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The sharp wind cuts through the night. Despite wearing my thick winter coat, I’m freezing as I stand outside the van’s open door. No one is in the driver’s seat yet. 

Beatrice, my older sister by a year, is holding on to her fraying Raggedy Ann doll so tight that her knuckles are white. My mother is holding on to my little sister, Katie, on her lap. There’s panic and desperation in my mom’s brown eyes. A plea for help.

I feel the silent scream inside the van.

The hairs at the back of my neck stand on end.

Dad’s hand lands on my shoulder, pushing me toward the passenger side. “Get in.” He’s holding the door open for me.

Get in.

Run.

Do something.

I get in. The van’s sliding door slams closed behind me, locking all of us inside of what feels like a coffin. The headlights slice through the night. Shimmers of snow hang in the air. 

Dad jumps into the driver’s side and turns the key. A prayer that the old conversion van has met its demise echoes in my thoughts. I pray for it not to start. For Mom’s God to save us.

The thing spits on.

The vibration rattles my teeth. Or it could be the cold. Or the fear. I smell the rancid stench of beer on my dad’s breath. I hate beer. I hate that smell. His eyes are bloodshot, and he wears that expression that always scares me. He glances in the rearview mirror and snarls at my mother.

He hates her.

I feel it in my soul.

He hates us because we are a part of her.

I’d gotten so used to their arguments and fistfights that I slept through this one. I didn’t even care what started it this time—my dad’s nightmares or the fact that he drank too much. No food in the fridge or that small sports car he’d bought. Their fights have never scared me like it does now. I want it to stop.

“Where are we going?” I hear the fear in my own voice. 

“North,” he says. “You liked Canada, remember?”

Canada in winter?

“But it’s cold,” I try to reason. “The road’s icy.”

He told me to get bigger cojones. My dad never liked me acting less than a man. Said he’d have to buy me a dress if I started acting like a girl. 

I try to act like a man and be brave, my heart pounding so hard against my chest. 

The van rumbles angrily underneath my seat as he presses the accelerator deeper. The treacherous, icy roads make us slip. 

The world around me turns into a dark funnel. I see the lights on the dashboard. I hear my mom and sisters’ soft sobs behind me, and I smell my dad’s bad breath.

I look over. The speedometer reads seventy.

Thick white snow falls from the sky—one my mother’s God created. A sky that has already dropped four inches of snow with an expectation of eight before all this is over. The snow sticks to the road. It isn’t a lot of snow, but it’s enough to force the van to slide. We all feel it. I instinctively clutch onto the armrest and the door. I hate snow.

“Papi, please.” Tears close now. My throat tight.

That sets him off, and he drives faster.

“Armando, por favor,” my mother pleads from the back.

I want to tell her it’s too late. I want to tell her she should’ve protected us from the monster in our house. I’m angry at her because I’m afraid of him.

“Cállate la boca,” he snaps at her, hatred spilling into his voice.

He transformed into a demon—charred, sunburned skin, sharp features, and a scowl forever etched into his face. But his red eyes draw all his other features together. 

I hear Beatrice start to cry. “Papi, please,” she says in her tinny voice. “We don’t need to get there so fast.”

“It’s okay, Mama,” he responds without looking at her, gripping the steering wheel tighter. “Do you trust your papi?” 

My heart tears a little bit knowing that he’s making her feel bad. He always makes Beatrice feel bad for taking sides. Beatrice is hypersensitive and is always afraid when Dad drinks. She even hides the knives when our parents fight.

“Yes, Papi.”

“Don’t be scared. Everything’s going to be okay.”

He doesn’t let up, and I know we aren’t going to be okay.

Okay stayed in my bed with whatever God Mami was praying to right now. Okay decided to take a vacation and leave the Morales family to die.

Bright lights explode out of nowhere. The world turns inside out. I hear screams. I’m not sure if it’s mine. I’m flying out into the night’s frigid air. The screams silence and the cold wraps me in pain for a floating second. Then I feel nothing.
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I sat outside the principal’s office, bobbing my knee up and down to a tune in my own head, leaning back with my eyes closed. The nightmare last night was still curling somewhere in my mind, fading like all nightmares eventually do. I struggled to remain focused on my current surroundings, which happened to be awaiting trial at Locke Academy. I’d transferred into Locke midsemester after my old school banned me for something that wasn’t even my fault! My aunt Carmen got me into this private hellhole after talking to some rich guy with perks. After a month of playing nice, I got called into the principal’s office for threatening to pull the spine out of a fellow twelfth grader’s throat. A bit over the top, but I’d been pissed. And he’d been the idiot to believe me. Well, come to think of it. Who was sitting in the principal’s office awaiting judgment? Not him. I was clearly the idiot. At least I hadn’t hit the guy. My words had been enough for him to scamper away.

