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CHAPTER ONE




I HAD HOPED I was wrong to worry about Matt, and the excited way he raced off as soon as I left for Camp months ago, but the party before me makes me wonder.

It’s not that everyone’s falling over drunk. It’s not that they’re screaming, and crashing into things, and generally making a mess of the apartment around them. It’s not even that the party is out of control.

It’s that Matt’s standing at the front of it, guitar in hand, leading the band in yet another set, all because the crowd around us has been calling for more since he started playing an hour ago. All because they’re jumping and dancing, and even singing along. All because they really, really love him.

And the mastermind behind all of this is the drummer, now hammering away behind Matt and Sid like a broad, bulky, androgynous punk king. I can still see them in my mind’s eye: we’d walked into the room, done a couple turns, and then the drummer had materialized, calling Matt’s name and pulling him away, talking a mile a minute about how everyone had been asking if they would perform.

Matt had turned to me, his eyes glowing with excitement and promise. “Do you mind?” he’d called over the noise around them, namely the people complaining about the tinny records blasting over the loudspeakers. He’d nodded at the drummer. “Brett’s got great instincts about this stuff. I think it could be great if I did.”

I’d wanted to say no. It was already October, after all. We’d hardly gotten to see each other as it was, with him having to run off to Atlantis Community College—or ACC—as soon as I’d gotten home from Camp. Now that both of us are in school, making the time to meet up around his classes and practices is like pulling teeth. My heart had screamed at me to say no, to be jealous and selfish.

But the androgynous drummer had been pulling him away, and Matt had looked so ready to go, so excited about it. I’d felt myself smile automatically, the way so many girls seemed to do when they were being asked to play nice after having their special moments tampered with. I’d always thought I’d never be like that.

Then again, I’d never thought Matt would ask it of me.

“Sure,” I’d said at last.

Pressing a kiss to my cheek, Matt had led me backstage, giggling. 

I’d expected to see a secret room filled with special equipment, and serious-looking people hovering around to get him whatever he needs. Instead, it’d been a regular old meeting space, half-filled with storage, with gloomy, dark-wood walls, and tables set up at the back. 

To my shock, Sid was in the room, juggling a bass guitar. He’d beamed at me, and introduced me to a Coat named Shannon, whose long blonde hair and petite nose made her look like an elf, one with a homemade pastel pink, white, and blue pin on her equally delicate, and homemade-looking, fifties-style dress. When I’d asked about the pin, in between watching her help Sid with a leather vest, she’d said she was trans, and worked in the trans ward at the hospital. 

“Brett was one of my mentor’s patients!” she’d said, smiling. She’d been so cute, I’d felt the sudden and extreme desire to nuzzle her, or curl up in her lap and let her play with my hair.

Brett, who’d been in the back, had ignored us. They were too busy sliding on a dark leather jacket as the person they’d brought with them, an androgynous-looking girl, had handed their drumsticks over and slipped out of the way. “Thanks, Sherri, you’re a doll,” I’d caught Brett saying.

“Help me with my makeup?”

Matt’s voice had startled me, and I realized I’d been staring as Brett glared at me. Cheeks burning, I’d turned to my boyfriend, who couldn’t seem to contain his smile. He’d held out some eyeshadow, and liner, and taken a seat at a free table in the corner.

“I want my eyes to look like black holes,” he’d said, tipping his head back so I’d have easier access.

The request had startled me, and I hadn’t been able to help the laugh that had escaped my throat. “Won’t your eyes give it away?” I’d asked, popping open the shadow, and filling the tiny brush he’d brought with him.

“I’m thinking of getting contacts,” he’d said, winking and then letting his lashes fall closed.

“I didn’t know they make them like that,” I’d said, smearing black shadow across his skin. It’d looked chalky and cheap then, and I’d made a mental note to tell him to splurge a little next time. Then I’d added more, until his entire lid shimmered. “What are you supposed to be, anyway? Dead?”

He’d smirked. “No, but I came up with a cool stage name. We all did. I’m the White Devil.”

I’d frozen, staring at him and thinking of the thousands of times I’ve had to wait for him to come home from church before we could hang out and do anything. “Really?”

He’d winked an eye open, and then taken my wrist. Lifting my knuckles to his lips, he’d kissed my fingers. Over his shoulders, I’d seen Brett pretending to gag, rolling their eyes as their person had smacked their shoulder. “It’s okay,” Matt had said, pulling my attention back to him. “I’ve been praying. God will forgive me.”

“What about your sisters? And your parents? And your priest, for goodness sake?” I’d asked, quieter this time. I’d glanced at the others out of the corner of my eye. Brett hadn’t been paying attention. Sid had just winked at me.

“They understand. It’s just show business, Angel, I promise,” Matt had said, and leaned back again.

“If you think that’s bad, this one’s the White Serpent,” Shannon had said to me from across the room, motioning to Sid’s face with a large makeup brush. Sure enough, Sid’s face had been painted half-green, with lines curling up his nose to circle his eyes, giving him a snake-like appearance.

