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Chapter 1

Surprise!







A whistling from the pillow next to him stirred Oliver Adams from his slumber. He was glad to be woken from the strange dream he had been having. In his dream, arriving to his English class, it had been announced that Ms. Peacock wanted everyone’s homework handed in but Oliver hadn’t completed any such homework. What was worse, Oliver had been pulled up in front of everyone to read his report on Romeo and Juliet out loud. As he tried to describe the themes and nuances of a play he had never read, Ms. Peacock morphed into Mr. Campbell, the art teacher, who for some reason was demanding Oliver write out pi to at least one hundred decimal places whilst also painting his portrait. 

Another whistle from his right caused the dream to fade from his memory. Wiping the sleep out of his eyes, Oliver blinked a couple of times adjusting to the brightness in the room. The wall clock on the other side of the room showed it was already 9:30am. The bright red color on the white pillow next to him immediately caught his attention. 

“Hello, you. You’re out your cage early?”

Sitting on the pillow was Ryu, Oliver’s scarlet macaw who was rarely out of his cage before breakfast. Ryu was meant to belong to all the family, especially Oliver’s mom who had been the one to want a parrot in the first place, but after being with the family for only three weeks, Ryu had bonded to Oliver. It was a surprise to them all but according to a simple Google searching, it was very common for scarlet macaws to bond with just a single family member. Since then the large cage had been positioned in the corner of Oliver’s room, taking up a third of his space but he didn’t mind; Ryu kept him company when he was alone. 

“Good morning,” squawked Ryu. 

“Morning to you too.”

Oliver reached over and stretched his index finger which he rubbed along Ryu’s head and down to the top of his beak. Ryu responded by playfully nibbling the tip of the finger before rubbing his head against the hand. Ryu had been with the family for around six months when Oliver had slowly started to teach him words and now, at the age of four, the macaw often had conversations with Oliver. He wasn’t sure if Ryu fully understood what he was saying but he could manage to hold a simple conversation.

“Surprise!” Ryu chirped.

The word ‘surprise’ confused Oliver, causing him to scrunch up his face. The macaw simply nibbled playfully again. There was a large amount of vocabulary that Oliver had taught Ryu but all of it had been words that he expected to come up in common day talk. One word he never thought would be useful was the word ‘surprise’ and had never taught the macaw it. Before he could even question the usage, a creaking floor board behind him gained his attention. Oliver rubbed his eyes again as he rotated in bed. 

“Surprise!” yelled two people in Oliver’s face causing him to jump backwards. 

Ryu squawked loudly as he took flight, narrowly avoiding being squished by the retreating teen. Sailing across the room, he landed smoothly on the upper perch in his cage, fluffing up his feathers and looking angrily over towards the couple who had shouted. 

“Sorry, Ryu,” Oliver’s mom said before turning back to Oliver. “Happy birthday, Ollie. I can’t believe my little boy is so grown up.”

“He’s not little any more, Maxine. He’s sixteen now which would explain why he is still in bed at nine thirty on a Saturday morning. Anyways happy birthday, bud,” his father said. 

A number of carefully wrapped gifts appeared from behind his parents’ backs. The black and red wrapping had obviously been completed by his mom. Oliver happily accepted the presents, focusing on the medium sized one first. The present bent and folded as he held it, immediately revealing it was some type of clothing. Tearing the gift wrap open, he was greeted by a black T-shirt with a gray V-neck collar and gray sleeves. Just over where the heart was located sat a pocket with a pattern of a cluster of skulls in gray. Removing his PJ top, his eyes fell onto his chest which lacked any real muscles compared to his fore arms which had developed significantly from the large amount of guitar playing. He quickly slipped the T-shirt over his pale body, it coming to rest on his broad shoulders. 

Oliver proceeded to open the small collection of presents. Soon the bed was covered in two more T-shirts, a new strap for his bass guitar, a Hawaiian shirt that had come from his grandmother, some new guitar strings, and a gift certificate for a new amp at String & Things. This left just two gifts, one large and the other small. He turned his attention to the smaller of the two gifts. The carefully wrapped gift was no larger than an Oreo. Listening carefully, he shook the present but couldn’t identify the item inside. It was light and moved around freely, and had a light clanking sound. Ripping the gift wrap off, he was greeted by a small black box.

Inside the box was a necklace, the links were small and a deep silver color. It was something Oliver had spotted a few months back while in a jewelry store with his mom. He had only let out a small comment about how cool it would be to have a chain similar to the one his father had but he hadn’t even thought his mom had heard let alone knew which chain he had been looking at. A smile appeared on his face as he slipped it over his head in one quick smooth move, the chain coming to sit just above his breast bone, thoughts of his own chain flashed through his head making the smile stronger 

“If it’s too long, we can get a couple of links removed—”

“No, I like the length. I’m not a girl, Mom, guys have loose chains not chokers.”

