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Chapter One




Jordan




It started with my family. The day before school started. Over dinner. At TGI Fridays.

I don’t know why I chose to do it so publicly — but I don’t know if I really had a solid plan in mind. I wonder how many people actually have a step-by-step plan and follow it. If someone is like me, it just … happens.

We had finished our dinner, the waitress had taken our dirty plates away, and we all sat back in our seats, sighing from being so full and still contemplating the dessert menu. There’s always room for dessert. And, apparently, there’s never a wrong time to come out as gay.

“Guys,” I said, my mouth leading the way before my brain could fully catch up. Mom and dad and Bella, my sister, all looked at me. Maybe it was the weight in that word, how I said it so seriously, but it seemed they knew I had something important to say.

“I’m … I’m gay.”

Around us, the noise of other diners seemed to hush and there was a clatter of dishes—almost like this was a conversation for the whole restaurant and everyone was scandalized. My palms went sweaty and my heart thudded irregularly.

Mom’s eyes widened — I doubt it was surprise, but I guess it could have been. Dad looked like he was about to say something. Bella giggled into her hand — at eight years old, I’m sure any mention of the word “gay” is giggle-inducing.

“So, did you decide on dessert?” the waitress said as she came up to our table again.

Mom, dad, and Bella were all staring at me and I was staring back at them. No one said anything, no one acknowledged the waitress. The longer the silence went on, the more terrified I became. No one chose a dessert.

I felt my cheeks burning with shame. My eyes started to water. Don’t cry, I told myself. If the silence went on even a second longer, I knew I couldn’t hold anything back.

Just as the waitress was about to give up and walk away, mom said, “Can we get something big and sweet? We need to celebrate.” A smile immediately spread across her face — a warm, genuine, loving smile. Relief flooded through me.

But there was still dad. I looked at him and he looked like he was still thinking, trying to process what I’d said. I mean, it couldn’t have been a surprise, right? Every time he tried to engage me in sports or other masculine things, I always made lame excuses. I wasn’t the boy he thought I’d grow up to be, I knew, but surely he still loved me. Right?

“Thank you,” dad said, finally. “Thank you for sharing.”

More relief flooded into my chest. I was at risk of crying still, but for a very different reason. Beside me, Bella still giggled.

Maybe it’s because mom is a doctor and dad is a teacher — they both deal with all sorts of people and they know that being gay is normal. Maybe they’re just nice people. Maybe they just love me so much that if I’d come out as sexually attracted to dinosaurs, they’d accept it.

I didn’t think too much on it, I still don’t, because it doesn’t matter.

What does matter is that I got to start senior year of high school without hiding who I am. It wasn’t like I rushed into having a boyfriend — there really weren’t any gay guys at school I was interested in anyway — but it at least opened the door to the possibility.

Anything could happen, right?

Anyway, after dinner, I sent out a snap declaring my homo status and posted a similar thing on Tumblr. I got a few anonymous hates on Tumblr, but mostly I got love. Overwhelming love. Even though this is the twenty-first century, I was still surprised at how positive it all was.




• • •




Now, at late September, after about a month of being out — of being free — I was still the same old Jordan Ortiz. Nothing about me was different, except the façade of liking girls, of course.

My friends were still my friends, my nemeses were still my nemeses, and those I didn’t interact with just didn’t care. I sometimes got called “fag”, but I got called that before coming out. Like I said, same old Jordan Ortiz.

Well, I guess there’s one change. I’m now co-captain of the cheer team. The other co-captain is a high-maintenance, self-obsessed girl by the name of Nikki Simms.

Nikki is the kind of person that lives for Snapchat and Instagram fame. It’s like her life goal to get sponsorship deals or something. She’s forever taking selfies, especially when she’s got a Starbucks cup in her hand, and posting them. If she doesn’t get enough likes, she deletes a photo and throws a fit. I’m pretty sure she wants to be the next Kim Kardashian. Really. It’s exhausting working with her.

Or should I say working for her.

We’re co-captains, but it’s clear she thinks she’s more captain than me.

I really don’t care. I just like the cheer team. I love performing and launching people into the air. Plus, all the eye candy when we perform at football games is a nice added benefit. All those tight ends and whatnot.

I steal one more glance over my shoulder at the football team running a scrimmage behind us — I couldn’t help indulging myself in that brief moment of unobtainable eye candy and very quickly found my gaze following Benjamin as he charged across the field, looking powerful as hell — and then turned back to the task at hand. Cheer practice.

