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AUTHOR’S NOTE

 


I used to write m/m
romance seven years ago as Penelope Rivers and I started to become
paranoid about Goodreads and trashed all my books. It was only
three years later that I was diagnosed with schizophrenia and
bipolar disorder. I also was put through intense psychological and
IQ testing and it was discovered I am autistic. Add that to my
epilepsy and it’s just a mess.

 


Years went on when I
was sick and I just couldn’t forget my one true love—m/m romance.
It has taken seven years of medication to get to where I am, though
I still hide. I doubt anyone remembers any of my old stories,
though I like to think maybe someone does. This book is my first
full-length attempt at writing again after seven years. I was never
a great writer and this book is the first after a long hiatus, but
maybe someone will enjoy it.
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Prologue

 


The fight between
Amadeus Dane and Jericho Francis Brown happened on September 4th at
half past one.

Abe stood in the
parking lot behind the overcrowded high school, arms crossed so
tight he wasn’t sure he could open them again. In front of him
stood his twin brother, Jericho, who was yelling at the top of his
lungs. His girlfriend—now ex, presumably—stood beside him, mascara
and lipstick smeared, looking like a bad Harley Quinn
impersonator.

Then there was
Amadeus Dane.

It was near
impossible to sum up Amadeus in a sentence, or even a paragraph. He
was simply too much. Too handsome with his messy golden hair and
icy blue eyes. Too charming with his simple ability to seduce even
a nun. Too cocky too. He knew he was all these things, but he
didn’t try to hide it. Abe almost respected him for it. Almost.

Jericho, who was
also a bit overwhelming, grabbed Amadeus by the collar of his
shirt. “You’re a fucking piece of shit, sleeping with my
girlfriend!”

“Maybe if you
weren’t such a limp dick, she wouldn’t have needed to come to me.”
Amadeus spit in his face. For a moment, time stood still as saliva
drizzled off Jericho’s sharp jawline.

The roaring started.
Abe wasn’t sure who threw the first punch, but the two of them
started punching every bit of each other they could reach. For the
first few minutes, it looked as though they were equals, but then a
loud crack cut through the air. Jericho started screaming, if
possible, even louder. Abe saw his brother’s arm was completely
bent the wrong way, like one of the Barbie dolls his sister, Ally,
had broken as a child. Amadeus had broken his arm.

Abe shoved black
hair out of his face. “What the fuck? You broke his arm.”

And with the way
Jericho was crying, it hurt like a bitch.

Amadeus didn’t have
the decency to look sorry. In fact, the bastard even smiled. “Mess
with the bull, you get the horns.”

Abe locked eyes with
Amadeus and hatred deep enough to drive him to fight filled him
too, but his brother needed his help more than Amadeus needed
another punch to the face.

The principal must
have heard the yelling because the back door of the high school
burst open, and he came running out. “What’s going on?”

The thing was
Amadeus’s father was a major supporter of the school. The principal
would sooner eat his own spleen than turn against Amadeus, and the
rat bastard knew it.

Amadeus locked eyes
with him and smirked.

It had begun.


Chapter One

 


“You have got to be
fucking kidding me,” Jericho howled, throwing up his arms. “She was
with Amadeus? Another one?”

It was another day
at school and Abe, his girlfriend, Katie, and Jericho were seated
out back behind the school. Katie was munching on her cheesy baked
potato, but Abe, like usual, was about as hungry as a kid after an
all-you-can-eat buffet. Jericho had spent his lunch money on a bag
full of Doritos and was crunching them noisily between his pearly
white teeth.

“Jer,” Abe said as
he picked at his piece of pizza, “have you stopped to think that
the girls you're going out with are using you so Amadeus will sleep
with them?”

Jericho ate the last
chip in the bag, then grunted in dissatisfaction. “And your point
being?”

“Maybe you should up
your standards a bit.” Abe stood up with his tray. “You know, date
someone for their mind instead of their body.”

Katie smiled at
him.

“Like Katie.”
Jericho wiped cheese dust from his t-shirt.

