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For Vanna White Socks

The pup who taught me what unconditional love feels like—loud, stubborn, unapologetically honest.

You showed me how to be blunt, loyal and unforgiving in all the right ways. You showed me I could still exist without you pressed against my side, and that purpose doesn’t die when the body does, even if I suspected it would.

I carry you now in ink, in ash, in every tearful memory and heartfelt laugh, in every barefoot walk on any beach. When I finally cross that rainbow bridge, I know you’ll come tearing across the sand on four white-socked paws, ready for one more endless game of ball as the sun fades and the waves crash upon us.

Until then, this book is for you.

&

For Alex & Morgan

Who began as editors and became “friends”—

your keen revisions made this book better,

but your after-hours acuity and persistence in parsing 

my sarcasm—in scripto—made the journey unforgettable.

Thank you for believing in these pages,

and in me.
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TO ANY YOUNG PERSON reading this, especially those within the LGBTQIA+ community—know this: life can be difficult, and at times, unbearably heavy. Navigating identity, acceptance, and belonging often comes with pain that feels isolating. But you are not alone, and you are never beyond help.

Throughout my life, I have turned to therapy and counseling during both moments of crisis and moments of calm. Seeking help is not weakness—it is wisdom. There is no shame in needing support; there is only courage in reaching for it.

If you or someone you know is struggling, please reach out:


	The Trevor Project – 1-866-488-7386 or text START to 678-678

	NAMI – 1-800-950-NAMI or text NAMI to 741741



Your life has value. Your story matters. And unlike the world within these pages, your reality holds countless possibilities for healing, growth, and connection.

With compassion and hope,

Sir Jay R
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Jay had always been told he was “too nice”. It was a well-worn phrase, a kind of backhanded compliment that folks in his small Midwestern town wielded like a weapon whenever they sensed a hint of weakness. Niceness was the currency of his hometown—an expectation, a social mandate, rarely imbued with sincerity. It dictated how he held doors open for strangers, waved at passersby, and wore a smile even when seething inside.

And for years, Jay had played that part flawlessly.

He was the dutiful kid who never questioned authority, the boy molded by politeness to say "Yes, sir" and "Thank you, ma'am" without a moment's thought. He let others cut ahead in line with a gracious nod and never raised his voice, absorbing every slight with a grin that suggested he felt nothing at all. 

But beneath that surface, he felt everything. 

Every jab, every dismissive glance, every moment he had been used and tossed aside as if he were nothing mattered. The ache of being overlooked gnawed at him. 

By the time he reached eighteen, Jay had reached a defining conclusion: Midwest Jay was dead. 

He remembered his departure from Iowa vividly. The worn wooden porch creaked underfoot as he took one last look at the home he had grown up in, the walls echoing with memories both warm and dark. The smell of fresh-cut grass and gasoline lingered in the air, mingling with the crispness of an early autumn morning. Jay closed his eyes, just for a second, and a memory drifted in—him and Danny as kids, running barefoot through the backyard, their laughter cutting through the humid dusk. He could still feel the sting of scraped knees, the pulse of unspoken rivalry when they raced each other to the porch. 

"Faster next time, little brother," Danny had taunted, grinning, hand on Jay's head like he was something to be tamed rather than taught. The same hands that once ruffled his hair could just as easily hold him underwater. 

His mother stood by the door, her face a canvas of mixed emotions—fear of the unknown mingled with pride for her son stepping into a new chapter. She enveloped him in a tight embrace, whispering words of encouragement, though he could sense her underlying worry. 

Then there was his brother Danny, lingering in the shadows. Jay had always felt a strange tension between them, a silent rivalry masked by an uneasy bond. As Jay prepared to leave, his brother stepped forward, a sly smile lingering on his lips that sent a chill down Jay's spine. "Don't be a stranger, little brother. Remember, I'll always have a place for you if things go south," he said, the words layered with unsettling undertones that made Jay's skin crawl. 

At the time, he brushed off the comment, attributing it to sibling banter, but now he could feel the weight of it like a chilling omen. 

Now, standing on the steps of the porch, Jay clenched his jaw. 

"You'll be back," Danny had said as he forcefully pulled Jay's head forward, kissing him on his forehead. 

Jay gripped the strap of his duffel tighter. He wasn't coming back. 

New York wasn't just an escape; it was a rebirth. 

As he stepped off the Greyhound at Port Authority, the cacophony of horns and hurried conversations enveloped him, and he felt the weight of his old life peeling off like a cheap suit, discarded on the pavement. The bus station smelled like piss and desperation. He stepped onto the sidewalk, swallowed by the roar of a city that didn't give a damn he existed. 