Nikki takes charge again and orders us to run through our routine one more time. We’re supposed to have a teacher supervisor coach us, but even she can’t stand Nikki and has basically walked away. We’re all at Nikki’s mercy. But she does lead us into phenomenal routines.

I take my spot next to Alex, with my BFF Hannah in front of us. A moment later, music thuds from the portable stereo Nikki had brought along. I plaster a smile on my face and join hands with Alex to catch Hannah as she leans back, falling into our embrace. We lift and spin her once. She lands in our arms again and we help her stand, then a second later her left foot is in my hands and her right in Alex’s — we lift her up, and, well, you’ve seen cheer teams before. We throw her in the air, spin her around, and have her soaring in every direction.

To my left are two more trios like us, performing similar routines. The one furthest from us is doing an identical routine. Between us is the trio featuring Nikki — with her naturally being the chick in the air — and her trio is doing the more complicated stunts.

Nikki, of course, is hoping that someone snaps or instas the whole thing and some cheer scout from college sees her. Or maybe she’s hoping a hunky NFL player spots her and gets her to join his team’s cheer squad. Or maybe she just wants a million likes.

If social media wasn’t around — like if it was the dark pre-history of the internet back in the nineties — then she probably wouldn’t even be on the cheer team.

The music comes to an end and so does our routine.

I throw my arms around Hannah and pull her into a giant hug. “You did great, babe!” I tell her.

Nikki, though, disagrees. She stomps over to us, fury on her face — fury, I discover, aimed at me. “You guys were pitiful. Alex, that backflip was totally sloppy and was a big disaster. All three of you need more strength and height if you want to keep up — if you want to stay on the squad. Better beef up, Ortiz, or else I’ll get you off the team.” She lowers her voice and narrows her eyes. “I won’t have you make me look bad.”

I glance at Alex and Hannah and they both look torn apart. Nikki doesn’t get to me like she gets to them. I look back at Nikki and nod, hoping she’ll just leave.

She can’t kick me or Alex or Hannah off the team — only our supervising teacher, Ms. Hammer, can do that. Besides, how could Nikki see my performance if she was spinning through the air? She’s full of crap and she knows it and she knows I know it. But she’s just out to get me. She just doesn’t like that she’s co-captain.

She stomps away. “The rest of you were fantastic! Don’t let Jordan hold you back.” I have to bite my tongue to refrain from spitting a swear at her. She’d use that outburst to her advantage somehow.

She hurries off to give feedback to someone else — feedback that I can clearly overhear is much more helpful than what she gave us — and so I pull Hannah and Alex into a quick huddle. “We all know she’s full of BS,” I say, and while I know they agree, it doesn’t erase the anger and hurt on their expressions, “but if you want to get a little extra practice in, we could work on the throw. And, Alex, we could just practice backflips.”

Alex nods and looks over his shoulder at Nikki, then back into the huddle. “I’ll just practice at home; I just need to nail my landing. Thanks, though,” he says.

“I don’t think we need extra practice,” Hannah says with a sneer. “She probably just thinks we’re too good and stealing the spotlight.”

Alex and I laugh, then Nikki’s shouted voice cuts through everything, “Everyone, go home and rest. Homecoming is Friday!”

The cheer team claps for ourselves and then packs up their stuff to head to the showers and head on home. I pat Alex on the back as he heads away with the rest of them. I walk over to the bench at the side of the field and pick up the water bottle from my backpack, then sit on the bench and gulp it down like I’d just walked through Death Valley or something.

A moment later, Hannah plunks down beside me, similarly gulping her water.

“I don’t know how you put up with that,” she says, throwing a sneer toward Nikki’s retreating backside. “I almost threw a punch at her.”

“Meh,” I say. “I don’t let it bother me. My love of cheer team obliterates her bitchiness. Besides, you and Alex were awesome — she’s just jealous.” I gulp some more water. “I just feel sorry for whatever poor guy she ends up with. She’ll have his balls in her fist and never let go.” I chuckle when I picture the football captain, Benjamin, at her mercy. In a lot of the highly-staged photos Nikki posts, Benjamin looks a little … trapped.

Hannah laughs and then closes her water bottle, throwing it into her backpack and standing up. “You gonna change?”

I glance behind her to the football players. They’re just finishing their practice and on their way to the change room. “Nah. I’ll wait.”

Hannah looks behind her and instantly understands. She blows me a kiss and then heads off, leaving me as the only cheer team person still out on the field.

I watch all the buff, muscular teens head toward the school and the change room in there. Even before I came out, I avoided changing when the footballers were in there. Being the wimpy and effeminate kid made me a target of bullying and teasing. I’d had more than my share of gut punches, locker slams, and backpacks thrown into the showers.

