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DEDICATION


For Clementine.

You will forever be the very best part of me.
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“Whatever happened with Miranda?” Jeremy asks from where he’s sitting at his desk, scrolling through some paper he’s working on. He probably started it last night; it’s probably already finished. Perfect grammar and meeting every academic standard there is. 

Shit just comes easily to him. Whereas for me...I try, I mean, I really, really try. But it’s never been easy. I’ve always had to scramble and scrape together whatever crappy grades I could get. And that was just at high school. The first year of college wasn’t so bad, but this second year is kicking my ass. 

“I’ve slept with her a couple times,” Reece answers from the other side of the room, lounging on Jeremy’s bed. He doesn’t bother to look up from his phone, his thumb swiping left and right in rapid succession. 

I don’t like Reece. I mean, I don’t hate him. But I definitely don’t like him.

We’re just two very different people. Not to say Jeremy and I aren’t. 

Both the men in this room will never want. Reece was born with a silver spoon in his mouth, Jeremy received his eventually. Whereas I was born with a spork. Not even a nice, thick plastic one. But one of those flimsy ones you get from a gas station. 

The big difference between Jeremy and Reece, however, is that Jeremy has always been humble about it. Even if he was too young to remember what it was like to be broke. But I suspect that that has to do with his dad... “I don’t think its gonna’ go any further than that.” Reece surmises.

Looking over his shoulder, Jeremy’s blond brows press together. “No? why not? She seems nice.” 

“College isn’t about nice, dude.” Reece scoffs. “Miranda gets it. We’re only screwing around.” 

Jeremy shrugs, looking back to his monitor. “You could still keep her on your rotary though.”

“Yeah, maybe.” 

In my periphery, Jeremy turns back around. “What about you?” 

Oh fuck. 

“What about me?” I mumble, bending over from the armchair to grab my bag. I’d been trying to get the paper for one of my classes done. But the words keep hiccupping in my head. I’ll try again later. Famous last words. 

Straightening up, I shove my notebook in as Jeremy says, “I saw you talking to Kasey at Adam and Ty’s party, what happened with that?”. 

“Nothing,” I shrug, settling back into the chair. “We were just talking.” 

Oh, and I’m really fucking gay. 

But he doesn’t know that. No one knows that. Not because I’m ashamed, I’m more than okay with liking men. I fucking love men. But my family...yeah, coming out isn’t worth them finding out. Plus, with how badly I’m struggling with school, that would just be an additional stressor I don’t need. 

But if there was anyone I could tell, it would be Jeremy. I know for a damn fact he’s more than okay with the community, and he’d keep my secret if I asked him to. 

But there’s an additional fear with him knowing. I’m sure it’s just that paranoid little voice in my head, grasping at straws. But I’m terrified that if he knows I like men, then my other secret, the secret that has the power to sever our friendship, to destroy the one thing that’s entirely mine, will become all the more obvious. And that’s a secret I’ll be taking to my grave. 

Jeremy hums, “I think she likes you.” 

“What’s not to like?” Reece chimes in. And I wonder if it’s just me that catches the snark in his tone. “Girls love a bad boy.”  

“Not a bad boy.” I grumble. Just poor. 

“You do have that quiet brooding thing to you.” Jeremy laughs, no doubt trying to smooth down the edges he can feel sharpening in the room. It’s always a matter of time before Reece says something that pisses me off. 

“Just because I’m quiet, doesn’t mean I’m brooding.”

“No,” Reece agrees, “but the scowl sure does it—oh, there it is.” He laughs. And it’s a grating sound. 

Maybe because of how I dislike him. I’m sure it’s a nice sound. And objectively, Reece is nice looking, with his auburn hair and the splatter of freckles on his nose. He’s also on the swim team with Jeremy—which is how they know each other—so his body is also nice and lean. Fit. But as nice as he looks, it doesn’t take away the air of arrogance that wafts off of him like a foul smell.

His dad is some sort of financial advisor for the percenters. And because of that, Reece has never known the hardship that comes with counting coins and trying to spread few days’ worth of food into a week. 

Which isn’t a problem. I don’t fault him for that, not at all. What I fault him for, is the way he looks down on the people from the other side of the tracks. 

All the little comments and ‘jokes’ he’s made over the past two years, since Jeremy befriended him in our sophomore year, has made that all the more apparent. And its all the more grating, seeing as I’m from that side. As is technically Jeremy, but not anymore. Not for a long, long time.

But Jeremy likes him. And Jeremy is my best friend. So, for him, I continue to make the effort not to beat that smug little face in. Besides, that’ll just enforce his narrative that the poor are all animals. 

“Okay, jackass.” In an effort to keep it light, I force a laugh. It’s strained, but my effort doesn’t go missed, not if the slackening of Jeremy’s shoulders is any indication. Reece also doesn’t seem to take offence, so I guess, good job me. 

“Speaking of asses,” Reece perks up, sitting up on the bed as the excitement of whatever he’s about to say grabs onto him. “Guess who I heard is batting for the other team.”

When I don’t answer and all Jeremy does is raise a brow, Reece doesn’t have a choice but to say his anticlimactic answer. “Benson!”

Benson is another one on the swim team. I’ve met him a handful of times. I don’t know him well enough to form an opinion. 

Jeremy swings around in his chair, the gossip grabbing onto him in a choke hold. “What?” he laughs, “no fucking way.” 

“Yes, fucking way, so you better hide the goods in the locker room.” 

Oof.  There it is, the comment that frays the edges.

“Why?” I glare, “even if he’s interested in men, doesn’t mean he’s interested in either of you.”

“Kai—” 

“—Nah, fuck that.” I cut Jeremy and his placating tone off.

“I’m joking, dude. It’s just a joke.” Reece holds out a hand in a peacemaking gesture. And yeah, I get it’s a joke. I’m sure he doesn’t think that. But he should have the common sense not to bring those types of comments into this house. If only out of respect. 

“Right.” I nod, my tone flat. “Funny joke.” 

Shooting me a look that says ‘chill’ Jeremy turns back to Reece. “Why do you even think he’s gay?”

“Not gay, bi,” Reece shakes his head, “but apparently he tried picking up Jarrod,”—another guy on their team—“when he had too many drinks.” 

“Shit.” Jeremy’s brows rise. “If he is bi, his gaydar is way off. Jarrod couldn’t be any straighter.” 

“Oh, you’d know, would you?” Reece snickers. “That something that’s hereditary or taught?” 

Aaaand I’m out. 

Standing, I grab my bag. “I’ll see you later.” I say to Jeremy as I beeline towards the door. His mouth purses into a flat line, his brows pulling together. “No,” he reaches out, snagging onto my shirt. “Don’t leave—”

“—I’ve got to finish this paper.” I tell him. Keeping it light. Keeping it totally not pissed off. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” And before he has the chance to argue it further, I manage to slip out of his hold and out of the door. 