The weight of his duffel felt heavier now. His phone buzzed in his pocket—low battery warning. He had exactly ninety-seven dollars in his checking account and had no idea where he was sleeping tonight. 

For the first time, panic pressed against the edges of his ribs. Maybe Danny was right. Maybe he'd be back. 

A woman brushed past him, muttering something under her breath, and he caught the shimmer of a wedding ring that could probably pay his rent for a year. 

His jaw tightened. No. 

He hadn't come this far just to turn around and fail. 

The city pulsed with energy, glowing in a gold and silver spectrum that danced between the quickly moving shadows of rushing pedestrians. Times Square beckoned like a neon siren, its lights flickering promises of adventure and danger in equal measure. 

He stepped into the river of humanity, swept away by the tide of tourists and locals alike. Each face told a different story; some were etched with hope, others lined with the burden of dreams deferred. He felt a flicker of excitement in his chest, quickening with every stride. But beneath that thrill was a gnawing uncertainty, a whisper in his mind warning him about the deceit he was about to embrace. 

Finding a small hotel room nestled in a quieter neighborhood felt like a small victory. It wasn't much—a rickety bed, a tattered chair, and a window that overlooked a brick wall—but it was his. He dropped his bag, inhaling the musty scent of the place mixed with a faint trace of something sweet from the bakery across the street. He needed to feel the city beneath him, breathe it in. So, he ventured out again, this time with a determined spirit. 

The streets were alive, a symphony of sirens, laughter, and the distant echo of a saxophone playing in a nearby subway station. He wandered through the labyrinth of alleyways and avenues, absorbing the sights and sounds. A street performer captured his attention—a man dressed in bright colors, spinning and dancing, drawing a small crowd. The performer's playful demeanor caught the essence of New York, a masquerade of joy, masking the struggle beneath the surface. 

He joined the crowd, laughing at the man's antics, but his gaze kept wandering to the skyline. In the distance, the Empire State Building pierced the sky, a symbol of aspirations yet to be fulfilled. A thrill coursed through him—this was a city that thrived on reinvention, a place where the shadows of his past could dissolve like smoke if he played his cards right. 

Hours passed, and as night cloaked the city in a velvet darkness, he found himself in a dimly lit bar, the air thick with the scent of cheap whiskey and ambition. At the far end, a group of well-dressed patrons laughed too loudly, their glasses clinking like coins dropping into a slot machine—a gamble he was now willing to take. He joined them, drawn in by their charm and the playfulness of their banter. 

In a moment of bravado, he spun a tale of his own—half-truths woven amidst half-lies, a story of a man who had once escaped a boring existence for the thrills of the city. Laughter erupted around him as they bought him drinks, celebrating his courage. It felt good; too good. But deep down, a dark seed of deceit began to root itself in his heart. This charming facade, as intoxicating as the drinks they shared, was merely a mask, drifting ever closer to the edge of something dangerous. 

The night wore on, a blur of laughter and the warmth of fleeting connections. Yet as he stumbled out onto the street, a seed of doubt took root in the back of his mind. Who was he becoming? The excitement of New York was intoxicating, but the thrill of deception hung heavily in the air, waiting to suffocate him when the lights dimmed and the laughter faded into the shadows. 

With each step down the sidewalk, he felt the heavy fabric of his old life pulling him back, but he pressed on. There were choices to be made, and the city was wide open before him, urging him to dive deeper into the deceit he was beginning to weave—a deceptive dance that could either grant him freedom or ensnare him in its web. And as the first hints of dawn began to blush on the horizon, he made a silent vow to himself: he would play this game to win. 

No one here knew him. No one anticipated kindness or idle chatter. In the bustling streets of New York, facades melted away; people lacked the luxury of pretending to like each other. 

His next few nights in the city were spent on a friend's couch in Harlem—a mere acquaintance from an online forum, who would soon vanish like a mirage the moment Jay overstayed his welcome. 

As Jay lay on the couch, his body sinking into the worn fabric, the sound of the city outside flooded his senses. A distant siren wailed, and the thrum of nightlife danced with the early morning light filtering through the thin curtains. He could feel the heartbeat of New York, pulsing through the walls and into his bones. It was intoxicating and terrifying all at once. He glanced around the dimly lit room at the scattered remnants of his host's life: empty takeout boxes, a half-empty bottle of whiskey on the coffee table, and an eclectic collection of music posters peeling at the edges. This was the life he had craved—freedom, anonymity, and a wild sense of possibility. 

The couch complained every time he moved, like it wanted him gone. The apartment looked rented for the Wi-Fi more than the walls: TV on a crate, one crooked poster, takeout menus stacked by the door. Outside, the block argued, laughed and cat-called. Inside, it was just him and the hum of the fridge.

