conversation with Arthur to figure out the best way to find him. She discovered a meetup for Yale students happening at the Belvedere Castle, and since Arthur had mentioned wanting to go to school there, I gave it a shot. Dylan decided we needed pretentious code names to attend the event, and he chose Digby Whitaker for himself, which I only still remember because I gave that name to a scholar in TWWW.

I came here looking for one boy two years ago, and now I’m asking another to find me here.

Without even looking, Dylan’s hand finds Samantha’s and they go upstairs together.

Holding hands is a simple act, I get it, but it’s really nice to see a couple two years in who still like each other—love each other. I’ve never personally experienced that. It gives me hope that someone will feel the same way about me.

We climb up the terrace and stop in our tracks. Normally it’s pretty chill up here, just people posing with the park in the background. But today there’s a wedding happening. It’s intimate, only a dozen casually dressed people and a band playing a soft instrumental version of “Marry You” by Bruno Mars. I’m about to drag Dylan and Samantha away so we don’t photobomb the event when the bride begins marching out.

I’m frozen in my tracks.

I think I know the bride . . .

Back when I met Arthur at the post office, that flash mob was actually a proposal for the teller who was helping me send my first ex, Hudson, a box of his things. It was too pricey, and this woman wasn’t sympathetic to me. But she’s glowing now with a black silk wrap around the shoulders of her simple white dress, smiling with a big lip ring.

First Belvedere Castle and now this woman. It’s like the universe is flashing Arthur Seuss’s name in Broadway neon lights.

I haven’t spoken to Arthur in months, but I have to tell him.

I record a quick video of the bride walking toward the groom on my phone. Dylan and Samantha snuggle together as they watch. I open my chat with Arthur—the last text I got from him was on my birthday, April 7. I didn’t respond because, well . . . yeah. I didn’t have it in me then because everything was going so well for him with his new boyfriend, and I wasn’t trying to pretend my birthday was a happy one. I should’ve said something, though, because now I feel weird saying anything.

It’s like we don’t know each other anymore.

I go on Instagram, where I’ve had his profile muted for my own sanity. It hurt too much to go online and find pictures of Happy Arthur and Happy Mikey being Happy Arthur-and-Mikey. I needed to create some space for myself; life was stressful enough with school and feeling cramped at home and lonely without Dylan or a boyfriend of my own.

Going to Arthur’s profile is like ripping off a Band-Aid.

His blue eyes are piercing as ever in his circular profile picture. The most recent pictures on his feed include one of a box in his dorm room, then a Stacey Abrams quote (“No matter where we end up, we’ve grown from where we began”), a throwback of young Arthur with his mom, and Arthur and Mikey holding up a Playbill in their college’s theater—which sends blood rushing into my head. Then my chest tightens when I see a selfie of Arthur holding up the postcard of Central Park that I gave him when we said goodbye two summers ago; written on the back is a sexual scene between our The Wicked Wizard War characters, Ben-Jamin and King Arturo, for his eyes only.

Why is he taking a picture with that?

I read the post:

Arthur Seuss’s upcoming tour stop—New York City! May 17

He’s coming back.

Tomorrow.

He used a postcard from our past to announce his future.

There’s a lot of love in the comments from Mikey and his best friend, Jessie, and his former colleague Namrata. I’m the only asshole in New York who hasn’t shown any excitement. I feel weird liking it now. Though what if this is the best first step to reconnecting? Knowing our luck, we’re bound to bump into each other at some point. The only time New York kept us apart was when I was here and he wasn’t.

I like the post. And even though I’m standing still, my heart is racing like I’m running.

Before I can leave a comment, Dylan snatches my phone. “Love is happening, Ben!”

“We can’t even hear them—”

“Feel the love, Ben, feel the love.”

“I actually saw this proposal happen.”

“Really?” Samantha asks.

“The day I met Arthur. Remember that flash mob I told you about? It was all for these two.”

During the chaos of that moment, I left. My breakup with Hudson was really fresh, and even though I had a fun debate about the universe with Arthur, I wasn’t expecting anything to come out of that. Not once did I think I was going to fall in love with the boy wearing a hot dog tie.

“That’s some luck stumbling into their wedding,” Samantha says.

More like the universe at work.

“They’re so young,” I say. “What are they, early twenties?”

“Engaged for two summers,” Samantha whispers, like she’s trying to hear the vows. “Must be real.”

“My parents got married young,” Dylan says. “That all worked out.”

“Your mother hates your father,” Samantha says.