“Yeah.” Abe nodded
and Katie responded by wrapping her arm around his waist. “Like
Katie.”

Jericho grunted.
“Sorry, bro, but not everybody can be perfect like you, what with
you being the student body president and already accepted by
Stanford and everything.”

“I’m not perfect.”
He slid out from under Katie’s arm, feeling some of the tension
leave his shoulders. Katie was great, but she was always hugging
and kissing him and shit. “But I do have to hurry with lunch.” He
pulled a box with chastity rings out of his back pocket. “I have to
raise some ‘Wait to Marriage’ awareness.”

Jericho snorted.
“Yeah, can’t have dudes boning anyone. I was laid twice this week.”
Jericho clapped him on the shoulder. “Tell me again how we’re
related?”

“Don’t you know?”
Straightening his uniform, Abe laughed. “The devil dropped you off
and Mom decided to keep you.”

“Ha, ha.” His
brother clapped him on the shoulder. “See you at home,
asswipe.”

****

The classroom was a
flurry of movement. The student body meeting had just ended, and
Katie tugged at her plaid skirt as one of the others wolf whistled.
He dug around in his bag, searching for his AP physics notes that
his OCD was making sure he still had over and over. His stomach was
in knots, though, these days, it was always tangled.

“Dad needs me to
help him pick Mom a birthday present, so I need to go.” Katie
leaned down. “See you tonight to study for calculus final,
babe?”

She planted a chaste
kiss on his lips. Though he’d never tell her, he hated the smell of
her perfume and had to fight the urge to roll on the ground to rid
himself of the smell like a dog. “Sure, sounds good.”

The room was silent
while Abe had, yet again, checked his AP English paper, then swung
his bag over his shoulder. He straightened his plaid tie until it
was “just so,” then adjusted his collar. Once he was certain he was
just right, he left the room, noting the sound of vacuums as the
janitors cleaned the school.

He was just at the
stairs when someone clapped him on the shoulder. “Hey, buddy!”

Grimacing, Abe
turned to see his brother’s BFF, Mike Carlton, hovering over his
shoulder. Though Mike had never done anything to him, Abe always
felt as though there was a snake swimming around in his intestines
when they were together. He didn’t know why. If Abe was a girl,
maybe, he would understand, but he was a tough guy more than
capable of throwing a punch.

Why would you
need to punch your brother’s best friend? Abe asked
himself.

As if in answer to
his question, Mike placed his hands on either side of his neck and
squeezed. “Looking a little stressed, bud.” He used his thumbs to
massage his muscle, but all Abe wanted was to escape. “Let me
help.”

Abe tried to shake
off his hands, but the other guy held on tight. “I need to go.”

“Why are you always
in such a rush?” Much to Abe’s disgust, Mike ran his fingers down
the center of his back. Abe had the urge to punch him in the balls,
but technically Mike hadn’t done anything to warrant it. “Let me
help you.”

Just when he was
contemplating suicide as means of escape, he heard a low, throaty
laughter, a sound he hated more than even Mike. His fists balled
just as Amadeus Dane came around the corner, arm draped over a
blonde haired, green-eyed girl who Jericho had brought over to the
house a few times, but Abe hadn’t bothered to learn her name.

Abe’s lips curled
over his teeth. What was that asshole still doing at school?

“Look who’s here.
It’s the self-righteous fucker.” Amadeus released what’s-her-name
and approached, a smile on his face as if he’d just received a hand
job from a Victoria’s Secret model. “What, are you chopping off
dicks today? Selling cookies to earn money for Can’t Get a Boner R
Us?”

Abe caught a whiff
of his aftershave, something that smelled like fresh laundry. “I
was at a student council meeting.” He straightened his tie as if in
the thirty seconds talking he’d ruined it. Something about Amadeus
was so messy that it made him want to tidy up everything in sight.
“You would know I’m on the student council if you actually bothered
to get off your ass and come to assemblies.”

While Amadeus
enjoyed hanging out with his friends out back, Abe had overheard
the principal say he rarely went to school. Even the thought of so
much missed school made him sicker than a pregnant lady eating hot
dogs on a tilt-a-whirl. He’d never catch up on the homework.