I blow out a breath as I turn up the hall and jog down the steps. 

I’m off the landing, halfway across the foyer and heading straight for the door when I see him in my periphery. 

Of no volition of my own, my steps falter and then stop. And then I’m drawn to the large archway that separates the foyer to the sitting room like a moth to the flame. 

Fuck. 

I hadn’t realized Mr. Whittaker was home from work. Normally he isn’t in until well after six in the evening. His job is demanding, and I know it takes up a lot of his time. 

He is a sought-after architecture with his own company in the city. A very sought-after architecture. He’s designed hundreds of the country’s most captivating buildings. And I heard from Jeremy that he’s recently landed a contract in Dubai for a couple of luxury apartments they want to develop.

I can’t help but stop and stare. 

His profile an image of perfection, from the straight slope of his nose, his defined jaw, the high cheekbones to the errant lock of dark hair that always falls forward, no matter how many times he pushes it back. Whatever anger I’d felt bubbling upstairs at Reece’s stupid comment fizzles away, and in its stead, I feel the burning, coiling complication that is my affection for my best friend’s dad. 

That’s my other secret. The one I’m desperate for Jeremy never to find out. 

From the moment I saw Mr. Whittaker. Erik Whittaker. I’d been immediately captivated. 

I was only fourteen. Jeremy and I had met a few months earlier at a park I’d had no business being in, and Jeremy and I had gotten on like a house on fire. After a handful of times hanging out, he asked if I’d want to crash the night at his. My home life was...not great. Still isn’t. But I was a kid then, surrounded by a whole new world of complications, so, I jumped at any opportunity to get the hell out of there. I just hadn’t realized at the time that not only would his home become my salvation for the years to come, but my worship. And my entire world would go up in a blaze the moment he introduced me to his dad. 

Because I’d known I was gay by that time. But I hadn’t ever felt the desire to act on it, not like I had when I first saw him.

Tall, hazel eyes with flecks of gold. Black, curly hair that he wears styled and pushed away from his face, a face that is entirely too handsome than should be legal. Sharp jaw, straight nose, aristocratic. And dressed impeccably in a suit that I have no doubt, cost more than my dad’s car. 

It was his looks that had me caught me like a fish on a hook, but it would be everything I learnt about him since, that had me not fighting the pull of the line, but willingly swimming to meet my maker. 

Because Mr. Whittaker was good in a way I would never be. Good in a way I’ve never experienced before. 

He’s kind. And when you speak—when I speak—I can tell he’s listening to what I say. It’s always polite and respectable. He doesn’t see me as white trash. He’s never let the fact that I’m from the other side of the tracks hinder his opinion of me. To him, I’m a person. And having spent a lifetime being less than that to the people who I should be the most important to, I craved it like an addict. 

Fuck. I need to turn around. Leave like I’d intended. Not be standing here, ogling the man whose twenty years my senior and had always treated me like a second son. But the desperate desire to talk to him is more than I think I’m strong enough to resist. Because the thing I love the absolute most about Mr. Whittaker, is his voice. There’s just something about it that seems to settle me down to my bones, calming the brutal ferocity of my jagged pieces and somehow making me feel whole, complete, calm. 

I need to leave. Turn around. Leave! Leave this fucking house right now and—

“Finally leaning into the whole forty thing, huh?” 

Mr. Whittaker startles, looking over to me with his brows pulling together quizzically. When I nod to the book in his hand, his laugh is more so a rough exhale of breath than audible noise.

“Smart mouth.” He mumbles, but the twitch of his lips warms my stomach. I get a secret sort of high every time I make him smile or laugh. On one occasion, I remember making him laugh so hard he had tears in his eyes. That was a good day. 

“Though you might be right about the whole senile thing, seeing as I’ve been stuck on this word for the past twenty minutes.” 

I lift my shoulder in a shrug. “Maybe all you need is a fresh, young perspective.” 

“Oh?” Mr. Whitakers brows rise, “by all means.” 

I can’t help my smile as I cross the room and drop down next to him, so close our thighs touch. I can count on one hand how many times I’ve actually been able to touch Mr. Whitaker in an innocuous way, but every single time has been burnt into my flesh and memory. It doesn’t matter if it’s innocent and unnoticed by him, it lives inside of me in a way I can’t possibly explain. 

Clearing my throat as Mr. Whitaker rests the book between us, I follow with my eyes, his outstretched finger to the word in question. 

A ten-letter word. He’s already gotten the third letter, which is R and the last, which is D.  

I feel the pressure to get this right like a ton of bricks on my chest. A tension in my body ready to snap free at any moment. I want to get it. I need to get it. If only to impress him, no matter how mediocre or fleeting it might be. And I swear the longer I look at the word, willing it to come to mind, my eyes start to cross. And then it slivers into place. And it’s so fucking tongue in cheek, I nearly laugh.

“Unrequited.” 

Mr. Whittaker sucks in a breath, tapping the book on my knee before pulling it back into his lap. “It fits.” He scoffs, filling in the word. And I swear to god, I fucking beam. “More than just a smart mouth, I see.” 

“I’ve never had any complaints about my mouth before.” I mumble, the statement slipping out in my high. Immediately, as soon as it sits between us, I feel an edge of panic. This is flirting. I’m aware of it, I’m away of the metaphorical line that’s placed between us and how I’ve just metaphorically lifted my foot to balance above it, but I can’t seem to stop myself. Not when I see that he smiles and doesn’t immediately correct me and my behavior, leaning into the comment, he says, “I’ll have to take your word for it.” 

I need to withdraw my foot, bring it back over the line to safer territory. But I’m a dumbass. So instead, I stomp it right over into uncharted territory and say “well, you have my number if you ever want an example.” And I immediately know I’ve fucked up when Mr. Whittaker frowns, and his eyes slide to mine, narrowed in this confusion. All I can do is gape as I feel myself flush, the temperature of the room skyrocketing. It might seem like just a silly little comment, but I’ve never, not once in the many years I’ve known the Whitakers, made such a directly sexualized comment to my best friend’s dad. And it’s...it’s weird, right? 

“What did you say?” he asks. He doesn’t sound pissed. He sounds confused. Perplexed. 

Oh well. In for a penny, in for a pound. 

“You heard me.” 

“No,” he scoffs, that smile broadening in what I hate to admit, is discomfort. 

“I don’t think I did.” 

My eyes drop to his mouth. Fuck it’s a nice mouth. 

For a wild, frantic second, I consider leaning in. Finally learning how much better his blue-blooded scotch would taste when sampled across his tongue. The scratch of his stubble against my cheek...