But to now be the wimpy, effeminate, and gay kid in a change room full of buff, macho, straight football players? That could only lead to a black eye. Part of my survival as a gay is to avoid putting myself in places where I’m in danger.

I pull my phone out of my backpack and check my social feeds. Of course, Nikki is sharing post-practice selfies that make her seem glowy rather than sweaty (like, seriously, how does she do it?) and scrolling a little further shows me that someone had captured the rehearsal for her on her phone. Of course, it focused entirely on Nikki flying through the air.

I just roll my eyes. I can only take so much Nikki in one day. I bring up Spotify, put on some hipster playlist that I don’t like people knowing I like, and put it on the bench beside me. As the music blares, I lay back and stare up at the darkening sky. A few stars are starting to poke through the deep, dark blue.

As much as I love high school (despite Nikki), I’m eager for college next year. With more people, maybe there’ll be more gays.

Maybe in college I’ll get a kiss.

Maybe I’ll even get a boyfriend.

But until then, I’m happy just being Hannah’s gay BFF. It’s not the same as having a boyfriend, but it’ll do until then. I mean, it’ll have to.




• • •




After I decide enough time has passed and that the change room has to be empty, I turn off the music, throw the phone in my backpack, and head into the school and to the change room.

Sure enough, the place is empty. Nothing to worry about.

I head to my locker, trying to avoid stepping in all of the puddles of water from guys’ showers and all of the puddles that look like spit (seriously, straight guys are so disgusting). I open my locker, strip, grab my towel, and head around the bend to the showers.

And that’s when I find out I’m not alone.

Fuck.

There’s a guy in the showers. I freeze mid-step, trying to decide if I should wander in like I don’t care or if I should turn and run and just shower at home. But by the time I get changed and get my shoes back on, whoever’s in the shower will come out and it’ll be just as bad as if I walked into the shower.

Before I can make up my mind, the shower shuts off. A few moments later, I hear the slap of wet footsteps. I’m still frozen in place, my heart thundering hard against my ribs, cold sweat breaking out all over. I worked so hard to avoid this very thing.

“Jordan?” came the voice. A friendly voice. Benjamin.

I breathe out a sigh of relief. “Hey,” I say, finally forcing myself to look at him. He’s muscular, buff, toned, and sopping wet with water rolling down his warm, brown skin and just a towel wrapped around his waist. I try not to make it obvious I’m checking out his biceps.

Okay, this isn’t a disaster, I tell myself. Benjamin is the only guy on the football team I don’t hate. He’s captain of the football team — a fact that Nikki keeps swooning over — but more importantly, he’s been my next-door neighbor our whole lives and we were friends until a few years back. Nothing really ended our friendship, we just drifted in different directions. Him towards sports and me towards academics and cheer.

I haven’t heard a word from him since I came out, though.

“You guys were looking good,” he says. I don’t know if he actually means it or if he’s just making conversation. I also don’t know if he means he thinks all of us were looking good or just Nikki.

“Thanks,” I say, deciding to take the compliment as it was likely intended. Despite the douches on the football team, Benjamin is a pretty nice guy.

Still, I don’t know what to say to him at this point. Though he has to know I’m gay — who doesn’t, after all — neither of us have actually acknowledged it. Now it’s like that’s an invisible wall between us.

“Well…” Benjamin says, struggling for conversation as much as I am.

“Yeah…” I say.

After another moment of awkwardly staring at each other, he smiles and nods and steps around me to head toward his locker. With him out of sight, I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding and sag against the tile wall behind me.

That was awkward.

But it was still better than it could have been.

Eventually, I step into the shower area and take off my towel — but I’m carefully listening for sounds as I do so, like I’m worried there’s another football player in here, one that wants to punch a fag. But there’s no one else. I turn on the shower, rinse myself, dry myself, and return to the change area, finding that Benjamin is already gone.

When I get home much later, I find mom has made a late dinner so I’m not forced to warm up leftovers. We sit down and have a casual dinner as a family — and I’m reminded again of how lucky I am to have this family. These are the same kind of family moments we had pre-gay.

After dinner, I head up to my room to attempt the mountain of homework I have to do tonight. I sit at my desk by my window, turn on the lamp, and set to work. Some time later, in the depths of a pre-cal problem that seems to be getting the better of me, a light catches my eye.

Looking out the window and across the divide between our two houses, I see Benjamin in his bedroom. He looks out his window and spots me, then looks away for a moment, seeming oddly conflicted. Then he gives me that friendly wave that you give people you used to know but don’t really talk to anymore. I give him the same wave and before I can even wonder at that conflicted look, he closes his curtain.




