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CHAPTER ONE

Blackmail

It’s a strange conversation. At first, I don’t even notice that I am being blackmailed. I am sitting behind the stage with Martin Addison at the rehearsal for the school play, and suddenly I hear him say, “I read your email.”

“What?” I look up.

“Earlier,” he replies. “It was an accident. You didn’t log out of the library computer and I started using it straight after you and saw your email. So why aren’t you using your real name?”

I want to answer sarcastically, “To keep people like you from knowing who I really am. So that worked really well.” I feel really stupid.

Then he actually smiles. “My brother Carter is gay, you know. Look Spier—” (although my name is Simon, my friends call me by my last name) “Spier,” which means “the one who watches”—“I don’t have a problem with it. But I’m guessing that you don’t want people to know.”

I don’t, except that coming out doesn’t frighten me. It won’t be nice, but I will have to do it sometime. It is just that I don’t know what coming out means for Blue. For Blue and me.

“Well, I’m not going to show anyone,” Martin says.

And then I realize. “Show anyone?” I say. “Did you take a screenshot?”

He smiles. “Anyway, I know you’re friends with Abby Suso, so I want to ask …”

I throw back my head and laugh. “So you want me to put in a good word for you with her?”

“Well, yes.”

He looks at me and then I understand. This Abby thing. This is what he wants. If I can help make her his girlfriend, he won’t show everyone in the school my emails. And Blue’s emails. I feel really stupid. Why didn’t I log out?

I’ve always quite liked Martin before. He is a bit stupid, but he can be funny. Except that I’m not laughing now. He’s being an asshole.

“It’s just, I mean … I like Abby. I am thinking that maybe you can help me. You know, invite me to stuff that you’re doing with her.”

“And if I don’t,” I say, “you’ll put the emails on the school’s Facebook page? Is that what you’re saying?”

“I just think that we can help each other,” he says, quietly. Then, after a moment, he adds, “So who’s Blue?”

“No one,” I reply. “He lives in California.”

But Blue doesn’t live in California. I don’t know his real name, but he lives in Shady Creek, and he goes to our school. He is someone. Maybe he is someone that I know. But I don’t know who, and I’m not sure that I want to know.

————

It is evening now and I’m not feeling happy. My mom, dad and little sister, Nora, are in the sitting room, but I don’t want to join them. My mom always wants to know everything about my day, so I decide to walk to my friend Nick’s house with our dog, Bieber. The fall air smells lovely as we walk along the road. When we arrive, Leah is there, too, playing video games with him.

Nick plays great guitar, and Leah loves slash fiction—love stories about people from books who are the same sex. There’s stuff like Harry Potter and Draco Malfoy. Leah, Nick, and I are really old friends, and we have perfect moments together, except that they don’t know that I am gay. No one knows that. Except Blue.
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At Shady Creek High School there are one or two boys who have come out, and people haven’t been kind to them. They don’t hit them or anything like that, but the word “fag”—a really horrible word for gay people—is often used.

We talk about music for a bit and they joke again that I look like Harry Potter. Then Nick makes us some tea and starts talking about the ideas of a famous doctor called Freud. Leah and I look at each other, and I know that we are thinking the same thing. It is hard not to like Nick when he’s talking about clever stuff. I always try not to fall in love with straight men, but Leah has fallen, and it has made a lot of problems. Because Nick likes Abby, who is new to the school and our small group.

At first, I didn’t understand why Leah hates Abby, and she wouldn’t answer my questions about it. “Oh, she’s the best,” she said. “I mean, she’s a cheerleader. And she’s really cute and thin. Doesn’t that make her amazing?” Leah really knows how to be sarcastic.

But then I saw Nick change seats with Bram Greenfield at lunch, because he wanted to be nearer to Abby. And his love-filled eyes kept turning toward her. When Leah saw those eyes, she went silent.

So maybe there is a good reason for helping Martin Addison. If Martin and Abby go out with each other, then the problem with Nick and Abby will go away, and Leah will relax. Things will be normal again.

————


From: hourtohour.notetonote@gmail.com

To: bluegreen118@gmail.com

Date: October 17 at 12:06 a.m.

Subject: Re: When you know

That’s quite a story, Blue. When did you last see him?

I don’t know when I realized. It was lots of little things, like a dream I had about Daniel Radcliffe. And then, when I was in eighth grade, I had this girlfriend. We didn’t do much. I think we held hands, and we went to the eighth-grade dance. I think that she wanted us to kiss. This is not one of my proudest moments—I was a coward. I ran away to the bathroom and stayed there all evening. I never spoke to my girlfriend again.

