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Chapter One

Jordan




Coming back home for the summer after first year of university was supposed to be a much-needed break. Relaxing. A time to reconnect with family.

Instead, there’s this unspoken tension in the house. Mom and Dad are fighting about something, but trying not to let me or Bella know what’s going on. But it’s obvious in the way they refuse to look at each other and the way their words are short and clipped when they speak to each other.

I’d been home for less than twenty-four hours and it was already too much.

I quietly slip out of my room and head down the hall to Bella’s room. Her door is open a crack, so I knock and gently nudge it open. She’s lying on her bed playing a video game.

“What do you want?” she asks.

I can’t help but smile at that. Last summer, at age nine, she had still been my little sister that giggled all the time and just enjoyed being a kid. Now at age ten, it seems her and her friend group have suddenly aged up and took life more seriously. But then that smile of mine disappears as I realize that her attitude might be the family tension rubbing off on her.

“Can I come in for a moment?”

She looks at me, then at the game, like she’s deciding if she wants to tell me to go away. Eventually she pauses the game and puts it aside, which I take as unspoken permission to come in.

I nudge the door closed behind me and then sit on the edge of her bed. Her room looks so different now—gone are the stuffed animals that used to line her dresser and her walls are now plastered with posters of teen pop stars, none of whom I recognize.

“What’s going on?” I finally ask. I keep my voice low so that if Mom or Dad are in the hallway they won’t be able to hear.

“What do you mean?” she asks. But there’s no confusion in her voice or her words.

“You know exactly what I mean,” I say.

She rolls her eyes. I wonder if I gave that much attitude when I was a pre-teen.

“I don’t know,” she says. “It started two weeks ago. They had a big fight in the garage and then it’s been like this ever since.”

On the way home from the airport, Dad had been driving and Mom had been in the front passenger seat. Bella and I sat in the back. And it was total silence until I finally started just babbling about random things to fill the very uncomfortable silence.

It’s my first time home since last summer—because an epic snowstorm had shut down the airports when I had tried coming home for Christmas, and then for spring break I just spent my week doing touristy things in New York—and it’s like I had come home to a different family. Like I’m in a parallel universe or something. Things are similar, but not quite the same. If anything, Bella, in all her ten-year-old attitude, is the closest to being the same as when I left because I still see the Bella I knew underneath it all. Mom and Dad, though? I have no idea what’s up there.

“Thanks,” I say. I get up and slip out of her room, letting her go back to her game.

When I get back to my room, I sit down at my desk and open my laptop. A motion to my side catches my eye and I look out the window and across the divide to Benjamin’s house. He’s in his bedroom, getting dressed.

I swivel my chair to face him and when I do so, I catch his eye. He looks up at me, standing there in just his briefs, his shorts pulled halfway up his thighs. God, I love him so much.

He winks at me, then pulls his shorts up the rest of the way and buttons them up. Before putting on his shirt, he flexes for me a bit. He knows how much I love his athletic physique; it’s so different from mine. I’m slender and toned, but he’s beefy with muscles. I rest my head on my clasped hands like a cartoon character. If I could make little hearts drift around my head, I would. He blows me a kiss, grins, and then puts on a shirt, quickly leaving the bedroom after that.

A few moments later, my phone dings with a text from Benjamin.

BENJAMIN: Helping my parents get ready. See you soon <3

I send him back a kiss emoji. His family is hosting ours for a barbecue. We’d always been good neighbors and Benjamin and I had been friends that entire length of time. Over senior year in high school, when he was “straight”, he made a move on me and we had a tumultuous year of figuring it all out. Last summer was glorious, with us just being with each other and enjoying our new lives as a couple. Then first year of university in New York came and we struggled to just get through it, not giving us much time for romance. This summer was meant to be our return to what we once had. I just hope that whatever’s happening in this house doesn’t sabotage my plans.




• • •




A couple of hours later we’re all gathering at the door to put on our sandals and head across to Benjamin’s back yard. That ever-present tension is back—if it had ever left at all.

“Got the wine?” Mom asks, not looking at Dad and not sounding the least bit interested in the barbecue.

Dad holds up his hands with the two bottles of wine, not bothering to open his mouth and reply verbally. If Mom had simply looked in his direction, she wouldn’t have had to ask about the wine.

I catch Bella’s gaze and she rolls her eyes again. I give her a small smile. At least I have her to help get through this. I feel sorry for her, though, because it has been just her since this started and if it continues past the end of summer when I return to New York, it will be just her again.