His father chuckled as his mom raised her hands up, surrendering to Oliver’s knowledge. Oliver turned his attention to the final present. The larger present was soon broken into but the smile Oliver wore slipped slightly. He had asked for Converse shoes for his birthday to replace his current pair but had instead received an ugly brown pair of dress shoes. 

“Erm…thanks,” he said whilst biting his lip. 

“I know they aren’t the ones you wanted but you needed some new church shoes,” his father confirmed. 

“Also, Gran did send you money to go with the Hawaiian shirt. Maybe you can buy the ones you want; that way you can throw out those ones with the holes in them,” his mom added.

“It’s only one hole, in one shoe,” Oliver corrected her. “But thank you for the presents.”

“There is one more still,” his father said, holding out a thin looking envelope. 

Oliver took it, sliding a finger into the small gap at the end and pulled across, ripping it open in one smooth motion. His eyes went wide as he removed two slips of paper from the envelope. The chain, the Converse, the T-shirt; in fact, Oliver’s normal look was all based on the punk scene which Oliver had discovered thanks to his love of music, specifically to what the paper was related to. His parents had gotten him two tickets to see his favorite band, Green Day. 

He was sure he could count on one hand the number of students at his school who enjoyed Green Day. Their heyday had long gone but the band meant a lot to Oliver. It had been his grandfather who had first introduced him to the band when he was only five. Oliver’s grandfather had always loved punk music and when his own son had rejected the genre, he had to wait till Oliver came along to pass on the love. When his grandfather had passed only a couple of years after his introduction, it had been the way Oliver had stayed connected with him. 

Diving out the bed, he pulled his mom into a tight hug, whilst thanking them both over and over. 

“Oh, God, I thought this had sold out. You guys are the best!” Oliver said before sitting down on the edge of his bed, his gaze on the tickets with a huge smile on his face. 

“Yes, we are,” his father laughed. “So, what you got planned for today?”

“Me and Ethan are just going to hang out at the mall. Catch a movie or something. No actual real plans.”

“I remember when you were little. We would rent out a venue and a bounce house. Invite all your class and stay up late at night before making sure all the cupcakes where made and gift bags sorted. Whatever happened to that?” his mom asked. 

“I grew up, and…speaking of growing up. Did you speak to Dad about it?”

His mom let out a long drawn out sigh as Oliver pulled out his best innocent look. He had been trying to convince his mom for the last three months in order to allow him to get his ears pierced. Nothing major like a plug that would stretch his ears, but just a couple of hoops at the top of his ear. After months of pleading, two weeks ago she had agreed only if his father also said it was okay. Oliver had no idea how to approach the subject with his father so had instead convinced his mom to do it for him. Ryu flew across the room, landing on Oliver’s lap as his father’s face twisted up. His mom simply smiled and shrugged her shoulders. 

“Yes, your mother spoke to me about it. You really want your ears pierced? I mean in my day that was a thing only girls did.”

“A lot of guys do it nowadays. There are a number of guys in my school alone that have it done. It’s very popular and it’s not like I’m asking to get my eyebrow pierced like Ethan.”

“I…erm…” His father let out a sigh himself. “Fine, but you are paying for it yourself and you better not complain that it hurts afterwards.” 

Oliver’s eyes lit up as he jumped to his feet, sending Ryu flying back to his perch with an angry squawk for the second time. He pulled his mom into a tight snuggle before sharing an awkward hug with his father. It wasn’t that he and his dad didn’t hug but that it was normally saved for special occasions such as when Oliver had got his first job as a paper boy or when his grandfather had passed away. The hug didn’t last long, with his father patting him softly on the back before separating. 

“Me and your mother will be going grocery shopping soon so make sure you put the tickets somewhere safe before you head out. We wouldn’t want Ryu to destroy them like he did to that homework assignment that one time.”

Oliver rolled his eyes hard. Ryu had in fact attacked and shredded his English homework. He had presented the torn evidence to Ms. Peacock who had in turn given Oliver an F for failure to submit his homework. He had tried to argue with her, but she and his parents wouldn’t accept the “my parrot ate my homework” excuse and he ended up being grounded for a week. 

“Sure…” Oliver said sarcastically as he walked the short distance to the bed and scooped up the two pieces of paper. “Who is the second ticket for?”