Chapter Two




Benjamin




“Alright, boys, it’s game time!” coach shouts, his deep voice echoing in the concrete change room.

The whole team cheers, even me, and I can feel the energy and fighting spirit flow through all of us. It’s the homecoming game — generations of Charlesburgh High students and alumni are waiting in the stadium — we need to kick ass!

“Let’s give it one-twenty!” I shout.

Everyone around me shouts “One-twenty! One-twenty! One-twenty!” and pumps their fists into the air in time with their chants.

It’s a silly thing, but it never failed to get the boys riled up. Other teams gave a hundred and ten percent — but we always give a hundred and twenty. I like to think it’s helped Charlesburgh High reach the number one statewide ranking last year. We need to do it again — I want my senior year to be number one. I want to go out with a bang and ride that success into college, maybe get some scholarships.

Around me, the chants of “One-twenty!” are being replaced with “Badgers!” — our school mascot. I join in, pumping my fist, shouting, “Badgers! Badgers! Badgers!”

The room thunders with our chants, and when coach’s assistant comes into the room and we know it’s time to make our grand entrance, our powerful energy only increases. I charge through the group — the captain leads the team — and we jog out of the change room and out of the school and across the small divide between the building and the school’s football field.

Our thunderous chants are overwhelmed by the energy coming from the crowd, already cheering our entrance even though they can’t see us yet. I lead the team down a passage and we burst onto the field and through a hand-painted paper banner held by Nikki and Jordan. The applause and cheers doubles — triples — and we take our place on the field, standing in formation.

The other team is already there, in formation on their side of the field. Between us, Viola walks up with a microphone. Viola’s got sweet pipes and is the lead singer in the jazz choir.

“Please stand for the national anthem,” comes a deep announcer’s voice from the sound system. The cheering quiets and hundreds of men and women get to their feet, take off their hats, and put their hands over their hearts. A moment later, Viola belts out the anthem, really bringing it home at the end and firing us all up for the game.

With the anthem over, the teams run off the field to their respective sideline benches and the cheer team runs onto the field for a performance to open the night and fire us up even more.

“Ben,” a voice says as a hand grabs my bicep. I’m pulled out of the game-ready headspace I was in and find Nikki’s clear blue eyes staring into mine. “Good luck,” she says. She looks at me like she wants to kiss me — or like she wants me to kiss her. But before I can decide to do it or not, she leans in and gives me a peck on the cheek.

I turn and watch her as she runs onto the field to join her team. Some pop tune I don’t know echoes around the field and rebounds off the bleachers as the cheer team launches into their routine. I catch Nikki’s eye and she winks at me.

But then my gaze shifts to the left … toward Jordan.

“Jordan,” I whisper to myself. I’ve been thinking about him non-stop since we ran into each other in the change room. I mean, yeah, we see each other all the time at school, but that was the first time in a long time where it was just the two of us, even if only for a few seconds. It was nice. I like being alone with him. Even if it made me a nervous wreck.

We used to be such good friends as little kids, but we grew apart in high school — he went in his direction and I went in mine. He thinks the distance between us is just about that. But it’s not. It’s because—

“Ben!” coach snaps at me. I jerk out of my thoughts and hustle over to the bench. Coach is giving us another pep talk, but my mind is elsewhere — not on Jordan, though it often is. No, I’m looking at the rows of seats surrounding the field. The bleachers are packed. Homecoming is always our biggest game — everyone comes out to see us. Charlesburgh High is one of the oldest schools in the state, so even non-alumni come out for the game and the weekend-long party.

The crowd suddenly roars nice and loud again and I look to the cheer squad and catch the tail end of what looked like a really acrobatic stunt, with Hannah landing nicely in Jordan and Alex’s arms. A moment later, the music winds down, the cheer squad waves to the crowds … and Jordan is beaming. I love his smile.

The squad runs off the field and I watch Jordan the whole time.

“Ben!” coach shouts at me, pulling me back to the game.

“Sorry, Coach,” I mutter, staring at the grass between my feet. From the corner of my eye, I glance toward Devon, the guy sitting next to me, wondering if he’d caught me staring. Thankfully, he’s focused on coach.

I try to force Jordan out of my mind and tune in to coach’s pep talk and the remainder of our opening play strategy. But I can’t stop thinking about Jordan. I have so much I need to tell him.




• • •




Once the whistle blew, my head was in the game. The Kelvin Tigers were putting up a stronger fight than I expected. By halftime, we were tied, missing the commanding lead we’d hoped to have at this point.