Amadeus sidled up to
him, close enough he could see his eyes darkening as he looked at
him. “You giving me attitude? Your brother needed an attitude
adjustment today too.”

“Fuck off!” The
other boy was so close he could smell peppermint on his breath. Abe
didn’t like people close to him, even Katie. He pushed him away,
noting that Amadeus was a heavy train, but Abe wasn’t backing down.
Amadeus was always fucking with them, and it pissed him off, but
he’d be removed from the student council for fighting.

A low, almost
demonic growl burst from Amadeus’s pursed lips. He shoved Abe back
even harder, making him collide with the metal lockers behind him
with a bang. He knew he shouldn’t have struck back—the principal
might suspend him—but he threw a punch that collided with what had
to have been rock hard abs. Cursing under his breath as his knuckle
popped, he braced himself as Amadeus threw an answering blow to his
rib cage.

The force from the
punch stole his breath like a thief stole a ring in a jewelry shop.
He fell to his knees, seeing double. People had told him no one
could beat Amadeus in a fight. The guy was some sort of crazed
black belt in karate. Abe just hadn’t known how good at fighting
he’d be. Still, he wasn’t going to go down like a crying baby. He
leapt—okay, maybe it was more of a stumble—to his feet and aimed a
punch at Amadeus’s jaw. The other boy caught his knuckle in his
hand and twisted his arm. Abe yelped in pain.

The smile on
Amadeus’s face was so wide Abe could have seen every tooth had he
been looking. “You’re tougher than your brother.” He switched
positions and grabbed Abe in a hold with them back to back. “He
pussed out and ran today.”

Finally, Mike
realized he was more than just an ugly statue. “Stop it, you
fucktard.”

Amadeus threw Abe at
the floor with enough force to make him cry out. For the first time
in his life, he was thankful for the school’s vomit colored carpet.
It would have hurt a hell of a lot more if it was cement.

Mike hesitated,
though finally moved to throw a punch at Amadeus.

“No.” Abe cursed
under his breath, kicking at Amadeus’s legs. “Two against one isn’t
right.”

Mike swallowed.
“He’s beating the shit out of you.”

“I knew it was
coming.” Cringing, Abe clambered to his feet. “He’s always after me
and my brother.”

Silence fell. Abe
locked eyes with Amadeus. The other boy’s shit eating grin
disappeared, and he was watching him with an unreadable expression
on his face. Something warm and big curled in Abe’s throat, though
he didn’t have the faintest idea what it was. The two of them
stared at each other for what felt like eons, but it could have
only been thirty seconds.

Finally, Amadeus
dragged his gaze away from him. “Come on, guys.” Amadeus motioned
at his buds. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

In silence, Abe
watched him leave, battling anger and also other emotions he
couldn’t name.

****

Being beat up by
Amadeus had done a number on him. His back was an abstract painting
of black and blue. His rib cage was swollen, and it hurt to
breathe. Abe could only guess that he’d bruised some ribs, but he
didn’t want to tell his mom and dad, or they'd freak out.

Abe, grimacing with
each movement, pulled on a pair of plaid pajama bottoms and padded
out of the bathroom. He went downstairs, but he stopped at the
outside of the door. His parents were talking. He used to
eavesdrop, but he was too old for that now—which was exactly why he
was hovering outside the door.

“I don't think we
can afford Ally’s insulin or the new car payment.” His mom was
usually calm and collected, but there was a quiver in her voice.
“I’m already working overtime as it is.”

Ally had type one
diabetes. She was extremely sweet, but she was slow. Since she and
Jericho struggled, Abe always wanted to exceed his parents
expectations. They were good parents. He wanted them to have at
least one successful kid.

“Even with
insurance, it’s crazy.” There was the sound of tinkling glass as
his father spoke.

“Maybe I can find a
second job. I can sleep a little less.” She sounded sadder and
sadder with each word. “Ally can make dinner.”

Though he’d only
heard a tidbit of their conversation, a huge balloon had swelled
inside Abe. He thrust open the door and approached his parents.