“And Brett’s the White Demon, so there you go! We’re all heathens,” Matt had said, as a woman with neon blue hair popped her head into the room, and given them a five minute warning to get ready.

His hand had slipped out of mine so easily. He’d gotten up on that stage so fast. He clung to that stage all night, it seemed, even if the makeup hadn’t clung to his skin in quite the same way.

Now, sitting by myself at the back of the room, starting to want for a drink, my heart lifts as he thrums his last chord with a flourish. The crowd screams, drowning out his thanks. I stand up, hopeful, and surge forward with everybody. A wall of people forms between him and me, at least ten people deep. Over their heads, I watch him laughing, and talking, and thanking everyone.

Then he’s moving away from me, the drummer at his back, motioning him and Sid towards the back of the room. The band is gone, into another room. I scramble into the hall through the door next to me, but the passage is blocked. Even here, in the dark, closed space, it’s hard to hear anything.

I want to cry. This was our night, our time together. Sniffling hard, I wipe my eyes, and then grit my teeth, and push on to the back of the apartment, into the kitchen made garish by overhead lighting.

I want him to see me.

As soon as I break through the crowd separating us, we make eye contact. He’s already smiling, but the sight of me makes his smile brighten even more.

“There you are!” he says, reaching out to me and pulling me through, as if he’d been looking for me this whole time. I try to smile back, but it’s hard. It must show on my face because his expression drops a bit, and he pulls me close. “I’m so sorry, I should’ve come and found you,” he whispers.

This time, it’s easier to smile. I hold him back, hugging him the way he clings to me and tucking my chin against his shoulder. Relief sweeps through me until I notice the drummer is studying us, a hard, heavy expression on their face. I swallow, and close my eyes against the sight of them getting up, against the vision of them coming into our space. I want to keep this moment shut to me and Matt, to keep it sacred.

It breaks open the second a whiny “who’s this?” reaches my ears, coming from behind Matt. Opening my eyes, I find myself staring straight into the drummer’s face, their hands in their pockets, their brow low, their smile turning false as they size me up in the exact same way that the possessive, cliquey rich girls at school do when they catch you talking to their boyfriends. Matt drops one of his arms from my waist, but I hold on tight. 

“Oh, God, I’m sorry. I totally forgot to introduce you,” Matt says, smacking his forehead, and then waving a hand between us. “Kat, this is Brett, our drummer. They have the most incredible connections in the music industry. Brett, meet the love of my life,” he says. His voice goes soft and dreamy as he looks at me.

Brett eyes me with something like disdain, then smirks, and holds a hand out to me, their large gray eyes seeming to stare straight into my soul. I have a hard time meeting them as I shake their rough, square hand. “I’m guessing you’re the ‘angel’ we keep hearing so much about. The one who demands that he calls home once a day,” Brett says, like it’s a bad thing.

I freeze, and take a peek over their shoulder. Sid stands by the sink with his arms crossed, not bothering to look away, or look ashamed for spying on us. I can feel him studying us just like Brett studies me, but I can’t read his expression to know if it’s a good thing. “Not once a day, but I hope so,” I whisper, realizing they’re waiting for me to say something.

“Well, you don’t have to worry about Matt,” Brett says, too loudly. It calls my attention back, and I don’t miss the fact that Brett’s patting Matt on the shoulder. I can even feel Brett tugging my boyfriend away from me a bit. The boys shared a knowing smile, like they had some sort of odd inside joke between them. “Your boy is in good hands.”

A wave of nervousness twists through my stomach. 

I sneak a glance at Matt. He keeps his arm around me, and he can’t seem to stop smiling. His shoulders have the same relaxed look they’d had during the summer last year—the one before everything with Sarah had happened. It’s the same fluid easiness that comes with lazy afternoons spent hanging out on back porches. It’s the easiness of someone who can’t feel the strange vibes coming off the people around them.

The hair goes up on the back of my neck.

Does everyone else approve of this friendship? Has anyone else he knows even met Brett?

I pass another look at Sid. He hasn’t moved, either, but he’s so busy making passing conversation with everyone who shuffles by that he doesn’t seem to be paying too much attention. Shannon doesn’t even leave his side.

“Not much of a talker, are you?” Brett asks, their voice teasing. When I look back at them, I find their earlier hardness has returned. They stare into my eyes like they’re trying to own me, to figure me out so they can make some decision about me that I haven’t even heard about yet.

For the first time since becoming Matt’s girlfriend, I feel like someone’s looking at me—really looking.

But I can’t hold their gaze, no matter how hard I try. It’s too intimidating, and I don’t want to be studied. My eyes water with the inability to hold his gaze, and come off as tough. My chest keeps tightening. Some sort of pressure seems to be growing on my back, bending me forwards, demanding that I bow. And if I’d had the room to be pissed at myself in public, I would be, but the last thing I want is for them to see what they’re doing to me. 

“Only when I have something to say,” I say at last. Matt’s arm tightens around me, like he’s proud and wants me to know it.