“Mr. Morales?” Mrs. Collins called out twice before I acknowledged her. I didn’t want to seem overly antsy. “Dr. Newman’s ready to see you.”

I wiped my sweaty palms on my gray slacks, then fixed my blazer. The tie felt like a noose around my neck. The whole uniform made me itchy as hell. I walked inside the principal’s office. I’ve been in quite a few of these over the years. They always looked the same: certificates hanging on the walls, family pictures on a large desk where the warden sat waiting, a smaller round table for more intimate conversations in a corner, and a shitload of self-help books on shelves that screamed, I am the authority figure! You are mine to control!

Yeah, not working.

The only difference in this office was the guy already sitting in front of Dr. Newman’s desk. I caught myself checking him out. Platinum blond hair cut short and neat, light blue eyes that seemed to glow when they caught the light, and smooth features I’d expect a rich, spoiled brat could afford. Too perfect. And his clothes were all pressed and shiny. Not a secondhand purchase for sure. Then he smiled, revealing pearly whites. I rolled my eyes almost to the back of my head. Couldn’t help it. I decided to keep my attention on Dr. Newman. At least I knew she was human and not a humanoid altered to perfection. “Uh, should I come back?” I asked, my voice sounding huskier than usual due to my throat still being scratchy from my screams last night. 

“No,” Dr. Newman said and pointed at an empty chair next to the guy. “Xander Gael Morales?” she asked. As if she hadn’t sent for me.

“Yes, ma’am,” I said and plopped down on the chair beside Mr. Perfecto. Doing so, I caught a whiff of fabric softener puffing out of my clothes. My aunt Carmen liked the clothes to smell clean. It tickled my nose.

I caught Mr. Perfecto shift in his seat, his nose flared. I struggled not to roll my eyes again.

“Thank you for joining us,” she started, as if I had a choice. I didn’t mention that part. She apparently liked to live in la-la land. “I’d like to officially welcome you to Locke Academy. This is Wade Wilson.” She motioned to the guy beside me. Not a question yet. I kept my mouth shut. She went on. “Mr. Wilson has graciously agreed to show you around, be your sponsor, available if you need assistance. That sort of thing.”

Okay, so color me nasty, but I just threatened George Purdy, or whatever his name was, with bodily harm, and Dr. Newman was now making a rich avatar my shadow? This had to be some psychology bullshit she just learned in school. I turned to look at Wade, then back at her. “You mean like some sort of service dog?” I asked. Couldn’t help it.

Wade chuckled and hid it with a cough as Newman glared at me. That expression I recognized and was oddly comfortable with. “Mr. Morales,” she said stiffly, lacing her fingers on top of her desk, spearing me with blue eyes. Not much diversity in this school. I must’ve stuck out like beans on white rice. “Mr. Wilson has graciously volunteered to help you acclimate to our beautiful, safe school.”

“You’re kidding, right?”

She looked on the verge of tossing me out into the street. That look I understood too. Then she led my eyes to Wade. Something about his perfect face and smile bothered me. Rich, conniving, brat wanting something.   

“I assure you, my involvement with you will only be to help you acclimate until Dr. Newman believes you’ve settled in,” Wade piped up just like a perfectly trained avatar.

Yeah, throw that in my face. I turned back to Newman. “This is my punishment?”

“We don’t punish students here, Mr. Morales. We assist in developing moral character in ways that will benefit the student population, or would you prefer expulsion?”

I shifted in my seat. “For one threat? I didn’t even hit the guy. That’s kind of excessive, don’t you think?”

“Ah, but this is not your first threat to a student, is it, Mr. Morales?”

No, it wasn’t. She had my file sitting on her desk. Fighting had been my thing. A way to calm my nerves. “It is for this school,” I answered.

I didn’t like this principal. She was smart and cold.