But that ill-advised notion is quickly squashed when the sound of heavy footfalls bounding down the steps has him and I both jerk apart, quickly followed by Jeremys surprised, “oh,” at finding me, stepping up from the couch in a rush, and away from his dad. But if there was any suspicion in that, he doesn’t show it as he says, “I thought you left.” 

“Yeah, no, I was about to, I was just—”

“Kai was helping me with a crossword,” Mr. Whittaker fills in my rambling, and I feel my shoulders slacken. I can only spare him a fleeting glance, but he’s the image of cool collection. Because it’s me, I’m the one being weird here, because I’m the one with the secret and the god damn unrequited desire for a man double my age. Clearing my throat, I try to calm the fuck down. “I was just heading out,” 

“You don’t have to go,” Jeremy quickly rushes out to say, “Reece will be going soon—”

“—It’s all good,” I smile, “I have a late class anyway. But I’ll see you tomorrow,” I’m clapping him on the shoulder and heading to the front door, only waving a hand behind me when Mr. Whittaker says, “see you later, Kai,” and Jeremy mumbles his own version of a “see you later.” 

The moment I’m outside, the front door closed tightly behind me, I force myself to stop, cringing as I collect myself. It wasn’t a big deal...my comment. That’s what I keep telling myself as I drag my feet down the front steps and onto the sidewalk. But my reaction to the comment...yeah, that might’ve been suss. I can’t help but replay it, over and over again as I make my way to the bus stop that will take me to the train station, that will take me home, all the way to the other side of the tracks. 
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Home.

It is what it is. From the houses that could use a shit ton of work, to the poorly maintained roads and sidewalks, the fences that are always seeming to miss a plank or two. 

It’s almost fascinating the disregard for the upkeep of lower income neighborhoods. On the other side of the track, the council never neglects the overgrown grass, the potholes or the errant spray-paint. Here, it’s like they just turn a blind eye, like it doesn’t also belong to their jurisdiction. But I won’t pretend to know much about anything. I simply live here. And the people here, despite being rough around the edges, they’re good. Not in a clean criminal history sense, but in the way they look out for each other as best they can. They recognize one of their own, which is why I’ve never felt unsafe making the ten-minute walk at night from the train station to my house. But there is a general rule of thumb when it comes to surviving on this side of the tracks. ‘If they’re Russian, get rushing.’ My brother had told me that when I was younger. I could tell he was proud of his slogan. Dumbass. But he’s not wrong.

They practically run things on this side and pissing them off isn’t something you want to do. But I’ve grown up here. Lived in the shitty three-bedroom, single story house my entire life. It was left by my grandfather to my father, which is the only reason I’m sure I’ve had such stable housing and never once ended up on the street or in an emergency shelter. That’s one good thing I can say about my dad. Never once when we were down and out, did he consider selling the place. Sure, everything that wasn’t nailed down he would take to the pawn shop and see what he could get for it, but the house remained standing and in his name. And for that I’m grateful. This is home. Even if I intend for it to be temporary. 

I’m slipping my key into the lock and pushing open the door when I hear a sound I haven’t heard in about two years. It stops me dead in my tracks, my stomach flipping and my heart kicking up a beat. And then I’m rushing in, the door slamming shut behind me as I walk up the hall and plant myself in the archway to the living room. 

“Holy shit,” I laugh, practically throwing myself across the room and flinging my arms around my brother. Jackson laughs with me, his hug just as tight around my shoulders. “What the hell?” I ask, pulling back to get a good look at him. His hair is buzzed short, and it looks like he’s lost a bit of weight and replaced it with muscle, but he looks good. At least for someone who has spent the past two years in jail. “When did you get out?”

“This morning,” he beams, stepping out of my hug. “Been waiting all day for you.” 

“Holy shit,” I’m completely at a loss for words. Jackson was meant to be serving a five-year sentence. Eligible for parole after two. “Did you get out on good behavior, or?” 

“Or,” he laughs, slumping back down onto the old weathered recliner that’s been primarily our dads chair since forever. I take a seat on the couch. “Probation.” 

“What do you have to do with that?” 

“Stay clean,” he shrugs, “routine drug tests, gotta check in with my probation officer every week, crap like that.” 

I nod. “And you’re gonna? Stay clean, I mean.” 

“Well, I’m not in any rush to go back, so I don’t think I have much of a choice.” Jacksons smile doesn’t reach his eyes, and it immediately causes me to bristle. 

It’s not exactly the answer I wanted to hear. I’d have much preferred a resounding ‘fuck yes! I’m so glad I’m clean now and I never want to touch that shit again!’ 

Jacksons drug of choice is heroin. But it didn’t start out that way. It was maybe a few pills here and there, all mainly downers. But all it took was one trip to a trap house and he was hooked. Which is why I was so fucking angry when I realized he’d shot up to begin with. Being on this side of the tracks, there’s no shortage of warnings about drug use and its addictiveness. Why he would ever subject himself to the potential of a lifelong addiction, I have no clue. But ultimately, it ended up with him in jail. Possession and intent to use. That alongside some other charges like resisting arrest, assault to a police officer and minor burglary charges got him five years.

“Or just don’t get caught again,” dad says, coming into the room with a beer each for him and Jackson. He ushers him out of his chair with a wave of his hand before dropping down with a grunt, Jackson settling in beside me. “Where you been anyway?” 

“College,” dad answers for me with an unimpressed arch of his brows. 

Jacksons jerks. “No shit, you got into college?”

“Uh yep,” I shrug. “Hillcrest.”  

“Ho-ly fuck.” He enunciates. “How’d you manage that?”

It’s no secret that my grades in high school sucked. I barely got by. Mainly because I was ditching every chance I got. But by my junior year, I’d met Jeremy. And I’d seen through Mr. Whittaker that the bare minimum wasn’t all I could achieve. Because he’d grown up on this side of the tracks too. Not far from where I live. And he’d gone to college. He’d struggled and persevered and after, he’d become something admirable. Someone accomplished and respected, not only by his peers and community, but by himself. And I realized that I wanted that. To not be scraping by, living from paycheck to paycheck. I want more than what’s been laid out before me, and it’s also no secret that if it wasn’t for Mr. Whittaker, I wouldn’t have had a chance in hell. I managed to bring my grades up by senior year, that on top of some college admission classes and extracurricular activities got me a good enough grade to apply for Hillcrest. But it was his recommendation letter that sealed the deal. Something he doesn’t know I’m aware of, because I’d have never accepted it in the first place. But something I am nonetheless eternally grateful for.  “What’re you studying?” Jackson asks when all I provide him with is a shrug. 

“Business.” It’s boring as fuck, but there’s potential to earn good money with it. Plus, at the time, it seemed like the easiest route. 

“Shit, well, good job.” Jackson claps me on the back, and I can’t help but smile. Our dad is...less than impressed. He’s made it obvious that he thinks college is stupid as well as a waste of time and money. So having someone in our family congratulate me and acknowledge, even if it’s in a minor way, that what I’ve done is an accomplishment...it feels good. 