For halftime, we’re in the change room and coach is pacing back and forth, alternately cursing and pep-talking. I stare at the tile floor beneath my feet. Right now, on the field, Jordan is in that slim-fitting cheer uniform of his, helping Alex throw Hannah high in the air. I love watching him in his element and doing what he loves most.

“Damn it, Ben!” coach yells.

I jerk my head up and see him glaring at me, face red like a tomato. Around the room, all the other players and the assistant coach are staring at me. I blink several times, trying to clear away the embarrassment, trying to pull myself back into the here and now.

“You can daydream about girls later,” coach says, still furious but no longer shouting. “Right now, I need you to focus. Understand?”

“Yes, Coach,” I say. He glares at me a moment longer and I can’t hold eye contact anymore, so I look to the side. Soon after, coach goes on to point out all the things we did wrong in the first half and orders us to do better in the second half.

“You lose this game,” coach says, voice strong and clear, “and you cast a pall over homecoming. No one’s going to want to celebrate a loss.”

The room is deathly silent. A couple of the guys shuffle their feet awkwardly.

I’d much rather be outside, watching Jordan.

After a quick break so we can all piss and grab some water, we line up to make our triumphant return to the field. We trot out in our double line as the cheer team bounces and prances off field. I try to look at Jordan, but can’t force my eyes in his direction. I do catch Nikki’s gaze, though, and she blows a kiss at me.

We’re soon on the field and launching into the second half of the game. It goes better. Not phenomenally well, and nowhere near as well as coach is screaming at us to do, but it’s better. With a minute left in the game, we’re tied again — the Tigers had a touchdown and surprised us all.

The giant clock on the scoreboard counts down like the timer on an epic-fail-bomb. Moments later, Devon passes me the ball and I’m running around bodies, evading tackles, and doing my best to stay on my feet. I see two Tigers charging straight at me and I know I can’t escape, but Randy comes up beside me — I pass the ball to him and he darts away from me, evading the rush of players heading in my direction.

With me no longer having the ball, most of the people chasing me move on to chasing Randy. And with less attention on me, I can evade the tackle attempt. But Randy isn’t so lucky—nearly every Tiger on the field is about to pile on him in an epic tackle. I catch his eye and he passes the ball back to me a split second before he’s sacked by three guys at once.

I dart to the side, evading a nimble Tiger, and then make a beeline for the goalpost. It’s all I can focus on. I’m twenty feet away — fifteen — ten — five…

I step across the line — and less than a second later, the buzzer barrels through the stadium and a Tiger tackles me from behind. I’m lying on the ground, stunned, smiling, basking in the insane cheers of the crowd.

We won!

I’m laughing out loud, uncontrollably, full of joy. We won!

The Tiger pushes himself off me and stands up. He glares down at me as I push myself to a seated position, still laughing.

“Fag,” he mutters. It’s just loud enough that I can hear it over the thunderous chorus of cheers from the bleachers.

My laughter instantly dies and any hint of a smile is wiped from my face.

Fag?

Before I can even think on that beyond the shock of being called a fag, the Tiger walks away from me and heads toward his team. My team comes charging across the field to me and tackles me in a pile-on group hug full of cheers and whoops of joy. I’m buried and smothered in happiness and excitement, but I don’t feel any of it.

Do I … give off a vibe or something? How the hell did he know I was … you know…?

My team climbs off me and then suddenly I’m hoisted off the ground and into the air on the shoulders of my buddies. Everyone in the stands is on their feet and cheering — well, everyone that wanted us to win.

I look over at the Tigers and quickly spot number seven, the kid who called me fag. He and his team are throwing their stuff around, clearly angry. Maybe he called me fag just because it was the first insult he could come up with. Maybe he didn’t, like, see something in me.

I look to our side of the field, toward where my teammates are carrying me. The cheer team is bouncing around, joining in on the excitement shared by everyone. Jordan is beaming and looking right at me with those gorgeous, dark eyes.

I can’t make eye contact right now. I avert my gaze, searching the bleachers for my family instead. Mom and dad are easy to spot with their big homemade sign with my name on it. They’re jumping and screaming as much as the cheer team.

Finally, a smile breaks out on my face again. It’s not a full smile. I still don’t feel quite…

Fag. The word still echoes in my head.

This is supposed to be my moment of glory — football captain wins the homecoming game at the last possible second — but all I can think about is being called a fag. Is it possible he knows I’m—

Damn, I can’t even say the word — not even to myself.