He lay on his back and watched the ceiling not do anything. From the bedroom came a shift. Springs. Then another. Then a pattern. He knew that sound too well to pretend otherwise.

Rafael—if that was the name he’d used—had crossed the living room earlier in nothing but a towel and those pale-blue briefs, waistband tired, fabric riding low on his hips. Jay had kept his eyes on his phone like it was urgent, but his body had filed the image under Important anyway. Hipbones. Cotton. The weight beneath it. You didn’t need to stare for your nervous system to take notes.

Now the headboard started a gentle, steady tap against the wall. Springs keeping time. Breathing changing shape through plaster.

Jay didn’t move.

The rhythm didn’t belong to this apartment. It belonged to every place that had ever gone quiet before someone decided it was time to make private noise. His chest tightened in a way that had nothing to do with desire and everything to do with muscle memory.

Back in Iowa, after their father left, he and Danny had shared a room for several years. Nights would fold in on themselves. TV off. Hall light a line under wood. Then the sequence would start: creak, rustle, breath. A body chasing something in the dark while pretending no one could hear.

Sometimes in the morning he’d see underwear in the laundry basket or slung over a chair. Pale cotton. Waistband rolled. A faint, stale scent even after detergent that his brain learned to recognize before he wanted to admit it had. He’d tell himself he was just tidying when he picked them up. Folded. Brought them closer than necessary for a heartbeat too long.

The trick was old. It hadn’t died.

The springs in Rafael’s bedroom sped up a touch. The wall translated the motion. Jay’s jaw throbbed from clenching. He sat up before his thoughts caught up and walked to the bathroom without turning on the light.

Tile under bare feet. Cool air. The outline of the sink. The laundry basket in the corner where he’d seen it earlier.

Plastic. One cracked handle. On top, like a dare, another pair of pale-blue briefs. Same cheap cut, same tired band, a darkened patch where the fabric had recently done its job.

He could have backed out right there. Turned, washed his hands for no reason, gone back to the couch and let the sounds in the bedroom just be ambient humiliation.

He didn’t.

He hooked the waistband with his fingers and lifted. The cloth sagged. He brought them up to his face before he finished deciding if that was a good idea.

Detergent hit first, sharp and fake-clean. Under that, skin. Under that, something else he refused to name, thick and human and familiar enough that his stomach rolled and something lower in him answered without permission.

For a blink, it wasn’t Rafael’s body his brain filled in. It was a mash of rooms and years and bad habits: the old hallway light, Danny’s door half-closed, underwear dropped near the bed like gravity had given up. Same cotton. Same script.

He put the briefs back so fast the basket rocked. His hand stayed curled like it didn’t trust the rest of him.

“What the fuck are you doing,” he breathed, no audience.

He wiped his fingers down the side of his sweatpants, as if that would erase what they’d just learned, then cupped water from the tap and swallowed metal-tasting mouthfuls until his throat stopped trying to jump out of his neck.

The bed in the next room was still moving when he lay back on the couch. Springs. Quiet sounds that had nothing to do with him and way too much to do with him. The rhythm had settled into something close to a tempo. His body slotted into it automatically.

His hand drifted down again. Rested over the front of his sweats. A small shift of his hips turned pressure into friction. He told himself he could stop whenever he wanted. He told himself he was just taking the edge off enough to sleep. He told himself it wasn’t about the guy, or the underwear, or the years he’d spent pretending that listening didn’t count.

On the other side of the wall the tempo climbed. The headboard tapped harder, less polite. The breathing sharpened. His own movements found the same beat, small and tight and mean, more about chasing quiet than pleasure. His mind wasn’t on Rafael’s face. It wasn’t really on anyone’s. It was on the way the sound wrapped around his nerves like a hand.

He squeezed his eyes shut. Let his body finish what it had started.

When he came, it was quick and hard and not remotely generous. No swell, no romance. Just a grip, a rush, a brief collapse and then a mess cooling against his skin.

That was when the guilt arrived. On cue. Like it had been waiting in the hallway.

He lay there, breath ragged, hand still pressed down as if he could hold the last few seconds in place and take them back. The room stank of sweat and something sourer he didn’t want to identify. On the other side of the wall, Rafael exhaled in a satisfied little spill of sound and rolled over. Springs sighed. Silence.

Jay peeled his hand away. The front of his pants felt damp and used. He scrubbed his palm along the underside of the throw blanket, then flipped the blanket so the cleaner side faced up, as if fabric didn’t remember.

His heartbeat pounded in his ears. Not the good kind. The oh-right kind. The you’re still this person kind.