“She hates that he chews with his mouth open, never replaces the toilet paper roll, lies about his taxes, and wakes her up in the middle of the night to talk about his dreams before he forgets them. But she doesn’t hate him.”

I know his parents—there’s a little hate going on there.

I can’t believe I’m witnessing the Post Office Woman’s wedding. When they exchange their first kiss as married people, we cheer for them like they’re old friends, even though she was really rude to me. I never thought this would be the first wedding I’d attend. Maybe I can use this in a story one day.

Then, suddenly, everything goes dark as hands cover my eyes, and a familiar voice says, “Guess who, Ben Hugo Alejo.”

“Someone very super,” I say.

Mario removes his hands. “Don’t you forget it.”

I spin and take him in. This is one of those days where I’m kind of breathless at how effortlessly beautiful he is. He’s not just photogenic, he’s beautiful IRL, too. His hazel eyes are so pretty, even if they didn’t instantly catch my attention like Arthur’s blue eyes. But the closer Mario and I have gotten the past month, the more they strike me. Some attractions take more time to grow and aren’t any less great because of it.

“The Mario to Ben’s Luigi,” Dylan says.

“The Duke Dill to Ben’s Ben-Jamin,” Mario says, going straight in for a hug like he and Dylan already know each other. We’ve talked about how our Puerto Rican parents have raised us to be very affectionate, even with strangers, something we’re trying to be more mindful about out of respect for other people’s personal boundaries. Though these two seem magnetized to each other. Mario turns to Samantha. “And you, world-renowned book cover designer.”

Samantha smiles. “That’s me.”

Dylan stares. “Thank God you’re not blushing. But also, my love, how dare you? Look at this beautiful man. Blush for him! Don’t let this beauty go unblushed for.”

Mario turns to me. “He’s everything you described him to be.”

“I have a way with words.”

“Indeed you do.”

How can he make three words ignite me?

I want to be so close to him right now. The kind of close that’s not allowed in a public park. Now all I can think about is how I didn’t even get a kiss from Mario when he arrived. Or a hug. It’s this little reminder that we’re not boyfriends where that stuff feels a lot more automatic. I want to be with someone who can’t keep his lips off me or whose hand always finds mine as if they were never supposed to be apart. But with Mario I can’t always tell if he even wants to be kissing me and holding my hand. Sometimes he points out cute guys on the street like he’s encouraging me to go for it. Like it wouldn’t bother him. I would totally be uncomfortable if he flirted with someone else in front of me.

Then there are the times where the energy shifts between us. These moments where we can forget that we don’t need to be boyfriends to enjoy each other.

“What’s up with the wedding?” Mario asks. “Friends of yours?”

“A friend of Ben’s,” Dylan says.

“Really?”

“Long story,” I say.

“Tell me later?”

“Tell you later.”

“Estupendo.” Mario claps. “I brought presents. But none for the bride and groom.” He reaches into his backpack and pulls out two The Wicked Wizard War shirts.

Samantha’s jaw drops. “You’re the best!” She puts the shirt on over her own.

“I had to get you one so you don’t sue me.” Mario turns to Dylan. “And I didn’t want you to think I wasn’t thinking of you.” He winks, but it’s kind of awkward. It’s more like he has something in his eye. And somehow it charms me even more than a perfect wink.

Dylan puts on his shirt. “Oh my God, I’m blushing. Look!” His cheeks are red as he breaks into a laugh. “Mario, there’s something really incredible about someone who looks like you making clothes when you should be naked every day.”

“Now you’re trying to make me blush!” Mario says.

“Oh boy,” Samantha says. “I think we’ve lost them, Ben.”

“Think so.”

Mario pulls out his phone. “I got to get a picture of you three in your shirts.”

“Only if you’re in it with us,” Dylan says.

“Yes!” Samantha says.

“You got it,” Mario says.

I wrap my arm around his side as Dylan and Samantha cuddle up with us. I really like holding him, and even after he takes the selfie, I hang on to Mario for a little bit longer. We all look at the picture together and the sunlight is working in everyone’s favor like the world’s most generous filter.

Everyone looks so happy, and I hope this is the first of many documented memories this summer. And maybe the more I share my world with him, the more he’ll want to be part of mine and let me into his.

This is every relationship. You start with nothing and maybe end with everything.





Chapter Two

Arthur

Saturday, May 16

My clothes are on the floor, and Mikey’s in my bed. Well, he’s on my bed. He’s propped against my pillow pile, wearing flannel pajama pants and his glasses and nothing on top, with a full face of finals-week stubble. Not that I’m complaining. Scruffy Mikey is my favorite Mikey.