His father gave him his famous are you serious look but when Oliver replied with a shrug his father sighed for the second time. “It’s for Ethan.”

Ethan Cox was Oliver’s best friend and had been for as long as either could remember, despite that neither could actually remember how they had met. Oliver’s mom believed it had been at the park, where they had both been playing in the sand pit; whereas Ethan’s mom promised it had been at a local youth play-date group. To the two teens it didn’t matter, they had been inseparable since. They had the same interest in clothing, books, TV shows, and films. Their music tastes also matched although where Oliver’s favorite band was Green Day, Ethan’s was Fall Out Boy. It was one of the reasons that Oliver was so excited about the tickets, not only was the main band Green Day but Fall Out Boy were the special guests who were supporting them.

His father once again patted him on the back before he turned and left the room. Oliver’s mom gave him one last hug, wishing him a happy birthday again before following her husband out the room. Moving over to his desk, Oliver pinned the two tickets to his fairly empty noticeboard. The only other items attached were his school timetable, a church pamphlet about Easter that his mother had given him three years ago which he had never read, a photograph of Oliver when he was twelve years old with a twenty-week-old Ryu in his hands, and finally a flyer for The Questioning Macaws’ first gig.

The Questioning Macaws was Oliver’s band that he had started with Ethan and their friend Harry Young around three years ago. Oliver played the bass guitar and was lead singer, Harry rhythm guitar and backup vocals then Ethan was on the drums. They had originally wanted to use their initials and call themselves The HOEs but all their parents had stopped that. One afternoon they had been in Oliver’s bedroom debating names when Ryu had refused to stop asking the question “why?” which had sparked the name of the band. At the start it had been slow going, them finding their feet and mainly doing covers but as time went on they started writing their own songs and now found themselves actually being paid to do gigs. The pay wasn’t much but it was still money. It was thanks to The Questioning Macaws that the three were moderately popular in school.

Scooping his black jeans up from the floor, Oliver gave them a quick sniff, deciding that he could get another day’s wear out of them before needing to throw them in the wash. Grabbing some boxers and socks out of his draws, Oliver quickly pulled on his clothes to match his new T-shirt before heading to the bathroom. After relieving his bladder, he made sure to wash his ears fully; excited for the piercings his father had allowed him to get. It had been his love of Green Day that had spawned his desire to have his ears pierced. He had listened to the songs for years but the first time he had seen the music video for Basketcase, The silver glint in Billie Joe Armstrong’s ear left had left an impression in his mind that Oliver could never shift. 

A shiver went down his back at the thought, he had never expected his father to agree. He turned his attention to his hair. Last week, his father had taken Oliver to the barber that he had visited since he himself was Oliver’s age. The barber had suggested a haircut similar to his fathers, shaved short all-over which Oliver had quickly forbidden. Instead his chestnut hair was shaved short on both sides and the top left long which was currently a mess. Grabbing some pomade, he rubbed it between his fingers before sliding them through his hair, brushing it backwards and into place.

After finishing styling his hair, he returned back to his room to see Ryu eating a breakfast of banana, fig, strawberry, and orange. Grabbing his wallet and phone, Oliver walked over to the open cage.

“Good bye, Ryu. You have a good day and I will see you later.” 

“Good bye,” Ryu squawked before returning back to his breakfast of fruit.

Slipping on his Converse with a hole in the left sole, Oliver glanced out the window and smiled at the pleasant looking day. He was glad the sun was out with no sign of rain. He would have dry feet until he could buy some new shoes at the mall. It’s not as if his parents hadn’t offered to buy him some new shoes, but more that his current Converse were so comfortable. If it hadn’t been for the hole then he couldn’t imagine changing them at all. After checking that he had everything he needed, Oliver headed downstairs whilst composing a message to Ethan to say he would be heading over shortly. Walking into the kitchen, he grabbed a banana of his own before his mom appeared behind him with a handful of money.

“Okay, your gran gave you seventy dollars and I snuck some extra in from me and your father. Please don’t waste it all.”

“I won’t, Mom. Love you,” he said before collecting the money and sliding it into his wallet. 

“Love you too. Have a good birthday.”

Heading out the house, Oliver was hit in the face by the hot bright Mississippi sun. It was late-September but the weather refused to release the summer sun. He was hardly out of his own street when a bead of sweat ran down the back of his neck. Blowing air over his face, he slightly regretted the decision to wear mainly black and gray on such a warm day. He could feel the sweat collecting on his brow, glad that his hair was stopping the top of his head from the attack of the sun. Oliver ran a hand through his hair, the sweat mixing with the pomade making his hand sticky. Once he was happy his hair was still styled carefully, he wiped his hand against a street lamp.