“Tell him how much it costs,” dad chips in with a tilt of his beer. 

“It’s uh—not cheap.” I supply. “But I’m managing. I have a job.” 

“Dish pig at that fancy restaurant in the city.” 

“A jobs a job.” I shrug. And it works with my schedule. I only get night shifts, and they’re nice enough to not roster me on when I have an early morning class. The few shifts a week I do lets me save enough for textbooks and materials, and I’ve been putting away a little every week to get a car. In a couple of paychecks, I’ll finally have enough for the Corolla I’ve been eyeing at the used dealership. Low milage, good gas usage and a reasonable price. Then the plan after that is to try and get a place with Jeremy. He’s been nagging about getting our own apartment since Freshman year at Hillcrest. Even if he lives with his dad only twenty minutes from campus. But I’d needed to get the car first, and honestly...whatever time I could with Mr. Whittaker. But truth be told, I can’t wait to move out of this shithole. To not have to watch everything I say and how I react. To just have peace. 

Dads humphs, his disagreement apparent. He’s a big believer that I should just get a full-time job, maybe in a warehouse like him, and stop ‘bludgeoning’ off of him like I apparently have been. But if it wasn’t for me, the only thing in the fridge would be beer. The electricity would’ve been shut off a month ago. And the water a few months earlier. I contribute. Just not as much as he apparently thinks I should. 

“You think you’re gonna get a job?” I ask Jackson, taking the attention off of me. 

“Got one lined up,” he nods, “with Michael.” 

Again, I bristle. Michael is someone he used to run with, someone who I’m pretty sure isn’t opposed to shooting up. 

“Doing what?”

“Little bit of this, little bit of that.” He says elusively, and then at my expression he laughs. “It doesn’t matter.” Clapping me on the back again, he swallows down the rest of his drink before standing up. “Want a beer?” 

“No,” I shake my head. “I’m good.” 

***
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Groaning, I check the time on my phone. 2:04am. 

I’ve been trying to sleep for the better part of three hours now, but the noise coming from the rest of the house is stopping that. I mean, I get it. They’re celebrating. Dad has some of his friends over and Jackson has some of his. Guys he hasn’t seen in a few years now. And everyone is happy. The liquor is flowing, the laughs are loud and the music even louder. And I’m not about to go out there and ruin that, but dammit I want to sleep. I had an early class today—yesterday, I guess now. So, I’ve been up since six, and I’m rapidly approaching twenty-four hours awake. My only saving grace is that I don’t have a class until ten. But still, I want sleep.

Throwing off the blankets, I crack open my door, not at all surprised that the flimsy walls are doing absolutely nothing to keep the brunt of the noise out, and step into the hall. 

I find Jackson on the couch, a couple of his buddies filling up the chairs. And it’s clear all of them have a good buzz going on. 

“Ducky!” Jackson beams, “want a beer?”

“No, I’m good.” I reply, keeping any snark out of tone. I can see dad in the kitchen/dining area. Him and his friends sitting at the table, cards distributed amongst them. We make eye contact for the briefest of moments.

“What’s—uhm...how much longer do you think you guys are going to be partying?” 

“What he say?” dad shouts out over the music. I tense. Like an elastic band snapping against my skin. 

“Wants to know when the party’s ending,” Jackson shouts back, then to me he says, “not sure man. It’s still early.” 

In my periphery, I see dad stand and make his way over. My shoulders inadvertently curl in on themselves, my hands balling into fists. 

“What’s the problem?” he asks, coming into the lounge room, arms folded over his chest. My jaw clenches. 

“Nothing, I’m just—” 

“No,” he interrupts, “you clearly have a problem. What is it?” 

“I don’t. I was just asking—”

“When the party’s ending, yeah. Why?” 

We’re at a crossroads. One we’ve been at a million times before. Dad’s drunk. And from the smell of it, it isn’t just beer. Beer is fine, beer makes him happy. But rum? Rum has a tendency to make him irritable. A mean drunk. Which is what I can smell the most strongly, coming off of him. Which means I have to choose my words carefully, but even then, sometimes that isn’t enough. 

“No reason—”

“No, there’s a reason. If there wasn’t, you wouldn’t ask. So, what is it, Kai?” 

We stare at each other. My dad’s eyes red and kind of droopy, his body swaying. There’s a tension in the room that I don’t think is imagined, and I wonder if everyone else can feel it. They must, by how quiet it’s gotten. Only the music thumping in the background behind the animosity. 

“Just...” I sigh. “It’s loud, is all.”

Dad hums, his nostrils flaring as he takes a step towards me. My spine straightens in response. We stand at the same height, but he’s wider than me. And whilst his arms are defined, his stomach isn’t. “Let’s make one thing really clear here.” He points a finger in my face. “This is my house. If I want to be making noise and fucking around until seven in the god damn morning, I’m going to be. And you have no right to be coming out here and running your mouth. You have a problem with it, there’s the door.” 

It's difficult not to bite back. I know he wants me to, and god fucking damn do I want to too. But it’ll just escalate. It’ll cause more trouble than it’s worth to talk back to him and say what I want to say, so I bite my tongue. Even if it kills me a little bit inside to cower down to him. My nod is stiff, but it gets the message across, and my dad turns back with a roll of his eyes. And because I’m dumb as fuck and can’t stand by my own declaration about not escalating matters, I scoff. I scoff loud enough that he hears. And before I even have time to brace, he’s swinging a meaty fist into the side of my face and knocking me flat on my ass. There’s a burst of pain that’s immediately swallowed by a rush of adrenaline and everyone is shouting. Jackson more than anyone, pulling dad off of me but not before his fist smacks into my mouth, and I feel my lip split open, warm blood pooling down my chin and flying out in an splatter as I hiss. I push myself up into a sitting position, my hand folding over my mouth, catching the blood. Dad’s spewing a tirade of words at me as Jackson and a couple of his friends usher him back into the kitchen, trying to deescalate his anger. Part of me wants to go after him, it’s the same part that always rears up whenever this happens. The part that I worry is predetermined to end up just like him. It’s louder now. More insistent on hitting him back, making him bleed, showing him that I’m no longer the little kid that is too weak to fight back, but a fully grown man who is healthier and stronger than he is. But I bite it down. Snuff it out like a flame and pick my beaten and bruised ego up off the floor, stuffing it back down where it belongs. I’m back in my room in a matter of a minute, pressing a towel to my mouth as I slump down on my bed, my elbows resting on my knees. That was dumb. I know better than to escalate when he’s been drinking. 

There’s a light rasping knock on the door, and then Jackson is pushing it open before I have time to tell him to fuck off. He stands in the doorway, one hand still on the handle as he leans on the frame and looks at me. Shuffling in place. It’s a moment before he speaks.