Still, he’s a beacon of order and symmetry, and you can tell at a glance which of my boxes he’s packed. They’re the ones lined up evenly against the foot of my bed, filled with neat piles of towels and sheets, each one labeled in Sharpie. Arthur linens. Arthur textbooks. Right now, he’s taking down my photographs, lumping all my blue poster putty into one egg-sized mega-wad.

I plop down beside him. “You know what this looks like?”

“Poster putty?”

“Let me give him an eye hole.” I poke my finger into the putty and look back at him expectantly.

“Poster putty with an eye hole?”

“Mikey! It’s the blob guy from Monsters vs. Aliens!”

“Ah.” He globs another little wad of putty onto its head, like a toupee.

“Yeah, now he looks like Trump.” I quickly flatten him into a pancake and toss him onto my nightstand. “Much better.”

“Such activism,” says Mikey.

“Hush.” I lean in to kiss him. “Guess what.”

“What?”

“I’m bored.”

“Thanks a lot,” he says.

“Of packing.” I push his bangs off his face and kiss him again.

“You know, we’re never going to finish if you keep doing that.”

I just smile, because Mikey’s so thoroughly Mikey. He still gets flustered when I kiss him. Sometimes he’ll clear his throat and say, Well then. Or he’ll check the time or ask whether the door’s locked, and for weeks I thought that meant he was looking for excuses not to kiss me. But now I get it. Mikey’s one of those people who gets what he wants and then panics.

I rest my head on his shoulder and survey the room: piles of books, scattered papers. All my big hoarder energy. Mikey, of course, packed up his entire room four hours ago.

“Thanks for being here,” I murmur.

If he wanted to, he could be in Boston already. But we both know there was never a universe where Mikey didn’t stick around to rescue me.

I roll up a yellow-striped polo shirt I stole from a box of my dad’s high school heirlooms and shove it into my New York bag—a giant camp duffel bag, already bulging with shirts, jeans, and books. Dragging everything onto the train tomorrow is going to be An Experience, but at this point I’m just hoping I actually make it to New York. Which won’t happen until I clear my thirty metric tons of shit out of this dorm room.

I nudge a cardboard box aside with my foot, hands in my hair. “What am I forgetting? Chargers, shirts, jeans—”

“Underwear?” Mikey says.

“Underwear.”

“Work clothes? Suit and tie?”

“Suit and tie? So I can look like Chad from corporate?” I shake my head. “Michael McCowan, this is queer off-Broadway theater! I’ll be laughed off the stage.”

“Off the stage?” Mikey squints. “You’re an intern to an assistant.”

“Intern to the director’s assistant. Do you even know how many people interviewed for this job?”

“Sixty-four.”

“Exactly. Sixty-four,” I say, feeling just a little sheepish. So maybe I’ve talked Mikey’s ear off about my internship once or twice or possibly a few hundred times. But can you blame me? It’s my ultimate top-tier pie-in-the-sky dream job. I don’t think I’ve even fully processed it yet. Starting in less than a week, I’ll be working for Jacob freaking Demsky, Lambda Award–winning playwright and two-time New York Innovative Theatre Award–winning director. How could I not jump for joy, at least a little?

I was kind of hoping Mikey would do a little joy jumping, too. Or just, you know, try not to look like Eeyore whenever I mention it.

I mean, I get it. Of course I get it. We had our whole summer mapped out perfectly: living in Boston, staying in Mikey’s sister’s guest room, working at a day camp. Not exactly a résumé game changer, but I wasn’t in it for my résumé. I was in it for Emack & Bolio’s ice cream, Union Square Donuts, and day trips to Salem and Cape Cod on the weekends. I was in it for Mikey.

But then Jacob Demsky announced his internship, and I couldn’t get it out of my head.

Yeah, the stipend was less than half of what I’d be making as a camp counselor. But I could always save money living in Uncle Milton’s apartment. Missing that time with Mikey would suck, but it’s not like I’d be moving to the moon. And it was just for the summer. Also, there was no point even worrying about the logistics, because Jacob was never going to pick me. Every queer Broadway nerd in the country would be vying for this, and some of them probably had more impressive theater credits than Beauregard and Belvedere in Ethan’s basement.

Still. I poured every bit of my heart into that email and pressed send.

Then I mostly tried to put the whole thing out of my mind. I focused on Boston and Mikey and frantically teaching myself how to make yarn looms, because, wow, I was not born with camp-counselor skills. But I was going to be a camp counselor. In Boston. Because Boston was real, and New York was a pointless secret email sent into the abyss.