He picked up the pace, wanting to reach Ethan’s as fast as possible without being drenched in sweat by the time he reached his best friend’s house. Pulling out his phone, Oliver still hadn’t received a response from Ethan but that wasn’t unusual. When Ethan got focused on something, he often zoned out of most other things. Last year in English, Mr. Daily had decided to do a cram session during the final class before exams. Ethan had been doodling during the register but got so invested he had come away from the class without a single note. Luckily Oliver had captured everything and was happy to share his notes with his best friend. 

It took fifteen minutes before Oliver rounded the corner onto Ethan’s street. As he approached the house, Ethan could be seen from his bedroom window which faced the street. He was currently sitting on the bed with his head in his hands. Oliver chuckled to himself, he had seen that pose numerous times when Ethan had lost a match on Warriors of the Axe; an online first-person medieval shooter that Ethan was slightly addicted to. It also made sense why Oliver hadn’t received a response to his text if his best friend had been gaming. Knocking on the door, it was quickly opened by Mrs. Cox.

“Oliver, good morning and happy birthday,” she said with a smile on her face.

“Thanks, Mrs. Cox. Is he in?” 

“Of course, he hasn’t been out of his bedroom all day. Not even for pancakes,” she said, eyes focused on the stairs as she shook her head in disappointment. 

“What? But your pancakes are the best, he’s a fool for missing them.” 

“See that’s why I like you, Oliver, always know the right things to say. Anyways just head up, you know where to find him.”

Slipping into the house and past Mrs. Cox, Oliver headed up the stairs towards his best friends’ room, making sure to avoid the steps that creaked. Once reaching the landing, he started tiptoeing towards the door as carefully as he could. The duo had a long running standard of trying to jump scare the other due to how difficult it actually was to pull off. Ethan’s hearing was exceptional when he wasn’t hyper focused which made it difficult for Oliver to catch him out and in return Ryu normally alerted Oliver before Ethan got anywhere near him. 

The last time a successful jump scare had happened was two weeks ago when Oliver had been coming out the restroom in school and Ethan had jumped out of a locker to get him. He hadn’t been expecting it, especially since the locker didn’t belong to Ethan or Harry; Oliver had almost punched his best friend in fright. What’s would have been worse than hitting Ethan was the shock had caused Oliver to almost tumble backwards into Laurence Kramer, one of the well-known Riverbank High School bullies. Due to the growing popularity of The Questioning Macaws, Oliver had never had any problems with Laurence but he hadn’t wished to challenge that by bumping into him.

Closing in on the room, there was a sniffling sound emanating from the door but no sign of movement causing a smile to spread across Oliver’s face, Ethan has no idea what’s coming. Carefully, he reached out and placed his hand on the door handle. Taking a deep breath, he shoved the door open and burst into the room with the same energy of Ryu when startled. 

“Surprise!” Oliver yelled at the top of his voice.

The look which was returned was not what he had been expecting. There was look of shock on Ethan’s face but also his eyes were wet with tears, his cheeks strained red. Confusion spread over Oliver, he had seen his best friend get angry at losing matched on Warriors of the Axe but had never seen him cry. He quickly glanced to see the TV and PlayStation were currently turned off. Whatever the problem, it had nothing to do with a game. Closing the door, he moved cautiously forward to his friend as Ethan’s head started shaking from side to side, retreating backwards until his back landed on the window pane.

“Ollie, what…what…are you doing here?”

“It’s my birthday. I’m here so we can go to the mall, remember? Ethan, what’s going on? What’s got you so upset?” The tears started up again causing Oliver to move quickly over the room and dropped down on the bed next to his best friend. “Dude, you’re my best friend. Whatever it is, you can tell me.”

Ethan took a deep breath, his lip was quivering as he tried to wipe away the tears that seemed to refuse to stop. “There is no point in lying now.” His voice was raw and quaking. “My…my boyfriend broke up with me.”

“I’m so sor…” Oliver paused mid word as what he had just heard finally hit home. “Wait, what? Your boy…your boyfriend?”

“Yep. I’m…gay.” Ethan pulled an anxious smile. “Surprise!” He could barely hold back the tears.




Chapter 2

Discoveries Unearthed







Oliver sat on the bed, slightly confused at what he had just heard come out of his best friends’ mouth. There was a pang of pain in his chest at what he had just heard but it wasn’t about Ethan’s sexuality but instead that his best friend had a boyfriend and hadn’t told him. They were meant to be close, they shared everything with each other or so Oliver believed but now that he thought about it, neither had ever really discussed anyone they were interested in, boy or girl. The thought of Ethan being gay had never entered his head. Oliver had never once thought his best friend was interested in anyone, let alone men.