I turned back to Wade and gave him my once-over that was usually filled with all kinds of “don’t mess with me” vibes. Except that the guy gave me a totally different vibe. I couldn’t quite place it, but it made me uncomfortable. “Fine,” I said, turning back to Dr. Newman. “Not like I have a choice.”

“You always have a choice, Mr. Morales. This”—she gestured to Wade, who shifted in his seat, the first visual cue that suggested he wasn’t a bot but may actually be a real live boy—“or expulsion. There won’t be a problem here, correct?”

If I messed this up, I’d never get the rest of my blood money. I had to graduate high school to get out of Aunt Carmen’s house before I tested the ripping spine out of the throat visual in my head. “Correct.” I grumbled. “No problem.”

“Are you okay with this arrangement, Mr. Wilson?”

There was a long silence, and I didn’t look his way. Not sure what he was getting out of this, but it had to be worth it. “Yeah, I’m good,” he finally said.

She got to her feet. “Great. Just come see me if you encounter any problems. I’m sure Mr. Morales will benefit from all you have to offer.”

Wade gave me a yeah right look but nodded in agreement.

“Mr. Morales, I will be keeping my eyes on you. I believe in you.”

Oh, yeah, this woman was good. I almost snorted. Thankfully, I caught myself.

I rushed out of there, and Wade caught up to me at my locker. I wished he’d just go away. “Why the hell did you agree to this?” I asked instead, not paying attention to what the hell I was pulling from my locker. Paper. Book. A week-old sandwich. Nope. I put that green shit back.

He leaned against the locker beside me and crossed his arms across his chest. “I have my reasons,” he said with a smug expression.

“Fuck you, Wilson,” I responded. It would’ve sounded more severe if my voice hadn’t cracked. 

He chuckled at my expense. I already hated the guy. “Okay, listen,” he said. “This will be painless. Just stay out of trouble. Reach out to me if you find yourself considering hitting someone, killing someone, or bad-mouthing someone, and I’ll talk you down from it.” With his hand extended like some homeless person begging for a couple of bucks, he lifted two perfectly trimmed brows, waiting for my answer that I didn’t give. He had to have plucked or some shit and he still looked manly. Didn’t look pretty at all. No femininity about him. Reluctantly, I unlocked my cell phone and dropped it on his palm. He typed his contact information in it, then handed it back to me. “Just text me with your name and I’ll save your info.” I reached for it, but he held it firmly, inciting a sort of tug-of-war. “I need verbal confirmation that you understood.”

“I got it, dickwad,” I said, sharply pulling back my phone.

He narrowed his light blue eyes at me. “That’s considered bad-mouthing. Do I need to give you a reprimand?”

I slammed my locker shut with more angst than I should’ve had this early in the day. I tried to flank him, but he blocked my path. Apparently, he didn’t like being ignored, and I didn’t give a shit. The guy wasn’t as tall as me, but he still had this strong presence and stubborn way that made hitting him too damn tempting. Hitting him would be bad. I didn’t want to make the five o’clock news.

Students heading to class gave us a look. I usually didn’t care about being eyeballed, but being eyeballed with him suddenly made me uncomfortable.

“How about every time you swear, you have to do something for me?”

I snorted. Couldn’t help it. “Hell no.” 

He grinned at me like a shark. Not that sharks grinned or anything. Come to think about it, I’d never even seen a shark up close and personal. WTF? My brain had spazzed out for a moment staring at his lips, and I lifted my eyes from that shark-like grin to his eyes. It did not make me feel better.

“Well, I’ll have to record all your failings to Dr. Newman. Is that what you want? She won’t be pleased.”

“Wow, really? You’re going to go there?” I felt my stomach clench. “Fine. I’ll work on my bad-mouthing.”

He nodded. Victory was his. This round. “Good. I’ll see you at lunch.”

“Uh, no.”

“You need to expand your friendship pool.” His eyes lifted to a group of guys walking toward him. All his likeness. I couldn’t tell them apart. Blond hair, blue-eyed jocks. His clique. He smiled and I had to look away from him to avoid feeling ... I didn’t know what the hell I was feeling. The need to punch his perfect face or draw it.

I did neither.

Thankfully, the wave of guys pulled him in, and he started walking away from me. “Lunch,” he said, laughing at something one of them said. “I’ll see you at lunch,” he called out, and every student looked my way, curious as to who Wade Wilson had embraced into his pool of friends.