“I can do it.”
Uttering the words made him breathless, though he wasn’t sure why.
“I can get a job.”

His mom looked up in
shock. “Abe…”

Abe crossed his
arms, trying to look as mature as possible. He regarded his mom,
noting the deep bags under her eyes. His mom and him shared their
looks. He had her ebony hair, sharp jawline, and bright green eyes.
Both of them were slender, though it may have been because they
kept themselves too busy to eat. He was more like his father in
personality, though. While his mom was constantly flying off the
handle like Jericho, he and his dad steadied the ship.

His father scooted
his chair back, making a high-pitched squeal of wooden pegs on
tile. “You don’t have to do that, Abe.” His dad took a drink of his
whiskey. His father was usually drinking, probably to deal with his
mom. “We are buying stuff that isn’t necessary. It’s better for you
to focus on school.”

“I’m doing well in
all my classes.” Abe splayed both his hands on the kitchen table.
“Let me do this for Ally. Please.”

His mom’s eyes began
to water. Instead of saying a word, she grabbed his neck and
planted a teary-eyed kiss on his forehead. This made him more
determined than ever before to help his family.


Chapter Two

 


Help Wanted

Exotic Dancer for
Girl’s Night

Male Dancer

Nice body or okay
body free gym membership

$20 an hour plus
tips

Free drinks

Rainbow Club

Huntington Beach,
California

Jericho clicked on
the ad before Abe could tell him to go fuck himself.

“Perfect job for
you, little bro. It’s right by our school.” Jericho messed up Abe’s
hair like he was an eager puppy. “Come on. You know you want
it.”

The job site was the
type where you just clicked to send in a resume. Ally, curly haired
and blue eyed, dissolved into giggles.

Abe tried to grab
the laptop, but Jericho held it up and danced away. “Come on. You
know you have the best body at Westpoint Academy.”

No, that title
belongs to Amadeus, he thought before he could stop himself.
Holy shit. Where had that come from?

He bit his tongue so
hard it bled to distract him from his thoughts. “I swear to God,
Jer, if you send in my resume, I’m going to break your Xbox.”

With his green eyes
twinkling with mirth, Jericho clicked Submit My Application. The
check mark appeared. Abe grabbed a pillow and hurled it at him, but
Jericho danced out of reach.

Ally leapt to her
feet and darted out of the room. “I’ll get the hammer.”

“Are you going to
invite Mom and Dad to your act?” Jericho put down the laptop and
doubled over with laughter. “Oh my God, Katie is going to
swoon.”

At that moment, Ally
came rushing in with the Xbox in her arms. “I have the Xbox!”

“You little shit.
How many times have I told you not to go in my room?” The smirk on
Jericho’s face wasn’t as broad. “He was kidding, anyway.”

“Wouldn’t you like
to think so.” Abe seized the Xbox.

His eyes widened in
panic. “You were kidding, right?” No answer. “Right?”

For a moment, Abe
contemplated teasing him, but he didn’t want to cause trouble. He
handed the Xbox back, then fidgeted and fixed his pajamas before
picking at the skin of his fingernails. The skin began bleeding,
but he wiped it off on one of the zillions of tissues his mother
had stored around the house.

Ally grabbed the
laptop on the shelf where Jericho had left it. “Why did you need a
job, anyway? You’re really busy as it is.”

For a second, he
thought about telling her the truth, but he knew twelve-year-old
Ally suffered with enough guilt due to her diabetes and epilepsy.
“Oh, just to buy some food and other fun stuff.” He hid his face,
knowing she could tell when he lied. “Can’t rely on Mom and Dad
forever.”

Ally gave him the
shy smile that would have melted the Antarctic. “Can you get me a
treat every now and then?”

For that smile, he
would have sold his soul. “Of course.”

****

Night fell with its
usual crushing heaviness. Some may have been comforted by the
blanket of the night and drifted off to dreamland but, for him,
night was a crushing, all-consuming weight on his chest. In his
mind, everything he’d said wrong that day, every slight he might
have committed, did naked cartwheels in front of him. The slights
were people with the floppy, tube sock breasts, the wrinkled, fat
bellies, and the dangling, hairy ballsacks. He wanted desperately
to look down, to hide, to seek out freedom, but it was a shit show,
and they were coming from all unexpected directions.