Until two weeks ago.

I’ll never forget the way Mikey froze when I told him I’d been offered a Zoom interview.

I study him now for a moment. Mikey Phillip McCowan, my pale-shouldered nervous wreck of a boyfriend. He’s sitting with his knees tucked up, hugging them, not looking at me.

“Mikey Mouse,” I say quickly. “Put on ‘Don’t Lose Ur Head.’”

If any album can pull a smile out of Mikey, it’s the original cast recording of Six.

He grabs my phone off the charger, tapping in my password to unlock it. But then his face sort of . . . stalls out. He stares wordlessly at my phone screen.

He’s definitely not smiling.

My heart kicks into high gear. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah. Yes.” He taps the screen a few times, and Anne Boleyn’s voice jumps to my wireless speaker. Normally Mikey sings along under his breath, but now his mouth’s a sullen straight line.

It’s like the air pressure changed.

I run my hand down the edge of one of the cardboard boxes marked for storage at my bubbe’s house. “I should probably bring this down to the car.”

“What if you just . . . don’t go?”

“To the car?”

“To New York.”

I stare at him, and he stares back through his glasses, his eyes plainly serious.

“Mikey.” I shake my head. “I have a job—”

“You had one in Boston, too,” he says softly.

My stomach twists. “I should have told you sooner. Mikey, I’m so—”

“Stop. You don’t have to apologize again.” He shakes his head, cheeks flushed. “I’m just not ready for tomorrow.”

“Me either.” I sink onto the bed beside him.

“I wish you were still coming to Boston.”

The song switches—“Heart of Stone.” I take Mikey’s hand, lacing my fingers through his. “Well, luckily it’s just two months.”

“Ten weeks.”

“Fine, ten weeks. But it’ll go by so fast, I promise. We won’t even have time to miss each other.”

He smiles sadly. “I kind of miss you already.”

I look up at him, so startled I lose my breath for a second. I kind of miss you already.

I mean, I know Mikey’s into me. I’ve never doubted that. But he’s not usually quite so direct about it.

“Me too. But at least I get you back in two weeks.” I nudge him sideways. “And I’m taking you to every single one of my favorite places. Central Park, Times Square, Levain Bakery, you name it.”

Mikey’s brow furrows.

I narrow my eyes. “What?”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You made an eyebrow face.”

Mikey disentangles our hands. “It’s just . . .” He pauses, rubbing the back of his neck. “Did you go to those places with Ben?”

“Oh. Well, yeah.” I feel suddenly flustered. “But that was two years ago. Ben and I haven’t even talked in ages. Since February.”

Mikey shrugs like he doesn’t quite believe me.

But it’s true. It’s been months since Ben and I have talked or even texted. I even tried FaceTiming him on his birthday in April, but he didn’t pick up. He didn’t even return the text I sent later.

Mikey’s looking at me now with his basset-hound eyes. “Are you going to see him?”

“You mean Ben?”

“You’ll be in the same city.”

“Mikey, seriously. I haven’t talked to him since February. He doesn’t even know I’m coming.”

“I think he knows.”

There’s something about the way Mikey says it.

“What do you mean?”

The song switches again. “I Don’t Need Your Love.” I swear I can hear Mikey’s heartbeat change tempo. He leans sideways, gropes around for my phone, and passes it to me. The Instagram notification pops up the moment I tap the screen.

@ben-jamin liked your photo.

It’s the first time Ben’s liked one of my photos in months.

My heart leaps into my throat. I’ve been trying not to let the Instagram thing bother me. It’s normal for people to drift, right? Especially when it’s your ex-boyfriend.

I just didn’t think it would happen to us. To Ben and me. I kind of thought we were indestructible.

And in the beginning, we were.

I’ll never forget that first week back home after leaving New York. Ben and I talked every single night until our phone batteries died. And for the rest of senior year, we never went more than a day without texting. I used to walk around the house on FaceTime so often, my parents started shouting, “Hi, Ben,” whenever they saw my phone. Then sometimes Diego and Isabel would shout back, and the four of them would be off and running with some side conversation. Ben and I complained about it constantly, but I think we both secretly loved that our parents were lowkey obsessed with each other.

I mean, I liked to think Ben and I were lowkey obsessed with each other, too.

And I thought college would be the same. Or better. Definitely better, because at least I wouldn’t have to deal with my mom’s knowing looks every time I stepped out of my bedroom. For the record, that’s a barrel of laughs: trying not to be in love with your ex-boyfriend when he rants adorably about story structure over FaceTime and having your parents see right through every single denial. All the boyfriend-related parental teasing without the actual boyfriend.