He stared at the ceiling again and watched his brain start to do its favorite thing: stack images until they hurt. Blue cotton in a stranger’s basket. Blue cotton in an old hamper. Two sets of noises through two different walls. One pattern tying them together: him, on the other side, pretending he didn’t have a choice.

The worst part wasn’t the underwear. It wasn’t that he’d timed his body to a man who probably barely remembered his name.

It was how natural it felt. Like slipping back into a language he swore he’d forgotten and finding out his mouth still knew every word.

He rolled onto his side, facing away from the bedroom wall, as if direction mattered. The fridge clicked. Pipes knocked. The city pushed in around the edges.

He didn’t drift off. as the night stretched on, and he tried to sleep, a gnawing uncertainty crept in. He was alone in a city brimming with strangers, and the thrill of his new beginning also felt like a heavy weight on his chest. As dawn approached, he slipped out from under the blanket, careful not to disturb his host. The room was still dark, and he tiptoed to the window, peering out at the world awakening beyond. The birds rose with the sun, and already, the streets were alive with morning commuters—some rushing to catch trains, others fueling up on coffee, their faces a mix of determination and indifference. Determined to forge his path, Jay found himself contemplating his next moves. 

He had very little money saved yet a head full of dreams, but survival in New York wouldn't be as easy as escaping the life he left behind. He wrestled with the decision that had simmered within him since his arrival: to reinvent himself entirely. The thought coiled in his mind, enticing and dangerous. What if he took on a different name? A different life? He could be anyone here—an artist, a bartender, a writer. Slipping into new identities felt like a game. But even as he entertained the fantasy, he felt the shadows of his past inch closer, whispering doubts about trust and betrayal. 

He knew he could charm his way into circles, but he also understood the fine line between deception and survival. In the vicinity of untold stories and hidden struggles, he could weave his own narrative into the fabric of the city. But as he plotted his ascent, a sobering thought interrupted the excitement: would the lies he told others ultimately entrap him within his own web? With the dawn brightening, he took a deep breath, his resolve solidifying. 

It was time to step into this uncertain future—step boldly yet cautiously, for while New York offered countless opportunities, it also harbored endless pitfalls. The city would soon reveal itself, and he had to be ready to play the game. Little did he know, the mask he would wear might not just protect him; it could very well become part of his new reality. 

By the break of dawn, he was already strategizing his survival. The sounds of the city danced just outside his borrowed sanctuary in Harlem. The fleeting nature of his stay weighed on him; he needed to carve out a new identity, and fast. The idea of being lost in the bustling metropolis—a nameless face among a crowd—was thrilling but also perilous. He had to secure a job, and that meant crafting a story he could sell. 

After breakfast, he set off towards the nearest library. The towering shelves lined with books felt like a fortress of knowledge as he stepped inside, a welcome contrast to the chaos outside. The smell of aging paper and wood mingled with intent as he navigated through rows of lonely readers and quiet students, seeking the section with public computers. 

Once seated, he opened a new blank document and took a moment to gather his thoughts. He needed a strong resume, something that would catch an employer's eye in a city overflowing with talent. But reality struck; his past jobs and lackluster education wouldn't cut it in this vibrant jungle. A plan began to form. 

Jay recalled a conversation overheard on the subway about a small college that had recently closed. It boasted a unique marketing program that had once captivated many eager students. With quick fingers, he began typing a fictional narrative. He invented a degree from this institution; with an impressive description of the courses he hadn't taken. Creating positions with catchy titles, he crafted his work history with sugar-coated successes that eclipsed the truth. Each keystroke was laced with an intoxicating mix of adrenaline and dread. He listed achievements he had never accomplished, weaving a tapestry of fabricated accolades. He carefully chose words that rolled off his tongue like honey—"innovated," "collaborated," "led campaigns"—each term dancing just beyond the bounds of reality, yet entirely possible. 

Finishing his resume felt like a small victory. He saved it to a flash drive he had managed to scrounge from an old friend of a friend. He printed several copies and meticulously folded them into his jacket pocket, readying himself for the next step: landing a job interview. 

Later that night, as he hovered over the "Submit" button on a fake job application, something inside him hesitated. 

This wasn't a harmless white lie. This was rewriting his life. 

He stared at the screen, the blinking cursor taunting him. He could still go back. Still struggle, still scrape by, still wake up every morning feeling like the world was sitting on his chest. 

Or...

His finger tapped the mouse. 

The email was sent. 

His stomach twisted, but he exhaled, forcing himself to smile. 

It was easier than he thought. 

Just days later, an email chimed in his inbox—an invitation to interview for a marketing position at a trendy startup. Excitement and anxiety collided as he rehearsed his fictional story in the mirror of his borrowed home. The interview approached like a speeding train, and he had to be ready to jump on board. 