Tonight was no
different. Tonight, he replayed the altercation with Amadeus over
and over again a thousand times, trying to figure out the strange,
all-consuming heat in his belly that was as mysterious to him as
osteoporosis. He was sore all over from the fighting, but the
physical pain wasn’t the reason why he was upset with himself.

It was Amadeus.

Amadeus. Amadeus
with his messy damn hair and wild eyes. Amadeus with zero work
ethic and zero respect for authority. Amadeus who literally never
gave two shits about anyone else, probably even his parents and
friends. Abe had never met someone who cared so little. It made him
go unglued, and Abe Ferdinand Brown didn’t get unglued.

He’d given speeches
in front of their entire school no less than ten times. He’d taken
college exams intended for college seniors. He’d worked internships
in hospitals in the ER during the summer, shadowing nurses and
doctors even on their most harrowing cases. Still, he didn’t come
unglued.

But fucking
Amadeus…

He slammed his fist
into his pillow, willing himself to calm down, but he’d more likely
eat off his own foot. This was nothing new. Amadeus was nothing
new. Besides, even on days when he wasn’t fucking around with him,
he felt this tight, heavy ball in his chest that grew heavier and
heavier each day. Lately, he had become scared he wasn’t strong
enough to carry it, but he refused to believe it.

Shaking off his
thoughts and realizing there was nothing he could do to get to
sleep, he sat up, allowing his comforter to fall off him. He
tiptoed as not to wake anybody up and dressed. At least now he had
the whole house to himself. There were zero stares. Zero tests of
character. Zero expectations. He didn’t have to be a doctor or
student body president or anybody else. He could just be Abe.

He tiptoed into the
sideport of the house where they stored an old, rusty car that was
less likely to rise again than Betty White. It was a beat-up
Beetle. It looked like it had once been red, but now the only thing
seen was rust. It didn’t matter. To Abe, the tattered, weathered
seats were finer than any fine Italian leather. Ferrari could keep
their flashy good looks. His rusted, ancient Beetle had
character.

Deep in thought in
his feelings about the car, he gave the ancient beast a pat on the
bumper before going to the engine where only half the parts were
there, and only half of those were where they were meant to be.
Some got frustrated working on cars, but it gave Abe a great sense
of peace. Usually.

He was just
examining a greasy belt when Amadeus danced into his mind again,
but maybe danced was too nice of a word to describe it. Amadeus
crashed in, head banging, slicing through thoughts of the Beetle
and doctorates and jobs. Abe swore under his breath and willed
himself to concentrate, but it was like trying to ask a camel to do
the hula dance. He tried until morning, where his eyes were
scratchy and all he felt was anger that there were so many things
veering out of his control.

****

At lunch the next
day, Katie was more clingy than usual. He tried listening to her,
but she just went on and on. “The spring dance is coming up.” She
wrapped a possessive arm around his elbow. “I know you haven’t
gotten a job yet, but there is this dress…” She motioned toward her
body, insinuating curves. “It’s perfect. All pink and just to die
for.”

Abe slipped his arm
out of her grasp. “Are you going to buy it?”

Her dad was usually
pretty good at being accommodating. Unfortunately for poor Ally,
she’d had to go to her first class stomp in a dress they’d bought
at the thrift store for five bucks. Not that there wasn’t anything
good at thrift stores. Jericho swore his dragon statue was made of
sheer gold, but he couldn’t prove it. It was just as well. Abe
thought Jericho was full of pure shit, but he couldn’t prove that
either.

Katie was still
focused on that damn pink dress, and she was not interested in
thrift. “My dad says it’s too expensive.” She peered up at him
through her eyelashes in a way that she must have thought was
endearing, but he just thought was over the top. “Since the dress
is my way to look pretty for you … and you are getting a job and
all…Would you, maybe, buy it for me, baby?”