So that’s when I knew that I was gay. Right, I must finish here. It’s been a very strange day.

Jacques




From: bluegreen118@gmail.com

To: hourtohour.notetonote@gmail.com

Date: October 17 at 8:46 a.m.

Subject: Re: When you know

I’m the only one that you’ve told? That’s amazing. Thank you, Jacques. It’s strange because I don’t talk about this with anyone else either. Only you. Don’t be too angry with yourself about your girlfriend. Everyone does stupid things in eighth grade.

You asked me a question. I’ve only seen him a couple of times. He was married. It was all in my head. It’s strange, isn’t it, how someone can show you your sexuality and they never know they are doing it? I’m sure that he still thinks of me as his cousin’s strange twelve-year-old son.

Sorry about your strange day.

Blue






CHAPTER TWO

An evening with friends

The thing that makes me really angry is that I can’t talk to Blue about Martin. I don’t like keeping secrets from Blue.

It’s true that there are a lot of things that we don’t tell each other. For example, we don’t know each other’s real names. He is Blue and I am Jacques. We talk about all the big things but never the names of our friends, our teachers’ names, that kind of thing. I know that he is real, but in a way he lives in my computer. I found him on the school’s Tumblr in August. Creeksecrets is anonymous—you don’t use your name so you can say what you want. That’s where I found Blue’s post. It was only five lines, but it was very well written. He wrote about feeling alone, and I knew what he meant. It was like he pulled the idea from my head. He wrote about how you could remember what someone does but never know their thoughts. And that people are like huge houses with big rooms and small windows.

I really had to know him.

————

My parents are very happy because it’s Bachelorette talent show night. Nora is with us, too. I can’t tell them about my day. Maybe being gay is cool in New York, but I don’t know how to be gay in Georgia.

My dad and sister are talking about a guy called Daniel on The Bachelorette. “Wow, he’s hot,” Nora says.

My mom and sister are always saying “eye candy” about the men on this show.

“Are you joking?” my dad says. “The gay one?”

“Daniel’s not gay,” says Nora.

“He’s a one-man pride parade,” says Dad and laughs. “An eternal flame.”

I immediately feel uncomfortable.

“Dad, stop,” says Nora.

But Dad starts singing that song “Eternal Flame” by the Bangles. I never know if my dad really thinks this stuff or if he is only joking with Nora. I mean, if that’s the way he feels about gay men, it is good for me to know, even if I can’t unknow it.

————

The days are going by and I’ve still done nothing about Abby and Martin. I’m not sure what to do or how to get Abby to like him. I kept seeing Martin around school, and I know that he is expecting me to do something soon.

Then it is time for Thursday’s rehearsal, and I start walking toward the auditorium. Suddenly, Martin is there again, walking behind me. “OK, Spier,” he says, “what have you planned for me?”

“Planned?” I reply.

“You’re keeping away from me all the time,” he says. “Look, I’m not going to show anyone the emails, OK? Stop worrying.”

But I don’t believe him. He looks at me, and I don’t know what he’s thinking. I’ve spent a lot of years in class with this kid, laughing at his stupid jokes, but I don’t really know him at all.

“OK, I’m going to talk to her,” I say finally and push open the door to the auditorium. “I told you.”

“Wait,” he says. He’s holding up his phone. “Give me your number and I’ll give you mine.”

“And I can’t say no?” I answer. I take his phone and angrily put my number into it.

Then I push through the door and Ms. Albright immediately tells us all to go on the stage.

“Simon!” cries Abby and throws her arms round me. Then she whispers in my ear. “Help me. Taylor is making me crazy.”

She is talking about Taylor Metternich, who plays Oliver in the musical of Dickens’s famous story. Taylor is the worst kind of perfect, if perfect can have a dark side. I always imagine her in front of her mirror counting how many times she brushes her hair. She is the kind of person who asks about your quiz grade so that she can post it on Facebook.

“All right, I need Fagin, Dodger, Oliver, and boys. Scene six. Let’s go, Cal,” shouts Ms. Albright. Cal is the stage manager. He is the same age as me and very relaxed. He has a soft voice, dark brown hair, and blue eyes. I’ve never heard anyone say anything about it, but I’ve often thought that he might be gay.
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Footnote

Note about the story

1 Definitions of words in bold can be found in the glossary on pages 93–96.
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