I hated him.

I let out a breath as soon as he was gone and headed to class.
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Trini Chan stood waiting for me just outside class as I headed toward lunch. I tugged at my tie again, loosening it, but she stopped me. At five-feet-nothing, she had to tiptoe, and I had to lean down for her to slip the knot back up to hide the open button. “You’ll get demerits for not wearing it correctly, trust me.”

I did trust Trini. Probably the only person I did trust in all of California. I couldn’t look away from her warm expression. Her eyes were dark brown, her features petite. She could almost fit in my pocket. 

“There,” she said and tapped my tie. “Better.” Her smile warmed all my insides. Something must’ve shown in my expression because she said, “What? Do I have something in my nose?” She wiped her small nose.

“No,” I said. “Well, maybe a hoagie.”

“Eww,” she squealed, making me laugh. Then she slapped my arm, taking that moment to slide her hand down until she linked our hands.

Trini and I had a mutually beneficial relationship. After I kicked her boyfriend’s ass for slapping her in a very public and video-surveillanced parking lot (I had the video in case the douchebag started something again), we started dating. Except, it was in name only. She wanted to have a reason to avoid the loser, and I wanted everyone, including my aunt, to think I’d finally kicked the habit of getting into trouble. Funny how people believe a girlfriend could pacify a guy. We didn’t kiss or have sex, though, and we’d agreed this would only be temporary. Six weeks at most. We had three left to go.

But I really liked Trini as a friend. And I would protect her from anyone who would seek to hurt her. “How’d it go with Dr. Newman?” she asked as we stood in line to get our tray of food. At least the food here did not suck. Yay for a sixty-thousand-dollar-a-year tuition.

“It went,” I said.

“So, no suspension, expulsion?”

“Nope. I got it covered.” I picked up a tray and juice and followed her to our regular table near the weebs and brainiacs, away from the jocks and Barbies. I totally forgot about Wade until he came up on Trini with that freakishly genuine smile of his. I almost tossed my tray on the floor and pulled her away from him.

They hugged.

She knew him.

And I suspected the worst-case scenario imaginable.

When Trini turned back to look at me with a hint of blush on her face, that sealed the deal. I’d been used. “Don’t be mad,” she said in that voice that made me melt. “Please. I did it for you.”

I wasn’t sure what she did for me, exactly. I knew it had something to do with Wilson showing up in Dr. Newman’s office to act as mediator and savior, though. And I didn’t like it. I still followed her to the JB table, where she apparently decided to lead me. Yeah, I could’ve bolted for the weeb table where we had been discussing the latest episode of Attack on Titan. (Okay, so anime was my reprieve from the dark cruel reality of my world. I’d prefer the dark cruel reality of someone else’s world.) But Trini was my girlfriend. If I simply abandoned her, I wasn’t sure how that would look. I didn’t know anything about girls or girlfriend etiquette, even if it was fake, so I followed like a puppy.

The group at the table were all speed-talking over themselves about some boarding competition. Maybe they had friends in boarding school. Who cared? Wade gave me a quick chin-up acknowledgment, then cleared his throat, as if he were Xerxes ready to send his troops to conquer. Damn, that guy got on my nerves. They all settled like minions as he introduced me to Piper, Nick, Taylor, and Theo.

I nodded at each in turn and sat down beside Trini, who smiled at all of them too. The silence lasted two seconds before they went back to their discussion.

Trini leaned into my ear and gave me the rundown of who they were. Piper Harrington was heiress to a large fashion conglomerate, which was why she hated this school. Uniforms sucked. Nick’s father owned a chain of restaurants in the Bay area, Taylor’s mother was a famous actress I’d never heard of, and Theo’s dad owned a slew of resorts along with Wade’s father. Compared to them, Trini’s thirty-million-dollar net worth was peanuts.

Yeah, I wanted to drive a screwdriver in my eye just being here.

I kinda zoned out until Trini elbowed me and I realized everyone was looking at me because Wade had said something. “What?”

“Skiing? We go every weekend. You want in?” Wade said as if he’d just announced I’d won the lottery.

I gave him my brightest fake smile. “Uh, no. Thank you. Though it would be nice to see you belly flop.”

That wasn’t that funny, but everyone roared with laughter. “You have no idea who he is, do you,” Theo asked.