“Surprise!” Ethan said. His sadness hidden behind the wild jazz hands he was currently doing.

He didn’t mean to during such a sensitive serious moment, but the action caused Oliver to burst out into laughter. The jazz hands soon stopped as the laughter infected Ethan, the tears forgotten about for the time being. The happy-go-lucky friend that Oliver was used to had returned even if Ethan’s navy eyes were a deep red.

“Okay, that wasn’t the birthday surprise I was expecting but congratulations on coming out,” Oliver said while still chuckling.

“I know and I’m sorry. I didn’t want you to find out like this, in fact I didn’t want you to find out at all,” Ethan said reluctantly, the laughter slipping from his voice. His gaze fell to the floor causing worry to course through Oliver.

“What? Why?”

Ethan’s lip quivered slightly as he pulled his legs up into his chest. “Well, it’s not really cool too be gay, is it? I mean can you think of one popular gay guy at our school? Can you imagine us getting another gig if they knew one of us was gay?”

To Oliver’s knowledge there were only two people who were out as gay at school. Lily Harper was a lesbian who was either being called slurs by the girls or occasionally having the guys hit on her thinking they could change her. Aiden Smith had come out as gay last year and although they had received some bullying, it was mainly from Laurence Kramer and his entourage. Most people tended not to notice or just ignore Aiden when he was around. Even Oliver had been guilty of this after Aiden he had previously insulted his taste in music, believing punk to not be real music while trying to get Oliver to listen to Lady Gaga. In relation to The Questioning Macaws never getting a gig again, Oliver didn’t agree. There were plenty of gay singers who were famous, even Billy Joe Armstrong, the main singer from Green Day identified as bi. 

“To be honest, I can’t think of a cool gay guy at our school but I’m not like any of those people. Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because I thought you might hate me.”

Oliver reached over and punched Ethan in the arm for thinking something so stupid. “You’re my best friend, I thought you would have given me the benefit of the doubt. I could never hate you, I can’t even remember the last time we even had a major fight. You being gay doesn’t change how I feel about you. I’m not going anywhere.”

“You mean that?” Ethan’s gaze rose from the floor, a glint of hope in his eye.

Nodded and extending his fist out, Oliver was greeted by a fist bump. A sign of respect between them which caused a smile to appear on Ethan’s face, the storm of sadness in his eyes fading. To show that he was completely comfortable around his best friend, Oliver shuffled backwards on the bed so his back was resting against the headboard and swung his legs up, resting them over Ethan’s lap like numerous times previously. In fact Oliver started asking questions about Ethan’s sexuality, wanting to know as much as possible.

Oliver was soon laughing again as Ethan explained how he had discovered he was gay thanks to Warriors of the Axe. A week or two of playing nothing but the game, the matches full of very buff guys wearing not much clothing had made something come alive in him. At first, he wasn’t sure if it was the fast-paced action that had got his heart racing but after spending two hours in the character design system building his perfect warrior, a male with the same blond hair and navy eyes as him but at least two feet taller sporting a long beard while ignoring the option to make a female, the pieces fell into place.

“At first, I was really confused, so I started to do some googling and it turned out I wasn’t the only gay guy who liked the game. There is actually a huge section of the player base who are either gay or bi. I reached out to a couple of guys on the internet and we played some games together and I was able to talk through what I was feeling and what they had been through and stuff just resonated. After that I kind of knew the truth. In fact, that’s how I met Lucifer.” 

“Lucifer?” asked Oliver.

“My boyfriend, well my ex should I say.”

“I know the church believe gay people go to hell but you were dating the devil?” Oliver said with a smirk.

It was Ethan’s turn to punch Oliver in the arm. “No, you jackass. His name is Lucifer Coen. He’s seventeen and lives in Red Bay. He was one of the guys I chatted with online before we both started talking on the game. We were actually both surprised that we live so close and decided to meet up. I guess there was just something there because we ended up making out by the end of the day.” Ethan paused to make sure his friend hadn’t freaked at the mention of making out with a guy and when Oliver smiled he carried one. “We kept meeting up and have…had been dating for about nine months before he messaged me today saying that he was calling it off completely out of the blue.”

“Did he say why?”

“He said that we were too different. That he was more common and I was just too rich and highbrow for him. I mean, hello, I have my eyebrow pierced and I’m in a punk rock band. How is that highbrow?”