So. Privacy was good. And Wesleyan’s proximity to New York was even better. Just over three hours by train—two if I left my car at Bubbe’s house and took the train from New Haven. It’s not that I expected our relationship to pick right up where we left off—not necessarily. But Ben seemed really happy I was moving closer. He brought it up constantly for months.

Of course, once I was actually in Connecticut, things got weird really fast.

We still talked all the time, and Ben was always saying he missed me. Or I’d wake up to rambling remember when texts. But when I mentioned train schedules, he’d change the subject so fast it made my head spin.

Once he sent me a screenshot of my own Instagram selfie, followed by a single heart-eye emoji. Which led to two hours on FaceTime with Ethan and Jessie, trying to pinpoint the most casual-yet-effective way to say, Um, I think you’re joke-flirting, but in case you’re also real-flirting, might I remind you that I have a single dorm room.

It was bewildering and infuriating, and I was a Ben-addled mess all over again. I thought about blocking his number. I thought about showing up on his doorstep. I was surrounded by cute boys with loud opinions who liked kissing, so I tried that. But I always ended up alone in my dorm room, poring over Ben’s texts.

Until Mikey.

@ben-jamin liked your photo.

I can’t stop staring at the notification. Of course, it doesn’t say which photo he liked. Could have been my packing-day post, sure. But it could have also been the Stacey Abrams quote graphic I reposted last night, or Sunday’s throwback photo for Mother’s Day, or anything, really. I want to click into the app so badly my fingers are twitching, but I can’t do that in front of Mikey.

That little heart icon.

I wish I knew what it meant.

Probably nothing. Maybe his finger slipped while scrolling. Maybe he doesn’t even know he liked it. I wonder if he’ll unlike it as soon as he realizes. I don’t know if that would make the notification go away or if I’ll get a new notification or—

I realize with a start that Mikey just spoke. And I didn’t hear a word of it.

“Wait, sorry.” I swallow guiltily. “What did you say?”

Mikey looks at me. “I said if you want to see him, you should see him.”

“Mikey, I haven’t even talked to him since—”

“February. I know.” He’s blinking a lot. “You said that. A few times.”

I blush. “Well, it’s true.”

February 12th, to be exact.

And I hate it. I hate how far I have to scroll to find Ben’s texts. I hate not knowing if he finished his last TWWW revision, or whether his parents followed through and made him get a job like they threatened. I hate not knowing what he had for breakfast this morning.

I hate that it’s my fault. I’m the one who made it weird. I guess it started when Mikey and I got back together, on New Year’s. But I can’t blame Mikey—it’s not like he asked me not to be friends with Ben. He just always got kind of prickly and distant when Ben’s name came up.

So I stopped bringing his name up.

And I guess that made Ben feel like a thing I was hiding.

“Mikey, Ben liking one Instagram post doesn’t mean we’re suddenly best friends again,” I say, aiming for the space between casual and jovial. But even I can hear the defensive edge in my voice.

I glance sideways, and Mikey’s doing this tic he has sometimes, where he pinches the bridge of his nose behind his glasses. He used to do it a lot first semester. I don’t think it even hit me until now that he’d stopped. He shuts his eyes for a moment. “Can I be really honest with you?”

“Of course.” I scoot an inch closer.

The music’s stopped, and the silence feels boundless and thick. When Mikey speaks at last, his voice is flat. “I know you haven’t talked to him. And even if you did, I trust you, Arthur. You’d never cheat. I know that. I’m just scared.”

I press my thigh against his. “Of what?”

“I don’t know. I guess I feel a little threatened by him. He was your first love. Your big Broadway love story.”

“Two years ago. And I haven’t seen him since then. You know that.”

He nods quickly. “It’s just, what happens when you do see him again?”

“But why would I? I don’t even think he thinks we’re friends at this point.”

Mikey looks at me strangely. “Do you think you’re friends?”

My cheeks go warm. “I mean, we were? I don’t know. He’s my ex. We dated for a few weeks, a million years ago. But I’m with you now. And, Mikey, I really, really like you. I really like us.”

And I do. I really like him. I like Mikey’s face and his voice and his weird nerdy brain, and there are times when I find him so endearing I almost can’t stand it. And we’re so good together. We barely fight. Yeah, he’s been a little moody about New York, but I know we’ll work through that. We always work through stuff. Because we’re mature grown-ups in a mature grown-up relationship, and everything’s good and chill and solid. And I’m happy.