• • •




After doing my best to celebrate with the guys and then showering and changing, I’m now wandering aimlessly toward the now-empty stadium. Mom and dad had planned to head home after the game, knowing I wouldn’t want them hanging around with me and my friends.

But I’ve never felt so alone as I do right now.

Over in the parking lot, I can hear tailgate parties going on. All of the alumni that came in for the game are catching up or whatever. It sounds fun, I guess.

I wander down the path through the bleachers and out onto the field, moving to the very center. I stare at the goal post, remembering again my moment of elation and then the absolute crash that came immediately after.

How does Jordan do it? How does he put up with all that crap?

I chuck my bag off my shoulder and drop it to the ground and I lay down next to it, staring up at the night sky. It’s clear and dark and the stars are starting to shine through.

When did life get so complicated?

Life was easier before I realized I … well … before I realized I was … different. I watched Jordan do it, watched him come out, and I wished I had the same strength and bravery as him. I chuckle, laughing at myself with pity — me, the captain of the football team, a coward. I close my eyes and throw my arms over my face. I feel so trapped in life, so stuck.

I stay like that for a while, not even sure how much time passes by. Eventually, I hear the soft tread of footsteps across the grass, like the rustle of the bottom of a shoe brushing over upright blades of grass. I hope they walk away — I don’t want to talk to anyone right now.

“Benjamin?”

Except him. I’ll talk to him. I’ll listen to that voice every chance I get.

I look up into Jordan’s warm, brown eyes.

“You okay?” he asks.

“I don’t know,” I say. I have no idea why I didn’t just say yes and pretend everything is fine so that he doesn’t ask further questions. Sigh. If it was anyone else, I would have done just that.

He steps closer to me, towering over me, concern clear on his face. “You don’t know?”

I want to reach out and touch him, grab his ankle or something, but I can’t do that. As long as I’m straight, I can’t do that. At least, not in the way I want to.

“I’m just having a rough day.”

“After that game? Do you want to talk about it?”

Yes, I do. I want to tell him everything. But I can’t. I can’t tell him.

It touches me that he’d actually ask, though. None of my football buddies would ask. Though I barely talk to Jordan, he cares more about me than my supposed friends do.

“No,” I say, finally.

He looks like he’s about to turn and head back to wherever, to meet up with his cheer friends or something. But I don’t want him to leave. Not yet.

“Can you sit with me for a bit?”

He looks across the field again, then down at me. “Sure. People might gossip, though, the football captain and the cheer co-captain,” he says, with a teasing smile on his face. He winks at me. “Scandalous.”

I laugh, but at the same time I worry about that exact thing. Still, I don’t want him to leave. “I’ll survive,” I say.

He sits down cross-legged next to me.

Unexpectedly, he starts giggling.

“What?” I ask.

He tries to stifle his giggles and look at me, but then a new wave of laughter takes over.

“What?”

“I’m sorry,” he says, still laughing. “I was just remembering the first time we met.”

“Oh no,” I say, knowing exactly what he’s talking about.

“Oh yes,” Jordan says. “Remember the look on Mrs. Wilson’s face after you ate that paste? And then when it dried before she could wipe it off, your lips got stuck together and you started crying.”

He laughs again and I can’t help but join in and laugh at my four-year-old self. “And yet that didn’t tell you I’d be trouble as a friend.”

Jordan guffaws. “As if you’re the only trouble maker. Do you remember the Christmas concert in first grade?”

“Yes!” I exclaim. “You mooned the audience!”

Even though it was Jordan that brought this story up, he still blushes and covers his face with his hands. I ache with the need to reach out and touch him, but still I hold back. When his chuckles die down and the blush of embarrassment fades from his cheeks, he lowers his hands and looks at me. He tilts his head like he’s trying to figure out what I’m thinking. The thought of him reading my mind is both terrifying and liberating — he’d know my secret, but then I wouldn’t have to keep it a secret anymore.

“You okay?” he asks again.

“I will be.”

Silence falls on us again and we just stare into each other’s eyes.

I can remember the first time I felt something for Jordan that was more than just friendship. We were freshmen and assigned to work together on a science fair project. The project was something about the effects of pollutants on air quality — I can’t remember the details of the project, but I do remember when we won the first place award in the school’s science fair. Jordan hugged me.

In the weeks leading up to the fair, when we spent so many evenings and weekends together working on that project, I spent more time with him than I typically did. I slept over at his place sometimes and he slept over at mine, even though we live next door to each other. When the morning came, I didn’t want to go back to my house — or if he was at my house, I didn’t want him to go back to his. At the time, I had told myself that it was just me liking my friend so much and enjoying all the time we spent together.