When the day arrived, Jay donned his best attempt at professionalism, a crisp shirt and slacks from a thrift store that barely fit. As he walked into the sleek office, the air buzzed with a dynamic energy, a palpable excitement that felt foreign yet invigorating. Seated across from him was the hiring manager, a sharp-eyed woman with a burning curiosity about his past experiences. The room brimmed with the scent of fresh coffee and ambition. He found his rhythm as he spoke about his "education" at the defunct college, spinning tales of marketing projects that had "succeeded beyond expectations." 

The hiring manager leaned in, captivated, probing deeper into his scripted achievements. Jay nodded confidently, matching her enthusiasm as he recounted a faux marketing campaign he had supposedly led, detailing graphs and metrics he had conjured in the library. But as the conversation flowed, a bead of sweat trickled down his back. Each question posed was an opportunity to peel back layers of his deception, yet he danced artfully around any detail that could unearth the truth. His hands fidgeted slightly, turning the fabric of his jacket—his nerves simmering just below the surface. 

At the end of the interview, the manager smiled, offering him a firm handshake that felt like the cold grip of fate. "I think you might be a great fit for our team," she said, and Jay's heart raced with a mixture of elation and fear. As he walked back into the bustling streets of New York, the weight of his fabrications hung heavily on his shoulders. He had managed to weave a thread of lies in the city that thrived on reinvention, yet the thrill of the charade felt like a double-edged sword. Was he moving toward his dreams, or had he begun to entangle himself in a web of deceit that would eventually consume him? 

As he glanced up at the towering skyscrapers, he made a silent vow to take the plunge and fully embrace the new life he was crafting. But deep inside, a lingering question echoed: how long could he maintain this illusion before the shadows of his past came crashing down? 

Two days later, he started his first job and quickly realized it was steeped in manipulation. Seated in a drab, windowless office, much different than what he saw during his interview. He created fake reviews for products he had never seen, and crafted clickbait headlines designed to incite panic about spending on useless junk. 

It was alarmingly easy. The notion of lying for money? It exhilarated Jay. It felt instinctual. 

Then one afternoon, a revelation struck him. What if he started lying for himself? 

The First Small Grifts 

Initially, his scams were inconsequential—minor acts of deception that felt radical in their defiance. 

He returned items he had never bought, slipped into events without tickets, and masqueraded as a guest at lavish hotels to enjoy their extravagant gyms and lounges. Each time, he reveled in the familiar rush. 

It wasn't solely about evading detection. It was the intoxicating thrill of convincing others to believe his fabrications. That was the real addiction. When people embraced the facade of Jay that didn't truly exist, he felt a surge of power—a feeling he had never experienced before. 

Reinvention, One Lie at a Time 

The internet opened a treasure trove of opportunities for him. Jay began meticulously crafting alternate identities—varied usernames, backstories spun from dreams, and lives that glittered with intrigue. 

On dating apps, he was the embodiment of wealth and success, cloaked in mystery. In online forums, he transformed into a world traveler, a savvy venture capitalist, and a cultured art dealer. To customer service representatives, he was an irate billionaire capable of dismantling their careers with a single scathing review. 

Astonishingly, people accepted his narratives. That realization was both exhilarating and terrifying. He feared someone would eventually see through his ruse, but those fears never came to fruition. The world brimmed with people eager to believe in something, anything. 

And Jay? 

He was more than willing to provide them with just what they craved. 

––––––––
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THE CHELSEA APARTMENT Scheme 

Jay didn't plan for the Chelsea apartment to be his long-term residence. 

Nestled within one of the most expensive neighborhoods in the city, the luxury three-bedroom, two-bath space boasted floor-to-ceiling windows and high-end appliances, the kind of home that tech executives and hedge fund brokers called their own. 

But he had only paid for five days. 

After booking the short-term rental through a site he had stumbled upon, he was taken aback when the rental agent presented him with a 30-day lease instead of the expected week-long contract—a tactic designed to circumvent the city's anti-Airbnb laws prohibiting short-term rentals less than 30 days. 

At that moment, a lightbulb flickered in his mind—a golden opportunity. 

New York's strict tenant laws offered him a shield; once he had a lease, they couldn't just toss him out. 

With his signature on that document, he transitioned from a mere guest to an official tenant. 

And that meant if they wished to evict him, it had to be executed through the proper legal channels. 

Eviction proceedings could stretch for months. 

A sly smile crept across Jay's face as he affixed his name to the lease. 

He had uncovered a loophole in the system, and now he intended to exploit it for everything it could offer.  Jay reveled in the ever-growing distance from everything he used to be. 