Brett raises both hands, and the mock triumph in their eyes burns me like a branding iron. “It speaks!” they crow, and then laugh, sticking a cigarette in the corner of their mouth. It makes me want to bite their arm, and wrestle a chunk out of their skin. My teeth grind together, the need to put the fear of messing with me in them roaring in my stomach—to make them back off a bit, and stop hating me for reasons I don’t understand. 

“Since you’re talking, why don’t you tell us where you’re going to school,” Brett says, shifting their attention to the androgynous girl at their side. The girl holds out a lighter for a minute, and both she and Brett bend their cigarettes over it. “Thanks, Sherri,” they whisper.

“Oh, she still goes to Atlantis,” Matt says, moving in front of me a little. I let him, feeling his embarrassment as his hand goes to the back of his neck. 

Brett’s and the girl’s eye shoot up to us, and Brett coughs out a plume of acrid smoke as the girl puts the light out with a snap. “No shit!” Brett says, looking from me to Matt and back. If possible, their eyes gleam even more brightly. “Still with a high schooler? Jesus, man, you like them young!” 

They laugh even harder, but the mirth doesn’t reach their eyes. If anything, it sounds bitter. The sound of it grates against my nerves. If it’d been a physical thing, it could’ve probably peeled my skin off. 

The girl just studies me with a new kind of wariness, sucking her cigarette down like I might try dousing it with water. Over her shoulder, I catch Sid straightening up, his shoulders tense as he listens, oblivious to the happy laughter of Shannon, and some other guys around them. I try to plead with my eyes, begging him to come over, but he just moves to the other side of the group he’s in, stationing himself within reach, but not intruding.

“More like childhood sweethearts,” Matt says, his voice colder this time. The sound of it both frightens and relieves me, letting me melt into the security of his arms without fear. For all the smoke, and music, and dreamy-eyed stares he seems to get from being in this place, he’s still protecting me.

Brett raises their hands again and steps back. I wish they’d keep walking. “Hey, no judgment, man. Good for you. Teach her a thing or two while you’re at it, am I right?” they ask. They laugh again, punching Matt’s shoulder in a way that I’ve seen guys at school do before…among the small groups of assholes who can only congregate among themselves. 

“I’m more surprised the Coats helped you Swan with a kid! But I guess there’s nothing much those sick bastards won’t do, am I right? Well, except make anything easy for the Indefinites!” Brett cackles again, and this time, there’s no mistaking the bitterness in their voice.

I go hot, then cold, looking from Brett to Matt and back. Did Matt tell them about us getting help? I didn’t hear anyone talking about it in Summer Camp, or when I got home.

“Brett’s from the Indefinite compound,” Matt tells me, and then returns to Brett. “And that’s not exactly true—they didn’t exactly help. But regardless, there’s more to Swans than that,” he says. I take it he means sex, but it feels like a word no one wants to touch.

Brett scoffs. “Yeah, but that’s the best part, isn’t it? After knowing who you get to shack up with, of course.”

Now the entire space in our group goes quiet. Behind us, I can feel Sid standing up straight, closing in. His jacket brushes my back as he leans over Matt’s shoulder. “You should take her home, don’t you think? It’s about that time,” Sid says, his hand touching my back right below Matt’s arm. It’s like he’s trying to send me strength right through my clothes.

Matt rubs my waist, pushing Sid’s hand away and putting himself farther between me and Brett. “It is, actually,” he says, angling me towards the door. 

“Alright, man.” Brett slaps him on the shoulder again, and then points at me. I freeze. “Nice to meet ya,” they say with a wave, and the first neutral expression they’ve worn around me all night.

I don’t nod, but I breathe easier when they don’t even wait for a response before heading back to the party. Even Sid heads back inside, but not before following us to the door, and sneaking in a fast, tight hug. 

“I’m so sorry about that,” he breathes into my ear.

“I didn’t know you could play bass,” is all I can think to say.

He laughs a little, squeezing me tighter. Then he’s letting me go, waving at Matt, calling to him about seeing him in a bit. Like a dream, everything’s settling back into place, leaving me and Matt alone. 

Except it isn’t a dream because I’m still reeling from it. I can still touch the after-effects of my adrenaline on my skin. When we’re away from the door, Matt wraps me in a hug that stops me from feeling like I’m about to break.

“Are you okay?” he asks, and I can’t tell if I’m shaking, or if he is.

“I’m better now,” I say, breathing deep. “How does Brett know so much about us?” I ask when I finally feel able.

Matt sighs and kisses the top of my head, giving me a squeeze. “They know a Coat who isn’t Sid. But it doesn’t matter, you’re right: they shouldn’t have talked about that, and I’m so sorry they did. It’s not their place, even if they are Indefinite. I promise, it won’t happen again.”

I nod, wanting more than anything to believe him. It seems promising that, right outside my front door, he gives me the number to his apartment with a “call anytime, whatever you need.” But as soon as he drops me off, he goes running back to school, talking about wanting to play another set before the night is out, and how amazing it is that people like his music. 

As he walks away, I can’t help staring after him, feeling completely forgotten.

Is this just boys being boys? I can’t help wondering. Or is he really more excited about playing music than about seeing me?
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