“You good?” 

I nod, the towel still pressed to my mouth. He looks over his shoulder before stepping further into the room, closing the door behind him. 

“He, um...he do that a lot?” 

You know he does. Is what I want to say. He grew up with it too. He’s seen it and experienced it first-hand. But in my family, ignorance is bliss. We experience and then we move on, we don’t dwell on it, because why dwell on something that can’t be changed? It is what it is. Truth be told though, it amped up when Jackson started spending more time out of the house. And when he went away to jail, it just got worse. Like Jacksons presence is a calming balm to my dad, whereas mine is just an aggravator. 

Removing the towel, I’m annoyed that fresh blood immediately trickles down my chin. I hope it doesn’t need stitches. “Only when he drinks,” is all I say in response. Not the part where he’s always drinking, or the part where I know I’m a dumbass and shouldn’t provoke him. That doesn’t need saying, it’s obvious.  

I press the towel back to my mouth. 

“Right,” Jackson sighs. “It’s settling down now, maybe just...I don’t know, stay in your room.” 

Out of sight out of mind. 

I nod, and Jackson spends another moment just looking at me before returning the nod and stepping back out. 

I sit there for a moment more, feeling the adrenaline crash and the pain increase with every beat of my heart. 
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Classes drag. Incessantly. I don’t know why, but lately I just haven’t been able to really sit down and concentrate. That, plus the throbbing in the side of my face has made it a very long day. And now the fun part. I let Jeremy know earlier today that I’d be crashing for the night, but he already knew that. It’s Wednesday, which means I have an early class tomorrow. Plus, it’s time to rip the Band-Aid off. The longer I spend away from the Whitakers house, the more the last interaction I had with Mr. Whittaker replays in my mind, becoming more and more distorted. By now, I’m halfway convinced that he not only knows I’m gay, but that I have a raging boner for him. The reasonable side of my brain tells me I’m being dramatic, and it was just a simple little comment that went over his head, and he’s completely forgotten about it. But the other side of my head is certain the whole world is about to come crashing down on me. Which is why I just need to suck it up and face it. 

Dropping my bag by my feet, I sit down on one of the metal benches in the quad as it rapidly fills with students. There’s a nice sharpness to the breeze and whatever leaves still cling to the trees are mottled and browned. I used to hate the cooler months. Mainly because I never had any proper winter gear, and the winters here in Massachusetts can get a bit unruly. But now that I’m grown and have an actual jacket that isn’t thread-bare and tattered, I have a new appreciation for it.

“Jesus christ!” Kasey hisses, filling my peripheral. “What the hell happened to you?” 

Oh yeah. Another reason why I’m not looking forward to tonight. Dad did a number on me. A good portion of the left side of my face is a dark, angry purple. My eye is slightly swollen and my top lip. But only half of it, so I look like I’m constantly snarling. But the most alarming of it is the fact that the white of my eye is bright fucking red. 

Kasey sits down beside me, raising a hand as if she means to touch my face, but thinks better of it.

“It’s not as bad as it looks.” Which isn’t entirely a lie. Hurts like fuck, but I’m not dying. So, there’s that.

“Good,” she says incredulously, “because it looks pretty fucking bad!” 

I shrug, going for casual. “It’ll settle down in a few days.”

“What even happened?”

“Just an...altercation.” Again, not entirely a lie. “It’s not a big deal.” 

Kasey raises a brow, her mouth dropping open like she’s about to argue that fact, but I quickly cut her off. “How’ve you been?” 

She must get the hint that this isn’t open for discussion and concedes with a shrug. “Good. History 101 is brutal. I thought it would be more interesting.” 

Despite myself, I laugh and then wince as the stretching of my swollen face sends bolts of pain through the taut skin. “That was your first mistake.”

“No, my first mistake was watching the history channel and thinking that it might be a good time.” 

Settling in beside me, we watch for a beat of silence as the people continue to enter and leave the quad. 

When she begins to stir beside me, I brace myself for what’s about to come. 

You see, Kasey is a nice girl. Objectively beautiful. She’s cheery, down to earth and easy to get along with. But she’s also, you know, a girl. And whilst I used to fuck around with women, it’s becoming more difficult as of late. Everything still obviously feels good, and I’m not disgusted by what I see. But I also know that I’d much prefer to have a big hairy man slamming his cock into my ass as I groan into the mattress. Or vice versa. I’m honestly open to whatever. 

And Kasey has made it obvious the last few times we’ve hung around each other, that it’s my cock she wants slamming into her. And I’m just...tired, I guess. 

“So,” she says, the word tight. “You going to Daniel’s party next week?” 

“That’s Reece’s housemate, right?” 

“Right.” 

Inwardly, I groan but answer, “probably. Jeremy is on their team, so most likely I’ll be dragged along.”

“Try not to look so put out,” Kasey laughs, the sound soft and feminine. “I’ll be there.” 

“Well then,” I mumble, straightening up as I see Jeremy enter the quad. Of course, trailed by the shithead in question. “The company won’t be all bad, then.” Grabbing my bag, I sling it over my shoulder. “I gotta go, I’ll see you later.” 

I’m don’t wait for her response, but she calls out a “see you later!” as I go.

I’ll have to figure out how to deal with that later. Let her down in a way that makes it obvious that there’s literally nothing wrong with her and that I’m not gay, I’m just busy. Yeah good luck with that. 

The moment Jeremy sees me, his eyes widen a fraction, his mouth drops, and his brows pull in. All there and gone within seconds, before he’s able to get a grip on himself and reel his reaction back in. We both know how I got this mess on my face, just like we both know that I really don’t like to talk about it. He knows, simply because after years of his pestering and then finally the threat to call the police, I broke down and told him. My dad’s a mean drunk. It took a conversation too long for my liking to get him back off of the cliffs edge and back down from his threats to still call the police, but we got there eventually. And yeah, whilst it would be great to see my dad punished for the shit he’s put me through. It’ll do more harm to me in the long run. There’s too many reasons as to why it wouldn’t work in my favor. My fear used to be getting put into the system but being over eighteen now there’s a whole new slew of fears that come with still being dependent on a piece of shit like my dad.  It’s just not worth it. Not yet anyway. Just let me get through college. I can handle the odd hit every now and again. 

“Hey man,” Jeremy greets me, his hand slapping me half-heartedly on the shoulder. His tone is stilted and tight, clearly still discomforted by what he sees, but possessing enough wherewithal to wipe his expression clean. Reece isn’t as graceful.

“You look like shit.” 

“Thanks, fuckhead.” I mutter, and then to Jeremy I say, “ready to go?” 

“Yeah, yeah, uh—” 

Jeremy looks over at Reece, his expression and body language uncomfortable. “So, we’ll see you later.” 