“Wade Wilson. Teacher’s pet.” I shrugged. “Rich. Jock. Am I close?”

Wade gave me a smirk with hard cold eyes that spoke volumes to how pissed he was, even though he was trying to hold it back. “Why don’t you show me your skills, then you can talk shit,” he said.

Everyone went oooo, as if we were going to start boxing. Instigators on his side. I felt Trini squeeze my knee under the table, a warning to keep my mouth shut, but keeping my mouth shut wasn’t in my skillsets. “I ain’t got nothing to prove to you.”

“Really? Because you’re such a badass. All bark.”

I hadn’t actually ripped Purdy’s spine out. “Fine,” I finally blurted, getting to my feet so I could at least be taller than him. He had to look up to meet my eyes, and I liked that. I liked intimidating Wade fucking Wilson. He didn’t back down like the others. He looked as if he were having fun. Too much fun, actually.

“Next weekend. The first run. Ours,” he said.

“Fine.”

“Fine,” he repeated.

And that had been the start to one messed-up series of events that knocked down the brick wall I’d erected over my soul. The tower, the curtain wall, the keep, all of it shot to shit because I hadn’t known anything about Wade Wilson.
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“You gotta be kidding me.” My blood ran cold.

Trini watched me from her perch on the bleachers during gym the next day. “You don’t have to do it. He was being an ass because, well, you were being an ass.”

We lived in California. There was nothing but water surrounding us, so when Wade had mentioned skiing, I had quickly assumed water skiing, like, on water. But nooo, the guy was an Olympic Gold Medalist in snowboarding. Snow!

Fucking snow.

I glared at her. Hard not to think this was her fault for setting me up. “What did you trade for my exoneration from Newman?”

She slipped her puffy bottom lip into her mouth. I’ve never kissed her, although I knew she’d let me if I tried. I didn’t. Which was a weird feeling. Not wanting to kiss your fake girlfriend who saved your ass from expulsion. “He wants to meet my brother.” Brother? I never knew she had a brother. Outside of school, I knew nothing about Trini. “He’s back from college.”

“Why would he want to meet your brother?”

She arched a brow as she grabbed my phone out of my hand. Wade’s info was still on the screen. Yeah, I’d just looked him up. She searched through my phone until she came to something to show me, then she handed me the phone back. A picture of Wade, definitely Wade at a club in the arms of a guy who looked older. Olympic Gold Medalist Wade Wilson was spotted in the arms of Caleb Knight, the heir to a multibillion-dollar fortune. Caleb, eighteen, has denied any involvement with the seventeen-year-old teen.  

The article went on to note that Caleb was soon seen in the arms of some female model. I instantly didn’t like the creep and hoped the article got it all wrong. I felt a tinge of pity for Wade, but then I remembered it was Wade. Arrogant, conniving, got-his-way Wade. And gay. I did not see that one coming. 

“He’s gay?”

Trini gave me a duh look. One I was getting used to where Wade Wilson was concerned. “Uh, yeah, very,” Trini responded.

I didn’t care that the guy was gay. 

I cared that Wade used me.

“You didn’t have to do that,” I finally said to Trini.

She shrugged. “It’s what friends do for each other. You did more for me, remember?”

I wanted to forget.

“So, about this skiing thing,” she started. Oh God, I wanted the ground to swallow me. “Maybe we can put laxatives in his milk. Give him the runs.” She cupped her mouth and giggled. It made me feel better. I took a seat next to her. Our shoulders brushed, and I couldn’t help but to always notice her small frame. Her delicate features. The need to protect her from harm ingrained inside me. Trini deserved better than me or the prick who’d slapped her.

“Maybe I can break his leg,” I said as a joke.

She stopped laughing and gave me a soul-searching look that suddenly made me uncomfortable. I bumped her shoulder with mine. “Kidding. Ha. Ha,” I said dryly, hurting a little bit inside that she could think I’d do such a thing.

She curled her arm around mine and drew me closer. Then she pulled me into her and kissed me on the cheek. 

“What was that for?”

“I know you’re not as evil as you think.”

She was wrong. I let my family die. I let an innocent man take the blame for our accident. And I got blood money for it. I swallowed back the lump in my throat. “You don’t know me very well, Trini.”