Over the next few weeks, Jay would realize this was no longer merely about the money; it had transformed into something deeper and more complex. 

It was about the exhilarating rush of power that coursed through him, igniting a fire in his veins. 

The electrifying sensation of control, knowing he was the one pulling the strings while everyone else floundered in disarray, their frantic movements a stark contrast to his calculated calm. 

The realization that rules existed solely for those who chose to abide by them became clearer with each passing day. It was infuriating to realize how easily people like his brother could manipulate the vulnerable while hiding their own dark secrets. 

And Jay? 

He had finally awakened to the truth. He was done following anyone or anything and the time had come to carve out his own path, unshackled by the shadows of his family's past. He now had swindled his way into a decent-paying job and a luxury 3-bedroom Chelsea apartment which further fuels his desire for power and control.

CHAPTER TWO​​
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The Battle at Chelsea
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Flashback – The Doctor’s Office

Jay perched on the crinkling exam table paper, his legs swinging just above the floor. The room was a symphony of sterile smells—antiseptic, latex gloves, and the faint hint of disinfectant.  

The fluorescent lights buzzed softly overhead, casting a harsh glow on the sterile environment. He was six. Maybe seven. He couldn’t remember exactly, but the scent still clung to his memory like a stain. 

His mother sat beside him, hands folded tight in her lap, her knuckles white with tension.  

The doctor—Dr. Lindstrom, bald with wire-rimmed glasses—leaned forward, flipping through a file as if its contents could tell him more about Jay than Jay himself ever could. The pages rustled softly as he turned them, the sound echoing in the quiet room. 

“He’s struggling in school?” the doctor asked, glancing over his glasses. 

His mother nodded. “He can’t sit still. Can’t focus. He’s always moving, always talking, always distracted.” 

Jay picked at the hem of his shirt, feeling the rough fabric against his fingers. He didn’t feel like he was always moving. He just... had a lot going on in his head. The room felt too small, the air too thick with anticipation. 

Danny was there too, sitting in the chair across the room. Eleven years old, watching. Not reading a magazine. Not distracted. Just... watching. His eyes were sharp, almost predatory. Jay stole a glance at him, but Danny didn’t look away. He just smirked, his lips curling slightly. 

The doctor scribbled something on his notepad, then turned to Jay. “Have you ever felt like your brain is racing like it’s hard to slow down?” 

Jay shrugged. “I guess.” 

“You ever feel like you try to pay attention, but your mind keeps going somewhere else?” 

Jay thought about the times he’d stared out the classroom window, imagining what it would be like to climb the trees outside instead of learning about vowels. The smell of fresh air and the rustling of leaves seemed so much more real than the chalk dust and fluorescent lights. 

“Yeah,” he admitted. 

Dr. Lindstrom tapped his pen against the desk. “Sounds like classic ADHD.” He turned the notepad toward Jay’s mother. “I’d like to start him on a stimulant—methylphenidate to start, maybe dextroamphetamine if he doesn’t respond well.” 

His mother hesitated. “Isn’t that... a lot for a little kid?” 

The doctor shook his head. “It’s very safe when taken as prescribed. It’ll help him focus, help him regulate himself. I’ve seen it work wonders.” 

Danny chuckled under his breath, a sound that sent a shiver down Jay’s spine. 

The doctor turned to him. “Something funny?” 

Danny shook his head. “Nah.” He glanced at Jay, then back at the doctor. “Just thinking... when I started taking mine, I had trouble sleeping at first.” 

The doctor nodded. “That’s normal. It can take time to adjust.” Danny’s smirk widened, but he said nothing else.

Jay looked back at his mother. She was biting the inside of her cheek, nodding hesitantly. The room felt heavy with unspoken words and hidden fears. 

“Okay,” she said. 

Dr. Lindstrom scribbled out a prescription. “We’ll start low, see how he does. Just one a day for now.” 

Jay didn’t really understand what was happening, but when they left the office, Danny slung an arm over his shoulders and leaned in close. The weight of his arm felt oppressive, almost threatening. 

“You’re gonna love this Jay-bird,” he murmured. 

His voice was soft. Almost proud. Jay wasn’t sure why it made his stomach twist. 

The drive home was quiet, the hum of the engine and the occasional rustle of leaves outside the window filling the silence. Jay’s mind raced with thoughts of the medicine and what it might do to him. He stole glances at Danny, who sat with a smug expression, seemingly lost in his own thoughts. The tension in the car was palpable, a thick fog that clung to the air. Jay’s fingers tapped nervously on his knee, the rhythm matching the beat of his anxious heart. 

––––––––
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DANNY’S ROOM

That night the house was quieter than usual. 