Mom opens the door and ushers us all outside. Dad steps past us and leads us down the driveway, around the little fence, and up the neighboring driveway. A broad smile is on his face, a smile that likely looks genuine if you don’t know him as well as I do. I glance back at Mom and she’s smiling too, though the smile doesn’t quite reach her eyes.

Benjamin is the first to greet us when we pass by his house and into his back yard. His mom is setting up the last of the chairs around the table and his dad is already grilling stuff on the barbecue; they both wave at all of us. His two brothers are tossing a football around at the far end of the yard and seem too engrossed in it to acknowledge they have guests.

“Welcome,” Benjamin says.

I want to kiss him so hard right here and now. The kind of kiss that bends him backward, like that famous photo of the sailor and his girl—but very gay instead. I need a reminder of happiness after the unbearable tension in my house. Instead, I give him a broad smile.

My parents greet Benjamin back, then Dad hands him the bottles of wine. I follow my boyfriend to the cooler they had set up at the edge of the deck and he puts the wines next to it. Then we turn and watch the crowd in the yard as I slip my hand into his. Bella follows Mom as she goes and joins Ben’s mom and helps her with the last of setting up. Dad goes to stand next to Ben’s dad at the barbecue and they immediately start chatting about something.

I give Benjamin’s hand a little squeeze, a secret signal between us that I need something more from him right now. When we were in the privacy of one of our dorm rooms at university, that usually meant a snuggle or a kiss or something, but here in the back yard with both our families, it means him giving my hand a squeeze back.

We then sit on the edge of the deck and watch everyone. At this moment, it isn’t at all obvious that something is going on between Mom and Dad, but that’s because they’re on opposite sides of the yard, talking to different people.

“I missed you,” I murmur, just loud enough for Benjamin to hear.

I’m looking at him, but I can feel him smile. “I saw you yesterday. And I flexed for you in the window a couple of hours ago.”

“Still...” I say. I debate whether or not I should tell him about what’s apparently going on at home, even if I don’t really know what it is, but then decide it isn’t the time or the place.

“We should go on a date,” Benjamin says.

“I’d like that,” I say, looking at him. Though we’d been officially a couple for a year now, our amount of alone time had been surprisingly little. Even at university in our dorms we both had roommates, making it hard to get privacy. It seemed that to get some private time, we always had to go out somewhere. “It would be nice to get away from...this.” I was about to say “get away from my parents”, but I caught myself in time. That’s a question I don’t want him to ask, at least not yet.

He gives me an odd look, but knows well enough to not question me on what I’d almost said. At least, not right now.

“Should we go tomorrow?” he asks.

I shake my head. “I’m hanging out with Hannah and Kumail. Aren’t you seeing Devon?”

He gives me the kind of grin he gives me when we’re all alone. “I can always cancel.”

I squeeze his hand again. “No, you should see him.” I glance out at my parents again. “I think I need a little time anyway.” Maybe if I give it an extra day I won’t be so down when I go out with Benjamin, because I know that if we’d go right now, I’d just dump all of this on him.

Benjamin follows my gaze toward my parents and when our eyes meet again, there’s a question there that I know he wants to ask but won’t.

A while later, Ben’s dad calls out that dinner is ready and we all line up at the barbecue to be served a smokie or a burger. I grab a burger and Benjamin does too, then we head to the table and load up the rest of our plate with potato salad, garden vegetables, and chips.

I sit beside Benjamin and his parents sit beside each other, but I notice my parents sit apart. Bella and Ben’s brothers are sprinkled among us. Ben’s parents ask us what we think about New York City and we launch into some stories of us trying to navigate the subway and find all the tourist spots. And then, of course, there’s our near-disastrous Christmas that somehow turned out extra special.

I watch Benjamin’s parents as we speak and as the night goes on. They show little signs of love and closeness all the time—the brief and gentle touches, the jokes shared with just a meeting of gazes, and the very way they look so relaxed when they’re together. It’s the kind of relationship my parents used to have. I steal glances at them and they’re barely smiling; I can tell they’re still trying to put on a show for Ben’s family. I wonder if they’ll ever get back to where they used to be. I mean, I hope so, but I don’t remember ever seeing them this mad at each other for this long, if Bella’s memory of it being two weeks so far is accurate.

I hold Benjamin’s hand under the table and give it a little squeeze. He glances at me and then keeps on telling the story of his strange adventure through New York City on Christmas Eve, then he squeezes my hand back.

That squeeze is reassuring, but it doesn’t mitigate my worries.

I used to always look up to my parents as having a perfect relationship, the kind of relationship I want to have with Benjamin. But if even that perfect love could hit the rocks so badly, to the point where I wondered if they could ever recover, what did that mean for Benjamin and I?