But when he hugged me at the science fair — that’s when I knew.

And it scared me.

And I couldn’t tell anyone.

I couldn’t tell Jordan, that was for sure. But I couldn’t tell my brothers or my parents or anybody else. Some parts of my family are really homophobic — I don’t know how my parents are on that, but I’ve heard dad make comments about gay scenes on TV. My brothers routinely call each other gay as an insult and mom just lets it happen.

So I buried it.

And to kill my feelings — or at least to try and kill my feelings — I focused more on sports. It would take me away from Jordan — away from the one person who made me feel strange.

Of course, that didn’t stop anything. I see Jordan daily and we share a lot of classes, so I had to put more distance between us. Still, I pined for him. And being a jock now with jock friends, I’m surrounded by locker room talk, with the guys talking about tits and ass and who they want to bang. I have no interest in those girls, but I do have an interest in the hot jock friends of mine, especially when they’re changing. But I’m into Jordan ten times more.

No matter how much I try to run and hide from this, it follows me everywhere and at every moment. I can’t escape this.

“If you want to talk,” Jordan says, pulling me back into the present moment, “I’m always here.”

“I know,” I say. And in this moment, right here and right now, I decide to come out. I can’t go on much longer living this lie. I can’t keep hiding my feelings for Jordan. But the silence lapses between us as I struggle to gather the courage to open my mouth and actually say the words. “Jordan…”

He looks at me. He can tell by the shift in my voice that this is serious.

I pause again, scrounging up more courage. Just as I’m about to utter the words, a burst of raucous laughter interrupts us, pulling our attention to the side of the field. A group of cheerleaders and football players are headed this way, all of them laughing at something or other. I can tell they’re not laughing at us. They don’t know what I was about to say to Jordan. They don’t see that when they look at us.

Part of me is relieved. Part of me is devastated.

Jordan looks back at me and there’s an uncomfortable grimace on his face. I know he doesn’t like most of the football team and some of the cheer team can be bitchy to him. I look again at the group as they near us — Nikki is one of them, Jordan’s arch-nemesis. I’ve seen her berate him at cheer practice and how he just takes it. I sometimes want to step in and tell Nikki to cool it, but it’s difficult when she’s my pretend girlfriend.

“I better go,” Jordan says. Before I can protest, he’s up on his feet, backpack slung over his shoulder. He looks down at me before heading off. “Offer’s always open if you want to talk.” He smiles and my heart swells. Then he walks away.

Moments later, the group of football players and cheerleaders reaches me. The people that are my “friends”. The people who don’t treat me as nice as Jordan does.

“Why were you hanging out with him?” Nikki asks as the group circles around me.

“None of your business,” I say with a little more force than I intend. Before they have a chance to react or to imply something about me and Jordan, I hop to my feet and pick up my bag. “What’re you guys up to?”

Nikki steps close and runs her finger down my chest, ending somewhere near my belly button. “We’re headed to a party,” she says. “Anthony’s parents are out of town and he’s invited a bunch of people over.” Anthony is the youngest player on the team—he probably sees this party as an opportunity to build up some social cred. “You should … come,” Nikki says, really drawing that out.

She wants to get me in some dark corner and get her hands in my pants — she’s made that clear enough over the past year or so. I’m not stupid. She doesn’t want me for me, she wants me for the status of dating the captain of the football team. Insta-perfect, as she might call it. Besides, even if she did genuinely want me for me, well, she’s missing certain body parts I’m looking for in lovers.

But, of course, playing along with it, even just a little, helps keep those at bay who might question me. After all, who wouldn’t want to get with Nikki? Like, among straight guys. I took her to a dance last year and after all the pics for social media were done, she was really a bore, and then on the car ride home she made me pull over in a quiet park so that we could make out. We fooled around a little bit, but I wasn’t able to, uh, rise to the occasion. I didn’t want her to spread rumors about me, so I faked a stomachache and I drove her home.

The next day, she was blabbing to everyone about how we had a hot and heavy make out session in Tillman Park. She didn’t say we had sex, but she certainly implied it. All the guys on the team were slapping my back and congratulating me. What could I say? No, we didn’t do it. I prefer guys. Nikki is missing the necessary dick.

Social suicide. That’s what that would be.

So I played along. And since Nikki doesn’t want to be known as the slut, she told people we were on-again-off-again boyfriend and girlfriend — that would allow her to explain away why we’re not affectionate at school (“Ben’s being a dick! I’m so over him!”) but then it gives her the chance to make up a hot story whenever she needs attention (“Ben begged me to come over last night!”). I don’t think she knows how much I’m aware of her stories, but it always reaches back to me because the whole school talks about it — which is undoubtedly her plan all along.