“Uh, yeah. Sure. See you...” Reece nods, clearly taken aback. Jeremy’s smile is tight as he leads me away. When we’re an appropriate distance, I send a wayward look over his shoulder back at Reece. “That was...awkward.” 

“Yeah,” Jeremy nods with a tight chuckle. “I didn’t know how to, you know, not invite him over.” 

“You over him?” 

“No,” Jeremy shakes his head. “Of course not, Reece is cool. I just—I know you don’t like him and I didn’t...you know?” 

“No,” Kai laughs, “no, I don’t.” 

“I just don’t want you to stay away, cause he’s there, you know?” 

My expression sobers. “I won’t, I go where you go. Regardless of where the fuckface is.” 

Jeremy laughs, a sweet smile settling over his face. He coos, throwing his arm around my shoulders. “You love me.” 

I’m immediately uncomfortable. Bristling, I say “alright,” as I shrug him off. 

Expressing my emotions doesn’t come as easily to me as it does Jeremy. The moment anything deeper than surface level comes into play, I’m almost always on edge and scrambling to get away. It’s something I’m aware of, and something I’m working on. He’s told me he’s loved me before, and whilst I literally had to excuse myself to the bathroom to blubber like a fucking child at all of the warm, fuzzy feelings his declaration left me with, I’d managed to play it cool until then. The most I was able to give him back was, “yeah. Same.” But he’d taken it nonetheless. 

When we get to his house, it’s quiet. Mr. Whittaker most likely still at work. We fuck around in his room for a few hours, playing a couple of video games and gorging ourselves on snacks until there’s a rasping knock at the door. 

“It’s open!” Jeremy shouts, unwilling to get up from his place beside me on the bed. 

My stomach flips when Mr. Whittaker appears through the crack, leaning against the doorframe. 

“Boys,” he says in way of greeting. “Pizza tonight?” 

Take-out isn’t unusual, Mr. Whittaker can’t cook for shit. 

His eyes flicker up from his phone, latching onto me and I get the same response I’d received from Jeremy earlier. Except his features don’t cool, instead, the surprise and shock at seeing the heavy bruising shifts into anger. And for a split second, my insecurities arc up and I think he might be angry at seeing me, not the bruises. But his focus is locked on the side of my face as he spits out, “Jesus christ, Kai!” and it’s probably the angriest I’ve ever heard him. Mr. Whittaker is a sucker for control. From his work down to his reactions and everything in-between has been carefully thought out and planned, ever since I’ve met him. So, for this to snap out of him, I must be looking far worse than I initially believed. But...no. I know I look bad. But I’ve definitely come here before with worse. Two black eyes, split lips, I’ve even turned up with a couple of cracked ribs that made breathing difficult. And whilst seeing me has always given his penchant for control a run for its money when it’s come to his reactions, he’s never had a verbal one. I’ve seen him withdraw, seen the cogs turn in his brain as he analyses my injuries and decides which route he wants to go about it. But not this. 

I shrivel up on myself, shoulders tensing and heckles rising. 

“Dad,” Jeremy says in way of warning, clearly knowing this will go one of two ways. I’ll hightail it the fuck out of here, or I’ll become defensive. Again, something I’m aware of and working on. 

Mr. Whitakers jaw clenches, his knuckles whitening on the doorknob. Dropping his head, his shoulders visibly rise with an intake of breath before he hastily shuts the door. A beat of silence, awkward and tense passes between Jeremy and I until he eventually breaks it with a mumbled apology. 

“It’s all good.” I say, trying to keep the tension I feel out of my voice. Mr. Whittaker doesn’t come back in, but I guess he must order for us anyway, because a short while later his voice is heard calling us down for dinner.  

Thankfully, it passes without incident. Mr. Whittaker is quiet for most of it, but occasionally I catch him looking at me. Each time I feel my face flush. He asks us how our day has been, and we both give him our usual non-committal answers. His day was as stressful. A lot of meetings for this Dubai contract that don’t sound as if they went as smoothly as he would’ve liked. After we’ve all finished, Jeremy and I take turns showering and then spend a few hours working on our respective assignments. Finally, right before I’m about to turn in to the guest room, I sneak outside. I’ve been trying to quit. And I’ve managed to get it down to only a couple a day, seeing as I can’t quite kick the morning and evening cigarette. But it's a hell of a lot better than what I used to smoke. Stepping out onto the front porch, I sit down on the top step and light up. The first inhale, absolute bliss. Dropping my head back, I exhale the puff of smoke into the brisk night air. I don’t have a lot of vices, this being my only one. Sure, I’ve smoked pot, but it’s not something I require. And yeah, I’ll drink like the best of them. But truth be told, I’m terrified of turning into my father. The whole smoking thing was a dumb thing I did when I was twelve, and it caught like a disease. If I can help it, there won’t be anything else that could link me to that man. 

Sighing, I look out over at the quiet, upper-class houses. Most, if not all, are dark inside. Rich people go to bed early, I’ve realized. I’m halfway through my cigarette, when the door clicks open behind me. He’s later than usual.

“Smoking is bad for you.” Mr. Whittaker mumbles, stepping around me and off the porch, he heads to the curb, empty pizza boxes in his hands. 

God, he has a nice ass. Round and firm. And his finely tailored suit pants always accentuate that. Honestly, he looks damn good in a suit. 

I’ve managed to wipe up my drool and pull myself back together by the time he’s finished shoving the boxes into the recycling and heading back towards the house. As per usual, he sits down on the step beside me, so close his arm brushes mine.

This isn’t an usual turn of events. Every night that I stay, I always slip outside for a cigarette, and he eventually appears, telling me that smoking is bad as he pinches one of mine and we smoke together in silence. I can’t help but wonder if that is part of the reason that it’s so hard to completely kick the habit. Because without this evening cigarette, there’d be no evening Mr. Whittaker. 

I feel the tightening, twisting tug of warmth and desire, having him so close, and having him just for me, in this moment. But it’s superseded by another. A sinewy, sticky feeling of dread, knowing he’s most likely going to bring up these bruises. That’s something he does. Because even though Jeremy has gotten the hint that talking about this is absolutely not an option, Mr. Whittaker still tries.

Pulling out my pack, he reaches over and pulls out a cigarette, slipping it between his lips. But instead of handing him my lighter, I spark it for him, watching as his mouth purses against the bud, sucking gently as the tip burns. My eyes flick up to his, and for a moment that feels as if it spans an eternity, we just look at each other. For a panicked second, I wonder if he can see how much I want him. But the thought slips away as soon as his eyes flicker to the street, leaning back and exhaling a cloud of smoke. 

We sit in the usual silence for a beat, until he speaks. 

“How are you, Kai?” he asks softly. The deep rumble of his voice tugs in my stomach, and I have to take a moment to swallow before I answer as nonchalantly as I can.