In so many ways our love has the aura of a fairy tale, but it’s easy to forget that many of the old-time fairy tales often had bad endings.




Chapter Two

Benjamin




Something had been bothering Jordan last night, but he wouldn’t tell me what it was, even when I texted him after the barbecue was over and I was laying in bed. I had even sent him a selfie of me in bed, showing off those shoulder muscles he loved so much, and while he did send back heart emojis, it didn’t seem to shake him out of the funk he was in.

I had thought over the events of that night until exhaustion finally took me and I fell asleep, but I couldn’t figure it out. My best guess, just based on the looks he gave his parents a few times, was that he wasn’t getting along with them for some reason.

Even now, in the fresh sunlight of a new day, I can’t figure it out. Jordan will tell me in his own time, I know, I just have to trust him. I can’t help but chuckle to myself; it’s normally me that holds on to something that I just need to share to lighten the load on my shoulders, but now the situation is flipped and it’s him. I think I finally understand his frustration when I hold onto something for too long and let it become bigger than it needs to be. I’ll have to remind him of that when the moment is right and maybe that’ll be the key to unlock the door and let it all out.

I’m sitting in my windowsill, looking out across the divide between our houses. Jordan and his family went out a while ago; he’d texted me that they were on their way to visit his grandparents because they wanted to see him. After that I know he’s visiting Hannah and Kumail.

I still had a few hours before hanging out with Devon, so I’m spending this time doing my favorite thing: thinking about Jordan. Specifically, I’m planning our date. I want to do something special with him, something we wouldn’t normally do, something fun that’ll hopefully bring him out of his funk or at least get him to the stage where he’s ready to talk about it.

Most of our dates in senior year, when I was still “straight” to the world, were clandestine ones—walks in parks on the other side of the city, mini golf also on the other side of the city, and restaurants again on the other side of the city. Back then I was worried about being seen; now that wasn’t so much of a worry after I came out to all of our friends and classmates at prom.

In New York, anytime we had a date, it was a tourist thing. The Statue of Liberty, the Empire State Building, a cheap Broadway show.

Now it’s different. We’re both out and we’re back in our hometown. There’s no more hiding and no more tourist traps. It’s just us. And if I play my cards right, maybe we’ll end up in his bedroom for a cuddle sesh.

I want to surprise Jordan with our date, make it special. After some Googling, I stumble across a queer coffee shop here in the city—Jack’s Cafe—that does drag shows every Sunday. It’s the kind of place the old Benjamin would never even contemplate setting foot in, but the new Benjamin would be willing to try it. Jordan loves that Drag Race show, so I know he’ll love this.

As I sort out the plans for our special date, I can’t help but also think of what’ll hopefully happen after the date, when we’ve got some time alone. Even if all he wants to do is just snuggle, that’s totally cool with me; I’m just happy to spend whatever time I can with him. Dorm life had given us a surprisingly small amount of privacy, so I’m looking forward to integrating some of that into our time here at home, giving us a chance to explore each other a little more.




• • •




Hours later, with the date all planned, I hop in my mom’s car and take myself over to Devon’s house.

As I pull up in front of his house, I can’t help but remember one of the last times I was here. It was a group hangout and Nikki, my on-again off-again girlfriend, had pressured me into taking her to prom because I was too scared to tell her and everyone else that I had someone else I wanted to go with. It was a disaster of a night that made me feel miserable and had almost split Jordan and I up permanently.

I take a deep breath to calm my beating heart. Why am I so nervous? When I had come out at prom, Devon had given me a thumbs up of approval, so there really shouldn’t be any awkwardness.

Maybe it’s because I’d changed so much since I last saw him. After all, after prom we had two months of summer and me settling into a relationship with a guy, but other than that I was still pretty much the same person. But now with a year of distance between then and now, I had surely grown and changed. And maybe I’m even a bit gayer, whatever that means. Part of me worries, I realize, that Devon will identify that and reject it, like liking a guy was one thing, but this new me is too much.

One year is really a short amount of time, but also so long. I’ve changed so much. When we first got to New York, I acted like Jordan’s buddy, not his boyfriend. But by the end of our ten months there, I was holding his hand in public and taking him on romantic dinner dates.

But then, I realize, Devon might’ve changed a lot in the last year too. I don’t know if he’s the same guy I knew last year.

I somehow manage to tamp down my anxiety. Before I get out, I take another look at his house—it all seems the same as it’s ever been. I take a deep breath to calm the last of my nerves, then get out and walk up to the door.

He must have seen me come because he opens the door right as I reach the top step.

“Ben!” he exclaims, joy full on his face. Maybe this will go all right.