“Well, my family is well off and you have more money than me, so yeah you’re definitely rich and highbrow.” Oliver laughed as he dodged out of the way of a second punch. “Wait a second, a couple of months ago when we were talking to Lloyd Fellows and he was mentioning his girlfriend Samantha, you mentioned a Lucy. All this time I thought it was a girl, are you telling me that it was Lucifer?”

Ethan nodded slowly. “Yeah, but I guess that’s gone now. I’ve only ever really liked two guys in my life. One was a no go and the second just dumped my ass. I guess I stand no chance for happiness.”

“A no go?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Ethan confirmed, his gaze falling to the floor which caused a pang of sadness in Oliver’s chest. All he wanted to do was cheer his friend up. 

“I’m sure you will find someone again, you could even ask out Aiden Smith.”

 Oliver tried to keep a straight face but when Ethan looked at him with a mix of panic and annoyance he burst out into a fit of laughter, which was quickly followed by Ethan, especially when he did an imitation of Aiden at one of their gigs, complaining about their music hurting his ears and that they should listen to Beyoncé instead. 

“I’m sure it will only be a matter of time before you find a new boyfriend. I mean, you do have the perfect surname for a gay guy, Cox.”

“I hate you so much,” Ethan said with a smile.

There was a knock on the door which caused panic to flow over Ethan’s face. Explaining as quietly as he could, his mom knew he was gay but his father didn’t and neither were aware he had been dating someone for the last nine months. He wasn’t ready for them to find out about Lucifer. Oliver promised to not say a word just before a knocking came again. Calling for the person to come in, Ethan quickly re-rubbed his eyes just as his mom entered with a smile.

“Sorry to interrupt, boys, I’m just checking that you aren’t practicing here today as your father has a number of business calls this afternoon.”

The Questioning Macaws normally practiced in two different places. One was in Ethan’s large garage where his full-scale drum kit was positioned. The other was in Oliver’s study which his parents had sound proofed, a permanent home for Ethan’s second drum kit which was much smaller but enough for practice. Oliver had been surprised when Ethan had arrived with a second kit, although he owned two different bass guitars; the cost of them both together was cheaper than just one of Ethan’s drum kit.

“No, Mom. We are going to the mall soon, planning on seeing a film,” Ethan confirmed.

“Oh, okay. Are you okay, darling? Your eyes are very red.”

Oliver could hear Ethan’s heavy swallow from where he sat on the bed.

“I think it’s just my allergies. You know what I’m like when the pollen count gets too high. If you can just leave an allergy pill on the counter and I’ll take it before we head out.”

“No problem. Ethan, when you go to the cinema, pay for Oliver as a treat. Happy birthday again, Oliver.”

Ethan simply nodded until his mom left the room and closed the door behind her. Once the door clicked, his eyes went wide as he apologized for letting the mess of his relationship impact him from wishing his best friend happy birthday and for not even sending a text that morning like he normally would have. Oliver simply smiled, confirming that it was completely fine. He himself had never had a girlfriend or boyfriend and he couldn’t remember a time that he had been so upset that he forgot to check his phone for messages, but that didn’t stop Oliver from understanding the pain his friend was going through. 

“I am serious sorry, Ollie. I never wanted my messed-up life to spoil your birthday.”

“It’s fine, but can we head to the mall soon? I have money burning a hole in my wallet and a plan to finally buy my Converse.”

Ethan laughed before nodding. The duo headed down the stairs towards Ethan’s SUV with a quick stop in the kitchen in order for Ethan to take the pill for his fake allergies. On the driveway, sat a black Ford Raptor which Ethan had received for his sixteenth birthday. Although he had owned the car for seven months it had only been in the last month that he had received his full license, now giving the two boys a lot more freedom as well as making it easier to get their gear to the gigs. Oliver hoisted himself up into the passenger seat and pulled on the belt as Ethan messed with the music, finally settling on Fall Out Boy’s Sugar, We’re Going Down. 

“You would choose this song. Makes sense, I guess,” Laughed Oliver.

“What you mean?” asked Ethan as he reversed out the driveway.

“The song is about a gay guy.”

“What! No, it is not. Where the hell do you get an idea like that?”

“Just listen to the lyrics. I mean the pre-chorus goes on about how they are batting for the other team—”

“I’m sure you mis-quote the lyrics of Fallout Boy on purpose just to annoy me. You know it’s sleeping not batting and wrong not other.”

Oliver chuckled. It was true, he often used the wrong words to annoy Ethan. His favorite which always made his best friend grind his teeth was This Ain’t a Sea, It’s an Ass Face instead of This Ain’t a Scene, It’s an Arms Race. Although Ethan always returned the pleasure, doing the exact same when it came to Green Day.