The weight in his
chest throbbed. He grabbed his chest. “Urgh.”

“What’s wrong?” She
patted his back as if he was choking, which he wasn’t.

“Nothing.” He
cleared his throat. “It’s just, this job is meant to pay for Ally’s
insulin. I’m not using the money to mess around.”

Translation: If
you want the dress, get your own damn job.

“But you just told
me you’d promised Ally you’d buy her treats.” Ally’s eyes narrowed
in a way that made him brace himself for a shit storm.

“She’s my
sister!”

Katie practically
growled. “I’m your girlfriend.”

“I’m only buying her
chips and diet coke and stuff.” In the face of Katie’s anger, he
struggled to keep his own rage in check. It felt like somebody had
filled his stomach with shaken up carbonated soda. The anger was
bubbling in his throat, and he was terrified to open his mouth, or
else the words would come streaming out. “Not an expensive
dress.”

Katie slammed her
hand down on the table and stood up. “I can’t believe you’re being
such a jerk about this.” She stomped off, not even bothering to
toss a look over her shoulder.

Just like a thousand
times before, he squeezed his eyes shut and breathed. He tried
fighting away the thoughts like, I wish I could disappear.
He squashed all of those big, nasty feelings into a little ball and
added it to the weight already there. Okay, he was fine. Just
fine.

Abe opened his eyes
and peered down at his slice of pizza. He grabbed the tray and
tossed it in the trash, feeling bad that his mom had once again
spent money for food he wouldn’t eat. It wasn’t like the food
didn’t look appetizing. The big, heavy weight inside of him had
begun to expand, to grow, into his stomach and heart. There wasn’t
any room there for pizza. At least soon it would be his money he
would be wasting because he would be damned if he would make them
pay for his lunches if they were financially hurting.

Once again, he
fidgeted with his tie, as if the moon would fall from the sky and
strike him down if it wasn’t just straight. He made sure his pants
were unwrinkled and neat. Finally, for the last bit, he added a
smile, because he was Abe Ferdinand Brown and that was what he
did.

****

By the time school
was out, Abe wished he was the type of guy to steal liquor from his
dad’s liquor cabinet. He wasn’t, but he liked to daydream about it
on horrid days like this. Katie still hasn’t replied to his texts,
and he hated the sense of relief he felt that her death grip was
gone. She expected to marry him. He wanted that too. Right?

He tightened his
hands into balls, barely feeling the pain even as his fingernails
dug into the soft, sensitive flesh of his palm. Blood trickled
down, and he went to the bathroom to wash his hands before going to
his locker to get AP physics and AP chemistry books. His locker was
in the bowels of the building, and Jericho liked to joke that the
school had put him where the shit was stored.

After he’d grabbed
his notes and book, dreading the study time yet feeling, once
again, relief that he would be going through things without Katie
badgering him, he swung his oversized bag over his shoulder. His
backpack made him appear like Quasimodo, and he half feared he’d
get scoliosis from the way his books fell to the left side. He
contemplated leaving school the same way he came, but Katie liked
to hover with her friends arounds the front double-doors. They’d
all jump him for sure, asking why he didn’t spoil his girlfriend
like he should, and he would rather have his balls licked by a
thirsty camel than deal with them right now.

He headed down the
dark hall to the back doors of the school. Despite being a private
school, some parts of the building were still as shitty as Justin
Bieber’s latest album, and the hall was shrouded in darkness. He
welcomed it, keeping his head down, at least until he heard the
sound of a soft, distant giggle. Someone was here. He glanced up,
wondering who he’d run into down here. Maybe the goth kids, who
liked to write poetry about non-conformity while comparing their
matching black clothes and heavy music.

But it wasn’t the
goth kids. It was the one person he wanted to see even less than
Katie. Amadeus. With how shitty his day was, he should have known
he’d run into Amadeus right now. Even just seeing him, something
hot filled his belly and chest. He just stared, watching him curl
around yet another gorgeous girl with big, loopy brown curls, and,
since she was making out with Amadeus, the intelligence of Paris
Hilton with the makeup pallet to match
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