Nikki pokes me in the middle of my chest, reminding me of my predicament. “What do you say?”

“I don’t know.” I really don’t want to go to a party. I glance past all of them and I see Jordan turn a corner and finally disappear from sight.

“Benny,” Nikki begs, low and seductive. I hate that name — Benny. “It’ll be fun. We haven’t had a chance to unwind yet this school year.”

Behind her, I see Devon elbow a couple of guys in the ribs. They think I’m getting laid tonight. If only they knew all of the lies in front of them.

I sigh. “Fine.”

She squeals and I try not to wince from the assault on my ears. She grabs my hand and leads the way to her car, the rest of the gang in tow behind us, heading to their vehicles. Devon, my best bud on the team, comes up on my other side and throws an arm around my shoulders. He gives me a little shake, a silent congratulations for hopefully getting lucky with Nikki. He cares for me a lot, I know, but I wonder if he’d be the same if he knew the truth.

I really don’t want to go to this party. But I know that if I don’t want people to know I’m — well, that — then I need to make sure they know I’m straight. Sometimes I feel so trapped by all this, like I’m living someone else’s life.




Chapter Three


Jordan


It’s been a few weeks since I sat with Benjamin in the middle of the football field and he’s been avoiding me like the plague ever since. I still can’t get that moment out of my mind — his voice, his face, his posture, the tension … those damn fine biceps, the way he pouted his lips for a moment, making them look soft and kissable. I have to mentally shake my head to get the image out of it. Focus, Jordan. Benjamin was about to unload a bombshell on me. I’m sure of it.

But what was it?

I tried to run through all of the obvious ones first.

Gay? No. Even if half of the rumors about him and Nikki were untrue, there was enough there to convince me that not only was he with her, he was dangerously in love. There were enough pics on her Instagram to make that clear enough.

Drug addict? No. He’s clean as a whistle. I’ve smoked pot a couple times, but I doubt he has. With two lawyers for parents, he’s had the law hammered into him as something to obey or suffer the consequences.

Parents are breaking up? I’ve not seen or heard anything coming from the Cooper household that would indicate there was anger or unhappiness there. Other than Ben and his brothers roughhousing and it sometimes getting out of hand, they seem like a close-knit and loving family.

“Earth to Jordan,” Hannah said, snapping her fingers, breaking through the flurry of thoughts in my mind.

“Sorry, Han,” I mutter, then focus back on her. We’re spending our mid-morning spare at school in our usual spot, the picnic table under the tree at the far corner of the school’s lot. Almost no one hangs out at this table, which makes it our favorite place, even if it was a little cold for mid November. I can see my breath. Yeah, it’s too cold.

“When did you tune out?” she asks. This is her thing. She knows I can sometimes drift off in my head and she accepts that, so she wants to know the last thing I remember her saying so she can continue from that spot.

“Some new kid?” I say.

“Yes! Kumail!” she says, sounding excited. I raise my eyebrow at her and she just sticks out her tongue. “He just moved here from somewhere in Kansas. Senior like us. Except he’s deaf.”

“Oh?” Even though I have no knowledge of where this story went the first time I supposedly heard it, I could make a few intuitive leaps. Hannah’s younger sister is deaf too and so she’s fluent in sign.

“He has an EA with him that translates everything, but Principal Moyer wants to jump-start his social life at school. He didn’t say that directly, obviously, but I know that’s what he was thinking. He pulled me out of first period to introduce me to Kumail.” Seriously, when Hannah has a story to tell, her mouth can go a mile a minute. But I like it. I also like this other part of her, the part that wants to help those of us who are lesser in society. Like the gays and the deaf kids. She’s verbally ripped a few people to shreds on my behalf before. “I invited him to join us for lunch,” she says. I realize I’ve tuned out a bit again, but this time I’ve at least tuned back in with enough context that I don’t have to ask her to repeat anything.

“Oh yeah?” I say.

“Yeah, you’ll like him, I hope.” I try not to read into that. Hannah has tried to set me up with a couple guys since I came out, but her gaydar is pitiful. Every guy she wants me to date is woefully straight. There are only a few gay kids here at Charlesburgh High that I’m aware of — and a few that I suspect will come out sooner or later — but all the guys Hannah has her eyes on for me don’t even register on my gaydar as even a little bit gay.

Maybe she just means I’ll like him as a friend. I hope that’s all she’s implying. Maybe she just wants this Kumail kid to have as many friends as possible. Not a lot of people
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