“As I was saying before I was rudely interrupted with accusations that are just untrue. The phrase is a synonym for being gay. Then it specifically says that he’s hiding in a closet and how he’s jealous watching the girl making out with the guy he likes.”

A look spread across Ethan’s face that Oliver had seen a number of times, often when he was trying to remember the notes to a new song they were learning. It was the face of a man trying to absorb and comprehend what he had just heard. Oliver smiled to himself as he turned to look out the window, the car turning to join the highway. His mind soon drifted back to sexualities in general. He may have just turned sixteen but Oliver had never really thought about anyone’s sexuality before, not even his own. He had watched porn but he never really focused on anyone in the footage. It was stimulation but he never felt anything for either the guy or the girl and often didn’t connect with what he was watching like how others at school had described the effect of porn on themselves. If he was honest with himself, he only watched it because others his age did. He couldn’t even think of a single person in school he had a crush on.

“You okay?” Ethan asked.

“Yeah, why?”

“Because you kind of let out a big sigh and you haven’t sung any of the lyrics to a single song despite me changing it to Green Day for your birthday.”

Oliver mentally questioned how long he had been checked out since when he looked around, they were already pulling into the parking lot of the mall. Focusing on the music, the song currently playing was Boulevard of Broken Dreams, one of his favorite songs and hadn’t even heard a single lyric even though it was on to the third verse. “Oh sorry. Just thinking about our lyrics is all,” Oliver lied. Ethan had been so brave in coming out to him and the last thing Oliver wanted to do was make his best friend believe he was second guessing his acceptance of his sexuality. “You know what I’m like, get stuck in my own head at times.”

“Which…” Ethan paused as he swung the SUV into a parking space and shut off the engine, “song?”

“Love’s Catch. I know the intention was to trick the listener by the point of view of actually being someone outside the relationship looking in but I just don’t think it syncs up. It just sounds too similar to a normal love ballad and that’s not what the macaws are about. We’re more about confusion, chaos, and hope.”

“I guess. We can always rewrite. I mean I have ideas for a new piece myself.”

Ethan working on a new song was news to Oliver. Normally the band would work together to develop the song, each bringing their own unique take on the lyrics, rhythm and beat. Oliver had written a couple of the band’s own songs but he had always brought it to Ethan and Harry for them to further develop. The group was a democracy when they wrote songs, it wasn’t his way or the highway. Before he could ask about the piece Ethan had been working on, Oliver’s phone chimed. Pulling it out his pocket, he quickly glanced at the message.

“Cool, Harry is going to meet up with us in an hour or so.” Oliver turned and noticed the haunted look on Ethan’s face, it was much worse than when his mom had knocked on the door around thirty minutes ago. “What’s wrong?”

“I’m not ready,” Ethan said, biting at his lip. 

“Ready?” 

“To come out. I mean I came out to you because you’re my best friend…and found me crying. I am glad that I came out to you, but I’m not ready for anyone else to know and that includes Harry.” Ethan’s speech was quick, his hands gripping on the steering wheel tight enough to show the whites of his knuckles. 

“Okay, that’s fine. You don’t need to come out until you are ready and I won’t tell a soul. I promise, but why not Harry. We’ve known him for years and he’s a cool guy.”

“In all honesty, I’m scared. If Harry freaks out and ran then I would hate myself for being the reason the band split. I love playing with you both and I couldn’t take it if it was my sexuality that caused Harry to quit.”

“I’m sure that won’t happen. The Questioning Macaws are much stronger than that but I promise I will not say a single thing to anyone, ‘specially Harry. Although I guess you’re no longer a questioning macaw, just a gay one.”

Oliver tried to dodge out of the range of Ethan’s punch but the door stopped him. The punch much stronger than the one in the bedroom making him yelp slightly. After making sure his best friend was going to be okay, Oliver climbed out the car and rubbed his arm better. The heat from the sun seemed to have only increased since he left his home. The two friends headed straight into the mall, wanting shade from the sun although they didn’t make it very deep into the building before stopping at For God’s Shake, a store that lets you make custom milkshakes. Oliver got a cookies and cream Oreo shake but he had to hold his tongue when Ethan ordered a pistachio milkshake. Every cell in his body was telling him to make a gay guy wanting nuts joke but he stopped himself, his arm was still hurting from the SUV. 

“So, where to first?” asked Ethan as the duo exited the store, removing the lid from his milkshake for easier access.