Jay lay on his side, staring at the wall, listening to the occasional creak of the house settling. He hated how still it was after dark. In the daytime, there was always noise—TV murmuring from the living room, cars rolling by outside, his mom humming while she washed dishes. But at night, it was just breathing. 

And Danny. 

Jay could always hear him shifting in the bed across the room, hear the sheets rustle when he moved. He had learned to block it out—to pretend the room was his own, even though they had always shared it. 

But tonight... something was different. The shifting wasn’t random. It was rhythmic. Deliberate. Jay squeezed his eyes shut. 

The sound didn’t stop. 

There was something wet about it. Something muted but slick. 

Then, Danny spoke. 

“I was gonna tell you something,” he murmured, voice low. 

Jay froze. Danny wasn’t the type to start conversations at night. 

Jay didn’t answer. 

Danny exhaled a quiet chuckle. “That medicine keepin’ you up?” 

Jay’s fingers curled around the blanket. His skin felt hot like he was trapped under too many layers. 

“Yeah,” he said. 

Danny hummed like he already knew. Like he had been waiting for Jay to say it. 

“Took me forever to sleep when I first got on it,” Danny said. His voice wasn’t strained. It wasn’t embarrassed. It was just... casual. Like they were talking about the weather. 

The wet sound continued. Slower now. Measured. Intentional. 

Jay turned onto his back, staring at the ceiling. 

Danny sighed. “This helps.” 

Jay’s stomach knotted. He wasn’t stupid. He knew what was happening. He had heard about it in whispers at school, in the way older kids laughed about things he didn’t understand. 

He turned toward the wall again.  Danny’s voice didn’t stop. 

“It’s the only thing that works,” he murmured. “When the medicine’s too strong.” 

Jay gritted his teeth. 

The breathing changed. 

Danny exhaled, but it wasn’t normal—it was convulsive, yet deliberate. Like he was auditioning. 

Jay pressed his face deeper into the pillow.  

Then, Danny said the words that would stick with him for years. 

“It’s okay if you watch.” 

Jay’s pulse slammed against his ribs. 

The room suddenly felt too small. The air is too thick. 

He clenched his jaw, curling his fingers into the pillow, trying to force his body to disappear. 

Danny’s breathing was getting faster. More irregular. Like something rushing toward a breaking point. 

The sheets rustled violently. 

Jay squeezed his eyes shut. 

Danny exhaled sharply, a shuddering sigh that made Jay’s skin crawl. 

Then—silence. 

For a moment, he thought it was over. Then the bed creaked. Footsteps. The air in Jay’s lungs froze. Danny was standing next to his bed. 

For a moment, nothing happened. Then, fingers in his hair. A rough, deliberate shake. 

Danny’s breath hovered just inches from Jay’s ear, each word vibrating in the charged space between them. “Told you,” he whispered, the sound sharp and close. Jay’s stomach twisted, the tension tightening in his core, every muscle braced.

His scalp prickled. Something damp clung to his hair. Jay didn’t want to know. Didn’t want to move. 

But he felt it. 

Danny had wiped his hand on him. 

Jay’s throat went dry. 

Then—Danny’s fingers gripped his chin, forcing his face toward him. 

Jay’s eyes stayed shut. He wouldn’t look. He wouldn’t. But Danny wasn’t letting go. 

He held his hand in front of Jay’s face. “Smell me.” 

Jay recoiled. His stomach turned again, now making a full 360-degree rotation. 

Danny’s grip tightened. “I said smell me.” 

Jay stopped breathing. 

His hands clenched into fists beneath the covers. 

Danny laughed—low, quiet like a joke only he understood. 

“You know...” he murmured. “Brothers share things. That’s what makes them different from everybody else.” 

Jay went rigid. Danny let go, but not before ruffling his hair like a goddamn trophy. 

The bathroom door clicked shut. 

The toilet flushed. 

Jay didn’t move. Didn’t breathe. 

Then, Danny’s voice—casual, distant—from behind the bathroom door: “Mom wouldn’t get it, though. Moms never do.” A pause. The sound of the faucet running. Then, lower: 

“Good thing brothers keep each other’s secrets.” 

Jay stared at the wall until the sun started creeping through the blinds. 

––––––––
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PRESENT DAY: CHELSEA

Jay jolted awake, his heart thudding in his chest like a relentless drum, the fleeting echo of Danny's voice reverberating ominously in his mind. The memory clawed at him, vivid and insistent, as he fought to shake it off. 

He exhaled a shaky breath, his hands trembling slightly as he tried to push the recollection back into the dark recesses of his mind, where he believed it was meant to stay. 