“Fine, how are you?” 

He hums. “Concerned about you.” 

I scoff out a laugh, feeling my cheeks flush. If there’s anything I hate about myself, it’s that I’m a blusher. I’m paranoid it gives me away every time. “Don’t. I’m fine.” 

“You don’t look fine.” 

Inadvertently, I catch his eyes. His very serious, very concerned eyes. The beautiful speckles of gold marred in his worry. His worry for me. 

Mr. Whittaker’s tongue dips out, wetting his lips as his eyes pull away and then back again. “I know you don’t like talking about it,” he begins, his words careful and deliberate. My hackles rise, and I consider stubbing out my cigarette in preparation to flee. “But—”

“—I’m fine,” I interrupt, “seriously. It looks worse than what it is.” 

“Well, it looks pretty fucking bad.” He snaps, exasperatedly. Which is a surprise in and of itself. Mr. Whittaker doesn’t snap. He doesn’t get exasperated. Like I said, penchant for control. He has been the cool collection of calm, ever since I met him. Sure, he’s not infallible. I’ve seen him get frustrated; I’ve seen him lecture Jeremy whilst desperately clinging to the last tethers of his patience. But he’s never grown impatient with me. I can’t say I’m a big fan of it. I expected this conversation, I expected him to try and talk to me again about the bruises. But I didn’t expect him to snap. And I don’t think he expected it either. 

I look away, pull away, creating a space between us that feels as if it might just rip my guts out alongside it, and look out at the quiet, sleeping houses and shrug. “He got in a good hit.” 

Mr. Whittaker scoffs, “you know that’s not normal, right? Parents shouldn’t get in ‘a good hit.’” 

He’s clearly pissed. And I find that I like it. A lot. Maybe because it’s not a side I normally see from him, and like a starving fool, I’m desperate for whatever crumbs he’ll give me. This being a crumb I haven’t yet tasted. But I like it. I like that he’s pissed for me. I’d prefer that over snapping at me. 

God, I’ve got it bad. 

“Look,” I sigh, scrambling for words. “It’s really not that bad. He was drunk. I mouthed off. I’ve had worse.” 

Mr. Whitakers jaw clenches and unclenches, and I can see he has to literally swallow down whatever it was he was about to say. Instead, taking another deep pull of his cigarette. He expels it in a cloud of smoke that surrounds us. “I want you to live here.” 

“No.” it’s said quietly, but surely, he knows by now it’ll always be my response. This isn’t the first time he’s voiced wanting me to stay here. Whilst he isn’t aware of the extent of my home life, he knows it isn’t great. And he’s made it apparent he’d prefer me to just stay here, permanently. But like every time before, I refuse. I would’ve thought by the time I turned eighteen. I’m an adult now, no longer a minor who needs protecting. 

Mr. Whitaker scoffs, shaking his head in my periphery. “Why not?” 

My brows quirk together. Before, he’s never demanded to know my reasoning. He’s just accepted my refusal, even if it was typically after his many reasons as to why I should move in. 

I take a second to catalogue all the reasons as to why it’s a bad idea that I live here. But that cataloguing just turns into one singular reason. And that reason is simple in theory but not in practice. Because how can I tell him that I can’t live here, because he lives here? That I’m trying to get over this crush, not fall deeper into it. And I worry that by living here, by having more of him so readily available, I’m just going to doom myself to a lifetime of want. The little bits that I’ve seen from him have been enough to trap me within its chokehold, but what if I discover that he’s even more perfect than the image I’ve built up within my mind? I don’t think I could move past it. And I don’t trust myself not to do something stupid. So, I just shake my head. 

“I’m not charity.” 

“Jesus Christ,” he scoffs, “this isn’t charity, Kai. This is you having a safe, stable place to live. Somewhere where you don’t have to worry about getting hit because you mouth off.” 

I hum. “Sounds like charity to me.” 

“Give me a good reason.” He demands, spinning to look at me face on. His eyes burn into the side of my face, and I force down my discomfort with a swallow. “Give me one good reason as to why you can’t live here, and I’ll let it go. I won’t ask you again.” 

Shrugging, I drop my head, staring down at my cigarette that’s burnt down to the stub before pinching the tip and twisting it between my fingers. The burn is short lived, but grounding. “I can’t.” 

“Can’t what? Can’t give me a good reason?” 

“I just can’t.” I say forcefully, meeting him head on. “Please just...trust me when I say I can’t.” 

“Are you uncomfortable?” he questions, “do you not feel welcomed? do you not think that we want you here?”

“No,” I shake my head, sighing, “of course not.”

“Then what?” 

“Because I can’t,” I bark. I immediately regret it. 

Mr. Whittaker may have never snapped at me before, but I’ve also never spoken to him with any sort of anger, either. Guess there’s a first for everything.  Softening my tone, I repeat. “I can’t.” We stare at each other, only inches apart, and I beg him to understand with my eyes. To hear what I can’t tell him. That there are reasons that are entirely my own, to no fault of his, to which mean I can’t be in the same house as him, seven days a week. That I can’t sleep in a room down the hall from his, seven days a week. That I’m so scared that one night it might become too much, that I’ll spill my guts out to him and cause the type of damage that would be the ending of our relationship. Because platonic is still better than nothing at all. And god forbid Jeremy ever found out...Mr. Whitakers expression softens, his eyes flicker down to my mouth. And whilst I’m sure it’s to look at the ugly, gross, scabby cut there, my stomach still clenches. 

“Okay.” He says softly, “then I’ll keep asking.” 

“And I’ll keep saying no.” 

Mr. Whitakers mouth twitches, and I stare at it for a moment too long to be considered normal before looking away from him and forcing myself to take a breath. 

When I think the conversation might finally be over, Mr. Whittaker of course has different ideas. “I just want to say one more thing.” 

I groan, but he continues, nonetheless. “You’re good, Kai. And I don’t mean that just on a surface level. You’re a good person. You’re kind, you’re generous. A handworker. And I am so, so proud of how—”

“—Stop—”

“—hard you’ve worked to get into college, and how hard you continue to work to create a better life for yourself.” 

Emotion clogs my throat, and I find myself swallowing in an attempt to loosen it as my eyes begin to sting. I refuse to look at him, instead staring down at my hands. 

“I just don’t want you to ever think that you deserve anything other than peace. Because you don’t—” Mr. Whittaker leans closer in an attempt to get me to look at him before slipping a finger beneath my chin and gently guiding my eyes to his. “—you don’t.” His expression is intense, his mouth set stubbornly. “You don’t deserve anything of what he does to you. Do you understand?”