“I like us, too,” Mikey says.

I take his hand again and squeeze it.

Here’s the thing. Ben was my big Broadway love story. But I was sixteen. That’s just what falling in love at sixteen feels like. Just because it’s different now doesn’t make it less real.

I study Mikey’s face for a moment. “Okay, I want to show you something. I was going to wait to surprise you in New York, but . . .”

I stand, stretch, and quickly tug my shirt down, winning a fleeting smile from Mikey. My messenger bag’s propped against the edge of my bookcase, packed and ready. I grab it and bring it back to the bed, unzipping the smaller front pouch.

Mikey watches me curiously.

“Wait for it . . .” I root around until I find a short stack of paper, folded in thirds. Then I pass it straight to Mikey, who hesitates. I nudge him. “Open it.”

He does, and then pulls the papers closer to read, his eyes going huge behind his glasses. “Wait, for real?”

“Two weeks from tomorrow. It’s the matinee. But the seats are terrible, just so you know.”

Mikey stares at me, dumbfounded. “We’re seeing Six?”

“We’re seeing Six!”

“Arthur, that’s—it’s too expensive. You didn’t have to do that.”

“I wanted to say sorry for ruining our summer—”

“You didn’t ruin it.”

“I did.” I lean my head on his shoulder. “And I wanted to do something special, you know? For us.”

“Arthur.” His voice sounds choked.

“And it wasn’t expensive,” I say quickly, lifting my head to meet his eyes. “I mean, it was, but I get a discount. Internship perk.”

“Why don’t they skip the discount and raise your stipend?”

“Doesn’t work like that.” I kiss his cheek. “Sorry, you’re just going to have to suck it up and see the best show on Broadway with me. And you know what?”

His lips tug up. “What?”

“You were right. I do need a tie. Chad from corporate is going to Broadway.” I stand again, scanning the room. “Now I just have to figure out where I packed them.”

“Cardboard box by your desk. Label says Arthur: Fancy.”

My hands fly to my heart. “You made me a fancy box?”

“I did.” He looks at me for a moment, smiling faintly. Then he stands, grabbing his shirt off the floor. “Okay, how about you finish up? I’ll go drop off my key and grab us some food on the way back?”

“Mikey Mouse, you’re my hero.” Even after he leaves, I can’t help but smile at the door.

But a moment later, I reach for my phone.

@ben-jamin liked your photo.

Apparently my heart’s going for a jailbreak from my rib cage. Over an Instagram notification. It’s the most ridiculous thing.

But I tap the notification, and moments later, I’m staring at my official New York announcement post from last week. It’s a selfie where I’m holding a postcard of Central Park, the one Ben gave me the last time we saw each other in person. There’s even a handwritten Ben-Jamin and Arturo scene on the back. But of course, the only person who would possibly recognize the postcard ignored the post entirely, like he always does.

Liked by @ben-jamin and others.

Until now. The day before I leave for New York.





Chapter Three

Ben

Sunday, May 17

The best thing about Pa being my boss is that now I get paid when he tells me what to do.

I’ve been able to put my Duane Reade checks toward what I hope will be my next job—mega-best-selling author of The Wicked Wizard War—by buying a writing program to help me keep all my world-building thoughts organized, and purchasing the domain name for the series website. I’m dreaming big here, but Mario has been an excellent hype-man, saying that my series could be the next big thing. It would be epic to have a franchise of movies, and I can write spin-off comics and play video games set in my world. And of course Pa and Ma won’t have to work anymore if they don’t want to, even though I’d love to boss Pa around at my eventual amusement park.

But until then, Pa hands me a basket of pregnancy tests and condoms. “Here’s some more for this aisle.”

“Shouldn’t condoms go elsewhere? Let’s create a Not-Family Planning section.”

“By all means, go for it. I’m sure corporate wants all their floor plans restructured by their new manager’s nineteen-year-old son.”

“Nepotism for the win.”

I still can’t believe my first official job is working for Pa. I thought it would be something like unboxing shipments at a bookstore. But when Pa told me they were hiring, I applied because I was positive all I’d have to do was stock shelves while listening to music. Nope. It’s a lot of memorizing where different items are in the store as quickly as possible because customers hate it when you can’t spit out the answer at Google-search speeds. And it turns out that working the cash register stresses me out. One time I didn’t give a customer his correct change, and he asked to speak with my boss. I stupidly called my father Pa in front of the customer, who snapped at Pa for not doing a better job at teaching me how to count. I blushed and Pa bit his tongue, and we were both upset for the rest of the shift.