“Devon!” I say back, matching his enthusiasm. We pull each other into a bro hug—tight enough for contact, but still way shorter than hugs I’ve had with gay friends.

Then he ushers me inside. I ditch my sandals in his entryway and then follow him into the kitchen.

“How you been, man?” he asks as he slides a frozen pizza into the oven.

The plan is pizza and beer—his parents are out, but they’re generally lenient with alcohol anyway. I’ll have to make sure I’m fully sober and chewing minty gum before heading home. With lawyers for parents, I don’t usually have the same flexibility that my friends do.

“Pretty good,” I say, “pretty good.” I feel like I should say more, but with a year apart and growing into a new person in so many ways, I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t know what he would want to hear. “How about you?”

“Good too,” he says. He sets the timer on the oven and turns to face me and I can see a flash on his face of the same awkwardness I feel. But he claps his hands together and walks to the fridge. “Let’s toast to this friend reunion.”

From the fridge, he pulls out two beers. They’re in glass bottles and have a label I don’t recognize, but it looks like one of those niche microbreweries. He pops the caps off and hands one to me.

“To making it to the end of high school...and beyond,” he says, tipping the top of his bottle toward me.

I clink mine against his, then say, “To staying friends despite all the changes.”

He nods in agreement, then we each take a swig of beer. I wince briefly at the harsh bubbles, but quickly manage to hide my reaction.

“How’s Jordan?” Devon asks.

And with that, some of the tension I’d been feeling is broken. He’s acknowledging the gay thing, though I still don’t know how much he does or doesn’t want to hear.

“He’s good,” I say. “He’s out with some of his friends tonight.” I want to say more, to test the waters of Devon’s comfort with this, but I can’t bring myself to open my mouth and utter the words. “How’s Andrea?” Devon and Andrea had gotten together during senior year and last I’d heard they were still together.

When his face falls, I realize my error. “We broke up a couple of months back, man.”

I wince. “Sorry.”

He forces a smile on his face. “Don’t worry about it. It was probably for the best.”

Now I get the sense that Devon is keeping something back from me. I’m not the only one unsure of what can be said and what should remain private. But I don’t know what Devon’s unspoken update is.

I take another swig of the beer and manage not to wince at the harsh bubbles this time, then lean forward onto the island in the middle of the kitchen. This hangout is going to go nowhere fast unless one of us opens up and shares something.

“NYU is tough,” I say. “But I’m liking living in the Big Apple.” Then almost as an afterthought, I add, “It helps having Jordan there with me.” I glance up at his eyes, to see how he reacts to me bringing up my boyfriend again, but I don’t see any flicker of discomfort there. I see something, though, but I don’t know what it is.

Devon finally smiles big and broad. “I’ve seen some of the pics on your Insta; looks awesome. And you’re on the team there too. Quite the star by the looks of it.”

“Yeah,” I say. NYU hadn’t had a football team in decades and had just brought the sport back to their campus. I had become starting quarterback for the team’s first year, bringing a lot of attention to both me and the school.

“What do you think?” Devon asks, leaning against the counter behind him. “You have a chance at the NFL?”

I shook my head. “That’s always the dream, but no, I don’t think so. My coach has mentioned it and he thinks I have a shot, but I don’t think I’m anywhere near as good as those guys.” I pause, uncertain if I should add my next thought. Hell, I better just say it and get it out. “Besides, I’m not sure if I want a career that keeps me on the road so much and away from Jordan.”

There’s that strange look in Devon’s eyes again, but it’s gone almost as soon as it appears. “That’s sweet,” he says, then takes a sip of his beer.

I suddenly feel very self-conscious. “Sorry if all this gay stuff is making you uncomfortable.” I avoid looking in his eyes.

“It’s not,” he says, and I can tell he means it. “I’m sorry, I’m just in a weird headspace right now. I think I’m still reeling from Andrea dumping me.”

The timer on the oven chooses that moment to beep at us, breaking the tension that I hadn’t realized had been building between us and choking the air out of the room. Devon slides the pizza out of the oven and onto a cutting board, then quickly cuts it in four, putting half on a plate for me and the other half on a plate for him. We grab our beers and head into his basement to the rec room. He throws on some stupid comedy movie on Netflix, but keeps the volume pretty low. It’s clear he wants to talk a bit more.

“Have you kept up with anybody else from school?” I ask before taking a bite of my pizza, giving him a break from having to start any conversation.

“Kieran, mostly,” he says. “He got me a job with him at his dad’s autobody shop.”