Forcing myself to nod, I cringe as an errant tear slips over my cheek. Over the bruises and swollen skin. Mr. Whittaker tracks it with his eyes, before oh so gently swiping it away with the pad of his thumb. He sighs deeply, his hand sliding around to clasp the back of my neck before pulling me into him. His mouth pressing against my forehead. I’m entirely consumed by him. His touch. his smell. God his smell. I inhale deeply, willing every minor note of his cologne to embed itself within my senses as my heart rate picks up. It’s needless to say, but we’ve never touched like this. So intimate, even if it’s meant in comfort. And as horrible as it might sound, I think for a moment that I would live my life subject to my father’s cruelty, if it meant I would always have his comfort. 

“Don’t stay up too late.” He says softly, his lips moving against my forehead, his hand sliding down to gently swirl against my back. And then he’s up. He’s pulling away and walking into the house. And I’m left there, feeling his absence so entirely that I wonder if I’ll ever feel as whole as I did in the few seconds in which he held me.
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“What about this one?” Jeremy asks, stopping to read the writing on the windshield of a bright red car. 

I humor him, standing beside him. “Hmm,” I hum, “a bit out of my price range.” 

“By how much? You might be able to get a deal.” 

“By about...” I suck in a breath through my teeth, “twelve thousand.” 

“Oh,” Jeremy deflates, stepping back from the used Porché. “Maybe not this one then.”

“Yeah, maybe.” We continue through the lot, and I gently guide him towards the cars that are in my price range and away from the exotic cars that very much aren’t. 

“Jacksons out of prison.” 

“What?” Jeremy gasps, turning to me in my periphery, his steps slowing. I match his pace. 

“Yeah, he got out last week.” 

“Holy shit.” He breathes. “I thought he’d be in for another year.” 

“Yeah, he got parole. So long as he stays on the straight and narrow, he’ll be good.”

“And...do you think he will?” 

Grunting, I shrug. “I don’t know man...I hope so.”

Jeremy hums. “Me too.” 

Before Jackson started getting into the heavier shit, we were as thick as thieves. Everywhere he went, I went. Hence the moniker ‘Ducky.’ Because I used to follow him around everywhere like a little duck. He was the cool older brother with the cool friends that I used to wish I was a part of, and unlike some brothers that push away their younger siblings, so they don’t cramp their style, Jackson always welcomed me with open arms. He looked after me, looked out for me, and took the brunt of dad’s anger. And then his friend group changed. He started hanging out with rougher people, going to places he no longer let me come to, and before I knew it, he was strung out, stealing the pennies and nickels from the rusted little tin I kept my found money in, in order to get another hit. He became a ghost. And I found myself mourning someone who still lived. He did a couple of shorter stints in jail before getting the five-year sentence, but by that time he was already just somebody I used to know...but he's back now. He’s back and he’s sober and he’s closer than he was to how he was before he got into the drugs. And I just...I really want to keep him like this. Him, how he used to be, is what made this family bearable, and without him it’s just an open scab. 

“This one,” I announce, pointing to the used Toyota Corolla. 

“This one?” Jeremy confirms, approaching the car with a clinical look. “I don’t know man. It’s blue, everyone knows red makes you go faster.” 

***
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“Man, this shit sucks,” I groan, pausing my reading to rub my eyes. We’re in the living room, which is more or less just a large open space, with the kitchen on the other side and an informal dining in the center. The whole room is ceiling to floor windows which overlook a large deck and the swimming pool. 

“What does?” Jeremy asks, looking up from his laptop. He’s sitting across from me in the other armchair, his feet kicked up on the coffee table that separates us with his laptop on his lap. 

“This shit,” I grumble, “it’s boring.” 

Jeremy laughs, looking back to his screen. “Should’ve gone into architecture.” He laments, “it’s slightly less boring.” 

“Boys!” Mr. Whittaker calls out, the front door closing a second after.

“In the lounge room!” Jeremy shouts back. 


Sucking in my breath, I force my attention back down to the book in my lap. I always feel like I have to prepare myself before Mr. Whittaker walks into a room, like if I don’t, whatever thin control I have over my desire for him will bleed through and become so disgustingly obvious, I’ll never recover. But it’s pointless. Because I still feel myself flush when he steps through the archway from the hall, his suit jacket off and slung over his arm, his long legs wrapped in his usual perfectly tailored trousers, his white button up tucked into the waistband. He’s...God, he’s just beautiful. Especially when he smiles, just straight white teeth, his eyes crinkling in the corners. “You’ll never believe this,” he announces, his excitement palpable. He slings his jacket over the back of the chair. Which is...unusual. Mr. Whittaker is definitely undiagnosed OCD. And everything has a place. The jacket on the back of the chair? Blasphemy. 



“What?” Jeremy asks, his tone a little concerned, his brows rising as he gives his dad his attention. 

“Out on the curb, there is the most gorgeous Toyota Corolla—”

“—okay—” 

“—I have ever seen!” 

Jeremy laughs as I feel my cheeks flame tenfold, ducking my head in embarrassment as Mr. Whittaker comes to stand behind me, grabbing onto my shoulders and jostling me. As usual, I get a little rush at his proximity and get a really big fucking high at his touch. But I’m too embarrassed to really acknowledge it. 

“Nice isn’t it?” Jeremy asks.

“Very nice. Though I don’t know why you got blue,” he straights, heading back to this jacket. “Everyone knows red makes you go faster.” 

Jeremy laughs again, saying “that’s what I said!” while I roll my eyes, sinking into the chair.

“Should we go and celebrate?” Mr. Whittaker asks.

Jeremy oohs, closing his laptop. “Gusto’s?” 

“Gusto’s.” Mr. Whittaker confirms. 

Gusto’s is pretty much where the Whittaker’s go for every celebratory dinner. Which for them, could mean something as simple as hitting every green light on the way home. But I don’t mind, nine times out of ten, I get to go too, and I love the food just as much.

“Okay, but we gotta be back by eight.”  Jeremy straightens, raising his arms above his head in a stretch. His shirt pulling up a little to show his stomach. Its funny, in a way. Because Jeremy is definitely good looking. He has a lot of his dads features, like his nose, the high cheek bones. But he has his moms blond hair and lips. Her blue eyes. But whilst I can acknowledge that he’s attractive, and he has a dime in a dozen personality that is just permanent optimism, encouragement and just seeing the brighter side to every situation, I’ve never felt drawn to him in the same way I have Mr. Whittaker. I love Jeremy, but it’s entirely platonic, to the point where just the thought of touching him in the many ways I’ve thought of touching his dad makes my skin crawl. He’s my best friend. My platonic soul mate. And straight. But I don’t know, maybe that means very little in the grand scheme of things. Afterall, everyone thinks I’m straight. Everyone thought Mr. Whittaker was straight...I don’t know the details of that, just that he was with Jeremy’s mom pretty much through all of high school, they accidentally got pregnant in college, and Mr. Whittaker had some sort of epiphany and announced he was gay shortly after Jeremy was born. 
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