She gave me her cute, cocked-head look that compelled me to give her anything she wanted. My heart, my soul, all my darkest secrets. Thankfully, I was saved by the bell.

She hopped to her feet, and we started heading back to the lockers. “Do you need a ride after school?”

Getting a ride was one of the perks of having a fake girlfriend with a license and car to match, but I had group therapy after school. My stomach rolled just thinking about it. “Nah, I’m good. But thanks. I’ll see you tomorrow.” I planted a kiss on top of her head, and we separated to head into our respective locker rooms.

I didn’t feel comfortable ditching my clothes in front of these morons who didn’t give a shit about sporting their junk around as if they were gods. Living in a group home, I’d learned to be wary of locker rooms. I had learned to strategically dress without having to expose myself too much. To be quick about it before pricks started their shit. Like prison, group homes were a cesspool for perverts and bullies.

I gave my immediate corner a quick glance, saw it empty, and quickly lifted off my gym tee, dropped it on the bench, and plucked up my white T-shirt. Just as I had it over my head, Wade turned the corner, and I suddenly forgot how the hell to dress. My head missed the hole, my arms didn’t fare much better, and it took me a few seconds longer than necessary to finally cover myself. I sneered at him. “What?” I snapped.

Wade blinked a couple of times, as if trying to get the vision of me out of his eyeballs. He didn’t have time to say anything when his entourage appeared behind him. They shoved him on their way to their lockers without paying any attention to me. I waited until he disappeared with them, and the coast was clear to drop my shorts and pull up my pants. Unfortunately, despite gym being the last class of the day, I still had to wear my uniform. I had made the mistake of changing into my street clothes the first day and got a warning. After shrugging into my white button-down shirt, anchoring my tie around my neck like a noose, and shrugging into my blazer, I shoved my gym clothes into the locker and slammed it shut. As if on cue, Wade—his hair wet, his lower body wrapped in a towel—made an appearance again because he just had to rile me up. I felt my own heart start to race.

“Hey,” he said easily. Almost friendly. “We’re heading to Dogs to get a bite to eat. You wanna come?”

Hell no. “Is this you trying to expand my friendship pool?” I asked with a sharp edge to my voice. I didn’t like being his charity case, or his reason for getting hooked up with another guy. For a moment, I could’ve sworn he looked vulnerable. Nervous even. I wanted to tell him I knew who he was, and he could drop the damn act. I didn’t.

He finally shrugged. “Your call.”

“Thanks, but no thanks. I’ll pass.” I flanked him, brushing his shoulder as I moved away from him and the rest of the laughter that exploded behind him.

“Damn, Wade Wilson got turned down.” I heard a voice say behind me. “Record this shit.”

“Fuck you,” Wade said back. He said something else, but I was already at the exit and didn’t stop.

Breathe, Xander. Prison is a choice. Punching Wade Wilson would lead to prison. A choice. You don’t want to go there. I heard Beatrice’s voice.

It took me another moment to remember my sister was dead.
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Dr. Reyes had his office south of Malibu inside a loft on the fourteenth floor. I stopped at Mrs. Flores’s desk, and she nodded at me before she buzzed the door so I could go inside. Apparently, nutjobs were sometimes volatile and Dr. Reyes had added an extra layer of security. Not sure where that left Mrs. Flores, since she was out in the open. Maybe she had a better life insurance plan.

The group room was spacious, with dark blue walls and bright orange and green furniture. The walls were plastered with positive quotes that made me grind my molars. At least the images did not have snow. 

The tall ceilings and bright recessed lights made me feel as if I were incubating inside an eggshell waiting to be hatched. Seemed appropriate. In one way or another, we were trying to break free from the shell imprisoning us by society, by family, by the president, who fucking knew? Every time I ended up in this place I felt as if I needed to chisel my way out. It jarred something inside my mind, drew me back to a place I did not want to be. 

Yeah, we were all chicks trying to hatch out of our very own hell.

A board covered the east wall, our names on top of the separate sections. Each section looked like a pinball machine. A small silver ball rested on a spindle on top. Once released, it would navigate down the intricate bumpers and angles until it settled on a theme we’d be forced to talk about if we had nothing to offer the group.  

Four options lay under my name. Art. School. Bullies. Friends.

It meant that Carmen must’ve called Dr. Reyes to let him know about my threat to Purdy.