It’s pretty clear why I prefer unboxing things in the back room when given the chance. No customers plus bonus time to think about my worlds—real and imaginary.

I pull out my phone.

“No phone while working,” Pa says.

“I’m just checking the time. Lo siento.”

“Está bien. You meeting with that boy later?”

He’s talking about Mario. “Just Dylan,” I say.

“It’s never ‘just’ Dylan, even when it’s just Dylan. He’s a lot.”

Pa approves of Dylan way more than he does Mario. He thinks I deserve more commitment, but Mario and I have only been playing around in a romantic space for a little over a month. There’s still so much Mario and I haven’t talked about. Like his own history with past boyfriends or whether he’s even looking for a new relationship. I’m not a fan of Pa judging Mario for not being my official boyfriend.

Pa taps my shoulder. “If I offer you a penny for your thoughts in Spanish, will you understand that yet?”

“No,” I say.

“Was that an English ‘no’ or Spanish ‘no’?”

I stare at the condom boxes some more.

Pa snaps his fingers. “Benito, talk to me.”

“We’re at work.”

“I’m your father before I’m your boss. Except when you want to leave early or need an unscheduled day off.”

He doesn’t understand that this is one of the problems. He’s my father and my boss. He might want to have a conversation right now, but I’m pretty burned-out and need to breathe. Everything would’ve been so different if my family had money like Dylan’s so I could’ve gone away for school. I’m not airing out any of this to Pa while we’re wearing our blue Duane Reade vests. Or even at home. I need my space.

“I’m okay,” I say.

Pa sighs. “If you say so. Wrap it up with the wrap-it-ups and you can clock out early.”

“Thanks.”

Pa does his exaggerated cough to get me to speak in Spanish. He’s been pushing for more out of me ever since I turned Mario into my personal Duolingo. That’s the other reason Pa gets weird about Mario, though he’d never admit it. He had the chance to teach me himself. Now I’m turning to someone else.

“No one needs Spanish lessons to say gracias.”

“Every little bit counts.”

“Gracias, Pa.”

He squeezes my shoulder. “Ese es mi hijo.” Static rasps from his walkie-talkie before Alfredo’s voice asks for Pa for assistance at the cash register. “Don’t forget to say bye before you leave.”

“Don’t you mean adiós?”

Pa bows slightly in gratitude and heads to the front of the store.

I have this instinct to apologize for closing myself off, but I shouldn’t have to. I should get some time to figure out my feelings in peace.

I shelve the condom boxes, thinking about another consequence of still living with my parents. Last month Pa was doing laundry and found a condom sleeve in my jeans pocket. It led to this big conversation where he asked if I was sexually active or not. He was shocked when I told him that I’d had sex with Hudson, Arthur, and Mario. Pa got really fidgety because I don’t think any of the articles he read about how to talk to his son about sex could’ve prepared him for what to say when you find out your nineteen-year-old son has had sex with more people than you. All he could really say was how he was relieved condoms were always involved, and that he would tell Ma for me if I wanted. I didn’t mind her knowing, but I still couldn’t look either of them in the eye for the rest of the night.

I’m about to turn my attention away from the condoms and to the pregnancy tests when I hear my best friend.

“Aha! I should’ve known I’d find you here,” Dylan says.

“Why’s that?”

“Because you must be stocking up for more sex marathons with your boyfriend.”

“He’s not my boyfriend.” And right as Dylan opens his mouth, I add, “And we don’t have sex marathons.”

“How are you not bumping butts with that perfect creation every chance you get? I told Samantha that I bet Mario was created in a lab by some horny Dr. Frankenstein, and she did not disagree.” Dylan lets out a low whistle.

“Yes, he’s beautiful,” I say while stacking more pregnancy tests, which unlike the condoms did need restocking; the math here speaks for itself.

“Hot,” Dylan says.

“It’s more than just sex for us,” I say while carrying the extra condoms to the back room.

“I know, Big Ben. I saw you guys together. You’re definitely going to be the Luigi to his Mario, just jumping down each other’s pipes and”—Dylan stops talking as a customer with a child passes us in the aisle—“just—”

“No need to finish that sentence,” I say.

I go into the back room, clock out, and change out of my khaki pants and white polo to jeans and a blue V-neck that reminds me of the shade of nail polish Mario sometimes wears. When I come out from the back, Dylan is reading the blurb of a mass-market romance novel. I pause in front of him, thinking that will get his attention, but he keeps reading, muttering the summary about a schoolteacher and a marine falling for each other.