“I was thinking we go shoe shopping first. I was going to suggest going to Strings & Things but Harry will want to go there also, so might as well wait until we have met up with him,” Oliver said as he also removed the lid from his milkshake, the drink too thick to use his straw properly. He dipped his finger into the cold liquid. 

“Shoe shopping sounds good to…” 

Oliver looked up from his shake to see that his best friend had frozen. His wide gaze was on two boys about six feet away from them. The two were complete strangers, Oliver had never seen either of them at Riverbank High but from the reaction of Ethan, his best friend knew who they were. As the two boys took a step closer, Ethan’s look of disbelief was soon echoed on the shorter of the two who also froze. The taller of the two paused to see what the break was for but as he turned and viewed Ethan, he rolled his eyes and let out a sigh. Ethan’s cup of milkshake was shaking slightly, threatening to spill. 

“Lucifer, what are you doing here…and with Daryl?”




Chapter 3

Partners, Friends, and Band Mates







Oliver’s gaze flicked back and forward between his best friend and Lucifer. Dropping his hands into his ripped jeans, Lucifer simply shook his head in disappointment at the sight of Ethan. A small fire erupted in Oliver which he bit back against. He may not know Lucifer but he wanted to punch him for the arrogant way he was acting, but that could just cause more problems, especially if anyone asked the reason behind the attack. Taking a deep breath, he released it through his nose although it only mildly dulled the fire in his chest.

As he looked over the boy in front of him, there was one thing Oliver took notice of; how similar he and Lucifer looked. It was like looking in a slightly warped mirror. They were both around six-foot-tall but there were slight changes between their appearance. Lucifer had his dark hair also shaved on the side but instead of being simply pushed back, had a side part on the right hand side. Where Oliver’s skin was tanned from the sun, Lucifer was pale as if he didn’t often get sun. Even their clothes seemed to have been warped, with Oliver in all black and gray where Lucifer was in all navy and blue.

He wasn’t sure what it was or where it had come from but there was a twisting in Oliver’s guts as he looked at Ethan’s ex. The longer he looked, the more the feeling doused the fire in him and took its place. It felt like that nervous feeling before an exam that had been dropped on you. Oliver was pulled back to the dream he had been woken up from that morning. The confusing nature of things changing and warping around him while he tried to make sense of the mess. Taking in a slow deep breath, he tried to pushed the weird feeling out of his mind and instead focused on the situation in front of him. Whereas Ethan was just holding back tears, his hands still shaking, Lucifer was simply glaring as he pulled the second guy closer to him, his eyes flicking between Ethan and Oliver. Instinctively Oliver moved closer to his best friend, trying to give him as much silent support as he could. 

“I asked what you are doing here?” Ethan demanded, his voice rising high enough to get a couple of people to look in the group’s direction. It was an unusual reaction for Ethan who typically maintained his composure in most circumstances. It was normally Oliver that was the hothead of the group. 

“Will you keep your voice down? I don’t really want the world to know about our business,” Lucifer said, moving over to a nearby bench and summoning the other three to join him. “Look, if you must know the truth. Me and Daryl are on a date.”

“Date? You only just broke up with me today. Also, Daryl, really? Of all the people you’re on a date with Daryl?” 

Daryl looked at the ground, shuffling uncomfortably at the word date. The look on his face was that of guilt. His chestnut hair was being used as a weak wall to try and block his line of sight but it wasn’t working. He slowly tried to distance himself until Lucifer pulled him onto the bench and wrapped an arm around him. Only a couple of inches shorter than Lucifer, the lack of confidence made Daryl look half the height. “Yeah, I’m on a date with Daryl”, said Lucifer. “It’s not like you’re so broken up about the whole thing. You’re here, laughing it up with Ollie.”

“Wait, how the hell do you know who I am?” Oliver asked

Lucifer rolled his eyes again and let out a long drawn out sigh before explaining how in the nine months that he had been dating Ethan, he had attended a number of their gigs but Ethan had refused to even interact with him at them or introduce him to his band mates. He had to pretend to be a simple fan of the group as Ethan had forbidden him to tell anyone that they were dating. Not only that but there were numerous times that Ethan had talked about his best friend. Almost the instant that Lucifer had said the word ‘friend’, Ethan advanced on the couple, his teeth bared. 

“I thought you were meant to only be friends? I guess that was all a lie?” Ethan snarled.

“No,” Daryl said quietly. “Me and Luci, we have always been just friends but yesterday we were talking and there was just something there. I didn’t know where it came from and I never want to come in between you both. I mean I didn’t even know you had broken up till Luci asked me out today.”
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