Yet, the past had a cruel tendency to surface, like a specter that refused to be exorcised, creeping back into the corners of his consciousness when he least expected it and when he assumed it was finally buried. 

Sitting up in his new bed, he rubbed his face with his palms, the roughness of his stubble scraping against his skin—a tangible reminder of restless nights. His fingers moved instinctively toward his phone, a familiar reflex in moments of distress; it was a fleeting escape from reality. Just as he reached for it, something caught his eye—a glaring notification that spiked his anxiety. 

Subject: URGENT – Office Closure & Furlough Notification 

“Jay,  

Due to the ongoing pandemic, we are indefinitely closing our office. Effective immediately, all employees are furloughed until further notice. We understand this is difficult news, but...” 

He felt a sickening pit form in his stomach, the words crystallizing into a stark reality he didn’t want to face. He didn’t need to read another syllable to know what it meant. 

That was it. The last thread tethering him to any sense of normalcy had shattered like glass breaking against the hard floor of his turbulent life. 

While he never truly adored his job, it was a crucial lifeline—offering not just a steady paycheck, but a semblance of stability in a world turned completely upside down. 

And now? Everything he relied upon was stripped away, leaving him feeling adrift in a void of uncertainty. 

With a frustrated sigh, he flung the phone onto the bed, his gaze fixated on the ceiling above, watching the swirling patterns of the paint as if they might hold the answers he sought. The weight of the world pressed down on him like a heavy fog, thick and suffocating. 

This apartment that had quickly become a place of comfort—suddenly felt like his only bastion of stability. He knew that if he lost it, he risked losing himself entirely.  He had done plenty of research on New York tenant rights and the 30-day lease was not going to be enough.  He wouldn’t get tenant rights until after living there for at least 30 days.  He didn’t have enough money to pay for the additional 25 days.  When the week he had paid for was over, he knew the landlord, or leasing agent, whoever the guy was that had showed him the apartment options and then gave him the lease, was going to come knocking. He knew what he had to do—take shelter and somehow hold down the fort for an entire month.

So now he didn’t have to lie to his new employer, that was one good thing that came from the office closure.  If they called the police, he would show them the lease and as long as he could maintain residence for a month, he would move to phase two of his plan which would secure his rightful place for a very long time.  

The plan had to work. It had to, or else he would be utterly lost in the chaos. 

––––––––
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DAY 3 OF 30  

Jay hadn’t stepped outside in seventy-two agonizing hours. The three-bedroom, two-bath luxury unit felt smaller than it should have.

He sat on the couch, knees drawn to his chest, staring at the double-locked front door. The secondary deadbolt he’d ordered from Amazon sat installed above the original—two locks now, like doubled prayers against the inevitable. Already, the walls were starting to close in, pressing against his ribs, squeezing.

He checked the deadbolt. Then the chain. Then the wedge under the door.

Still locked.

Still safe.

He forced himself to take a deep breath. He was fine. Everything was under control.

Thirty days. That’s what he needed. If he stayed in this apartment for thirty days, he would have tenant rights. If they got inside before then? He was screwed.

That’s why he couldn’t leave.

Couldn’t risk it.

Couldn’t let them in.

The knock at the door sent his heart into his throat.

Not the super. Not Eric. Just UPS—he watched through the peephole as the driver set a package down and walked away without waiting for a signature. Jay waited five full minutes, listening, before cracking the door open and dragging the box inside.

It was light. Shoebox-sized. Addressed to Ben Daniels, 6C.

Wrong apartment—or maybe the right one.

Jay should have left it in the hallway. Should have written “RETURN TO SENDER” and shoved it back outside.

Instead, he opened it.

Inside, the kind of artifacts people keep when they can’t keep the person: a baby’s hospital bracelet, yellowed and fragile. A birth certificate with the state seal embossed in gold. A Social Security card, laminated even though it explicitly said DO NOT LAMINATE in red block letters. Photographs—Polaroids, mostly, of a woman holding a newborn, a boy on a tricycle, the same boy older with a gap-toothed smile.

At the bottom, a note on floral stationery:

Ben,

I’m downsizing to a smaller place and can’t keep everything. Thought you might want these. Your father’s things are in storage if you ever want them.

Love, Mom

Jay stared at the birth certificate. Benjamin Colt Daniels. Born March 14, 1989. Hennepin County, Minnesota.

He set the box on the counter and told himself he’d deal with it later. Mail it back. Track down the real Ben Daniels—upstairs, maybe, or long gone.

But the certificate sat there, laminated and official, gleaming under the kitchen light.

And something in Jay’s brain clicked into place.

A name. 

A birthday. 

A Social Security number.

A person who existed on paper but wasn’t standing in this apartment right now.
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