Back during our senior year of high school when I was closeted, the football guys had decided to pull a prank on Jordan, involving stuffing his locker with hot dogs. At the last minute, I bailed and it didn’t take long for me to rat out the team to the principal, making enemies out of pretty much all the guys. For the longest time I thought Kieran was going to pummel me into the ground, but by the end of the year we had reached a détente. He even seemed to know I was gay before I came out and this only added to the peacemaking—apparently, he has some family that’s gay and is a big supporter because of it.

“Cool. What’s he up to? Other than working for his dad.”

Devon’s eyes go wide for a moment. “You don’t know, do you?” I raise my eyebrows and then Devon continues, “That chick he brought to prom, Candace? They hooked up after the night was over and he got her pregnant. Kieran’s a dad.”

I have to blink through my disbelief. Okay, maybe it isn’t disbelief, since it was certainly believable. Maybe it was surprise? Maybe it was wonder at what Kieran would be like as a dad?

“He has a kid?” I ask, still having trouble processing it.

“Yeah, check his Insta.”

Devon munches on his pizza as I pull out my phone. It takes a moment to find Kieran’s Instagram account since we don’t follow each other. The screen is soon filled with photos of an adorable baby girl. “Naomi,” I say, reading the name from one of the photo captions. “She’s cute.”

“She definitely is. They had a baby shower for her a couple of months back and I got to meet her in person. Biggest smile I’ve ever seen on a baby.”

I scroll through Kieran’s feed and check out a few more pics. There are plenty with him and Candace as well; it looks like they’re together and happy about it.

I can’t help but feel kind of out of place as I look at these photos and as I sit here with Devon. Accidentally getting pregnant and having a baby isn’t something that happens to gay men. If Jordan and I were to have kids in the future, once we had careers and everything, it would have to be a conscious choice. Even then, I know it’s hard for gay couples to adopt. I’m not even sure if I want kids when we get older, but I can already tell that as we get older, it’ll feel stranger and stranger when all of our straight friends start having babies—accidental or planned—and we’ll just keep on being the two of us.

I don’t know how I feel about that.

I back out of Instagram and toss my phone on the couch beside me. That’s a thought for another day.

“You didn’t come back for Christmas,” Devon said. “I was hoping you’d join my New Year’s party.”

“Yeah, sorry.” I had gotten the invite and told him I was stoked to attend. My first kiss with Jordan had been on New Year’s Eve in Jordan’s basement and I was looking forward to recreating that moment here. My heart had thumped with nervousness every time I’d thought of it, of kissing Jordan in front of our old high school buddies, but I love Jordan so much that it trumps anything else, and I would have kissed him at that party just to show him how much I loved him.

I give him the thumbnail sketch of what happened on Christmas Eve, a story I’ve told so many times now that it’s almost like a memorized script. Even with all these retellings, I still can’t figure out the logic of how that night worked out unless I include some element of Christmas magic.

As the evening wears on and as the Netflix movie winds its way toward its conclusion, the silent gaps in our conversation seem to stretch. I can’t also seem to shake the feeling that something is going on with Devon. There’s like this undercurrent of what I can only describe as depression. His movements and words don’t have the same careless happiness that seemed to shine through everything he said or did in all our previous hangouts.

If Jordan and I were hanging out with our gay friends in New York, I would probably mention this to Devon, ask him what’s wrong. But all the bravado that the football guys shared when we played together is holding me back. When the movie comes to an end and Netflix returns us to the menu screen, I decide that I can’t hold back anymore.

Football masculinity be damned. Not asking a friend why he’s hurting is wrong. It took the growth over the last year—and Jordan hammering into me that feelings matter—for me to fully realize and accept this. Besides, we weren’t kids anymore.

“Are you okay?” I ask. I glance at him, but then shift my gaze to the nearly empty beer bottle I’m holding. Absently, I start picking at the label.

There’s a long, pregnant pause, and I half expect Devon to tell me things are good and for him to then start another movie or something.

Instead, very nervously, Devon says, “Can I tell you a secret?”

I pull my attention from the ragged edge of the bottle’s label and look again at my friend. His eyes look troubled. “Of course.”

He bites his bottom lip nervously. “Can you keep this secret from Jordan too?”

There’s a little something in my stomach that twists at that. It was keeping secrets from Jordan that had almost ruined what we had before it truly started. But at the same time, Devon obviously had to tell me something deeply personal, and if I told him I couldn’t keep that promise, then he might not tell me. And if he won’t tell me, I don’t know if he has anyone else to talk to.

I wince as I say, “I’m not a hundred percent sure I can keep that promise. I want to keep your secret, of course.” In the end I had decided that Jordan’s trust in me was more important than my friend’s. It hurt that I had been put in that position and made a decision I didn’t want to make. But now that Jordan and I are what we are, he will always come first.
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