Sage and David were already seated when I arrived, and Jack came in behind me. His eyes quickly roamed around the room, counting the number of furniture pieces. Dr. Reyes had once made the mistake of having an odd number of pieces and Jack had walked out of the room, deciding to stay in the lobby where there were six chairs and not seven.

It meant that we always had an empty chair. 

Counting the even number, he sighed and headed toward Sage. Sage wore white chinos and a pink button-down rolled at the sleeves. His blond hair styled in a perfect quiff with a fade. It made him look retro with all the bright colors he wore. He had soft features, a strong chin, and was handsome, like all the other rich assholes that had a lineage stemming from royalty. He sneered in much the same way, too, and scooted further away from Jack as he took a seat next to him. 

David’s dark eyes just watched them both as if he were plucking some sort of code from their actions. David Grayson was some rocker’s son. At seventeen, he’d already been tatted up his sleeves, and I could see artwork trailing under his tee. The guy was every parent’s nightmare. He had metal practically everywhere—ears, nose, tongue, brow. He wore leather and a faux hawk and had a better leave-me-the-hell-alone look than I did. 

Out of all of us, Jack looked the most normal. If I could even use that word to describe us. In simple jeans and a UCLA T-shirt, he didn’t scream get the fuck away from me. 

And then there was my stupid ass wearing my school uniform, minus the tie and blazer, which I had shoved into my backpack. They all lifted their eyes to me. I needed to complete this shit to get my Get Out of Jail Free card and leave for college. This therapy shit hanging over me tethered me here. I probably should’ve ditched it, but after the stupid threat and the principal on my ass, I’d need all the brownie points I could get when my court date came around. I’d been charged with assault for hitting a dude with a two-by-four and sent to Boys Home for Delinquents. Actually, it was just named Boys Home. I was released with the understanding that I would continue to see a therapist and complete the anger management group with these morons.

Dr. Reyes was a handsome man who carried himself professionally. Always wore a suit and tie and shiny shoes. His dark hair combed to the side. His brown eyes behind wire-rimmed glasses were kind. He smiled at all of us in turn, giving us his attention for the few seconds it took to glaze over us, then he sat in one of the available chairs. At least they were comfortable. I realized I was still standing, so I sat down too.

“As we begin,” he started. “I wanted to remind you that this is a safe space. What is said in this group will remain in this circle of trust.”

Sage shifted. “Or y’all get sued. I’m assuming the NDAs have been updated.” 

Dr. Reyes didn’t react to Sage, which was a skill in and of itself. We all had to sign NDAs, which made forming this little group harder than for regular folks who didn’t have billion-dollar trust funds or whatever. “Yes, Sage, everything is up to date.” Dr. Reyes paused slightly, giving Sage a moment to process the safety of NDAs. “Now that we got that cleared up, who wants to go first today?”

No one moved for a few seconds until Dr. Reyes lifted his eyes to the board.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake, I’ll go,” Sage said and pulled out his notebook from his purple satchel. This was nothing new. Sage usually started discussions. I pegged him to have a short fuse and preferred to get shit over with than haggle over trifles like who should go first. Realizing he really didn’t need his journal to talk, he elegantly crossed his legs and placed the journal on top of his knee. “I got angry at my brother this week.”

That was nothing new either. From what I could tell, Sage’s older brother was a homophobic prick like his family. 

“On a scale of one to ten?” Dr. Reyes asked.

Sage scratched his chin. The guy had no hair on his face, and I wondered about the rest of his body. More than once. Then I fought not to get a visual of Sage naked, hairless. There was something wrong with me. Duh, I was in therapy.

“A six,” he answered.

“And how did being angry make you feel?”

Sage lifted his blue eyes to the chart on the wall that listed emotions. It went from frustrated to homicidal. No one tested the homicidal bit, sure that Dr. Reyes would have to report us despite the signed NDAs. “I felt annoyed.”

“Do you care to share the lead-in to this emotion?”

The questions were always the same. Who precipitated the emotion? Define the emotion and rate it on a scale of one through ten. What drove the emotion? What was the outcome? And how could we have reacted better? Then the consequences and what we learned from it.

Always the same bullshit.

I ran my palms against my pants. 

Sage’s eyes misted and he turned away from the group, staring at the wall in front of him. I didn’t think the optimistic memes did anything to make
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