“Am I gay if I buy this?” Dylan asks.

“What do you think?”

Dylan pauses. “No?”

“Correct.”

“Awesome. What’s your employee discount? Fifty percent?”

“No.”

“Seventy?”

I’m truly shocked we’re on line buying this book, but it works out in his favor when Pa calls us up to the cash register he’s working.

“Dylan, welcome back,” Pa says.

“It’s an honor to be welcomed back, Diego.” Dylan salutes.

Pa’s polite smile reminds me of whenever he’s exhausted by customers but has to hide it. He turns to me. “You didn’t have to get in line to say bye.”

“I didn’t.”

Dylan steps up to the counter and sets down the romance novel.

“This for Samantha?” Pa asks.

Dylan shakes his head. “Diego, Diego. Surely you’re more progressive than that.”

“You’re the one who asked if buying the book meant you were gay,” I say.

“I am the reader of romances,” Dylan continues. “This is what makes me so wonderful with the ladies”—he wraps his arm around my shoulders—“and your son.”

“It appears college didn’t make you any more mature,” Pa says.

“Oh, believe me, Diego, I’ve been plenty mature at college.”

The other cashier, Donny, accidentally scans a shampoo bottle multiple times while eavesdropping on Dylan’s insanity.

Pa bags up Dylan’s book. “Please leave.”

“You’ll be seeing more of me soon,” Dylan says, throwing the bag over his shoulder and walking toward the exit.

“Why did that come off as a threat?” Pa asks.

I shrug. “See you, Pa.”

“Te quiero, mijo.”

“Love you too, Pa.”

Pa coughs.

I sigh. “Te quiero, Pa.”

In our family, we always say that we love each other before we leave home, go to bed, hang up the phone. My parents have always made it clear that we might have some economic challenges from time to time, but we’ll always be rich in love. And I get it—but if love was cash, I wouldn’t want to spend it all in the same place. Maybe I want to invest in a cute guy with the name of a cartoon plumber.

I leave Duane Reade and Dylan is waiting outside for me. The block is always crowded with people because it’s right next to a couple subway stops and right across the street from Union Square, where people are playing chess, walking their dogs, reading, and riding skateboards. It’s one of my favorite parts of the city—was one of my favorite parts of the city. Even Union Square is losing its shine because of how often I see it now. A couple weeks ago, I was meeting up with Mario around here and I unintentionally walked straight into work, making it all the way into the break room before I realized what I was doing. I was on total autopilot because this is my life now.

“What should we do?” I ask.

“You mean without the missus and the mister?” Dylan links his arm with mine and leads me toward the subway.

“He’s not my mister,” I say.

“Not with that attitude he won’t be.”

Every day, my feelings for Mario grow. I keep trying to play it down to protect myself after having been burned by guys I loved. First Hudson and I had that massive argument and he kissed some stranger before we could make up. Then Arthur, whose love for me seemed to crash into a wall once he met Mikey, who seemed so much more compatible with him. Now it’s my turn to be with someone who is more compatible with me.

“To uptown we go,” Dylan says. “I got to pick up some cookies for Samantha’s parents’ twenty-fourth anniversary.”

“That’s a strange anniversary to celebrate.”

“Text that to Samantha immediately! I said the same thing. It’s not twenty, it’s not twenty-five. What’s their angle, Ben? They just in it for the cookies?”

“What’s Samantha doing?” I ask, ignoring the question.

“She’s—” Dylan stumbles in front of the MetroCard machine. “She’s going to Skype with Patrick.” He spits on the ground.

“You could hate on Patrick without spitting every time,” I say as we swipe our way onto the platform.

“He leaves a bad taste in my mouth.”

“I don’t get why you’re at war with him.”

“He talks about Samantha like he’s known her forever.”

“D, they grew up together. They have known each other forever.”

“Forever is a lot longer than nineteen years, Benzo. Do you need more summer school?”

“Do you want to pick up these cookies by yourself?”

“Ooh, feisty. Dylan like.”

The train arrives, blasting us with wind and drowning out Dylan’s next sexual advance. We hop on, squeezing onto a bench while the train takes us uptown. Dylan catches me up on how great things have been with Samantha. There were some rough patches when they first moved away because, no matter how much they loved each other, they still had to adjust to living together. Samantha had to get used to Dylan being Dylan 98 percent of the time and how to be there for him on those 2 percent days where he was off. And Dylan had to learn how to sit in silence while Samantha was studying and how to give her some space just because.

We get off the train as I tell him about how much I’m hating my non–creative writing classes
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