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      “You care an awful lot about your appearance, that’s all. That’s all I’m saying.”

      Nice gives a weary sigh. “You can think of it as a public service. A self-serving public service.”

      Ren chokes a little on his drink and pounds himself on the chest to Nice’s reproachful look. “I’m sorry, what?”

      Nice shrugs. He stabs his cute, neat little salad with his plastic fork and pops a bite into his mouth, chewing thoughtfully. “You know,” he says, twirling his fork in Ren’s direction. “People treat you differently based on the way you look, right? Even you have to notice the difference if you dress up or dress down.” His lips quirk. “Or how much of a rat’s nest your hair is that day.”

      “Hey.”

      “I’m just saying,” Nice says. “When you look good, when you look hot—when you look like God’s gift, like ‘oh my god, I can’t believe he’s talking to me,’ and you’re nice—” He shrugs again. “People give you a lot more leeway in the world, that’s all I’m saying. You can make someone’s day that way. Make a story, make it good.”

      “You’re a little twisted, you know that, right?”

      Nice shrugs, a lift of one—Ren has to admit—perfectly sharp, slim shoulder, and goes back to eating his salad. Stab, stab, stab. Neat little bites like a rabbit.

      “You want one of my cherry tomatoes?” he asks, holding out one russet red globe still glistening with the sticky remnants of his vinaigrette.

      He remembered that Ren likes those. It hits him between the solar plexus. That’s the thing about Nice, Ren thinks, chagrined down to his toes. He’s fucking weird, but he’s also honest-to-god, well… nice. Absolutely none of it is an act, and that kills him.

      Nice lifts a slim white brow, rattling his fingernails on the sticky Formica table, and Ren leans forward and bites the tomato off his fork, lips closing around the plastic tines. He blushes at the display, though if Nice notices, he doesn’t mention it. Ren licks the salad dressing from his lips and looks away, toward the storm that looks like it’s gathering in the heavy clouds outside and the girl with her heavy pink combat boots scuffing her heels by the window.

      Nice lifts a few fries off Ren’s plate in recompense for the tomato and fixes them with a critical eye, looking for God only knows what before seemingly deeming them acceptable and popping them in his mouth. He chews carefully and sucks the light sheen of grease and salt off his fingers before wiping them obnoxiously on Ren’s napkin.

      “Pig,” Ren says, and Nice just flashes him a grin full of white, white teeth and swipes a sip of Ren’s diet soda—the diet soda that Ren only bought so Nice could have some.

      So that was the first time Ren heard Nice’s theory of Vital Good Looks And You. It’s the first time he’d watched Nice wrap his lips around something and thought how badly he’d like it to be him, gritting his teeth beneath a smile and pushing his heels painfully down into the cracked restaurant tile beneath his fucked up Converses.

      He wasn’t blind, is the thing. Nice has always been gorgeous. Ren thinks he’s got a few screws loose, but anyone can see that he’s hot. But despite being Ren’s best friend, that was the first time it felt like Nice actually peeled back the slick veneer and let him in, and it’s crazytown in there, in Nice’s head, but God help him, all Ren can think is I want to fucking dive in it. He does. He wants all that and more.

      God help him.

      The kids behind the counter keep shooting them increasingly murderous looks, and when Ren glances up at the busted plastic clock, he sees that they closed ten minutes ago.

      “Wanna come back to my place?” he asks because he’s a masochistic idiot, and Nice slurps the last bit of his soda through the straw.

      “Sure,” he says.

      They grab their trays and slide their trash into the bins and exit out into the cold evening air, pulling their jackets tighter around them, Ren in his hoodie, Nice in his faux-fur trimmed coat. They walk fast to beat the rain, sparse droplets coming slow at first and then hard and fast, racing them to Ren’s home.
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        * * *

      

      “You think my hair is a rat’s nest?” Ren can’t help asking when they’re more than halfway there. He pats at his tangled red hair that is, in all honesty, a rat’s nest. But somehow it makes him nervous to think of Nice thinking of him that way.

      “Isn’t it?” Nice frowns. “I thought you liked it like that.”

      “I do,” Ren says defensively.

      “Then what’s the problem?”

      No problem, Ren doesn’t say. I’m pretty sure I’m just losing my mind.

      “Never mind,” he says.

      He’s stopped by a simple touch, one of Nice’s hands scrunching through his thick hair and down to the scalp. The touch of Nice’s fingers is cool and dry against his head, and it makes Ren shiver thickly, tilting his head helplessly into Nice’s touch. It stops him like his feet are rooted to the ground, his entire body electrified at the point where Nice’s hand makes contact with his skin.

      They’re so close like this. Ren’s breath comes in visible puffs, the mist cloudy against the cold evening air. The rain is coming thicker now, kissing his skin with little shards of ice. Nice’s eyes are so blue, dark like the ocean, and Ren could drown. His lips part—

      “I like it,” Nice pronounces finally. “Your hair. It’s good.”

      He lets go of Ren’s hair reluctantly, and Ren stumbles back. His whole body feels electrified. Gelatinous. Tingling from his head to his toes. He’s pretty sure his lips are numb.

      “Thanks,” he hears himself saying. He coughs. “It’s really coming down now. We should go.”

      Nice nods, watching him through those blue, blue eyes.
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        * * *

      

      The thing is, now that Ren knows what’s in Nice’s head, he wants to dig for more. They’re at Nice’s house after school. Ren is lying across Nice’s bed, shoes off but socks on, feet on the floor. He’s tossing a ball in the air and catching it, over and over. The weight when it connects with his palm is comforting, and his mind drifts to the rhythm, something like self-hypnosis.

      Nice works at the computer—he’s still got a desktop, which Ren finds adorably quaint. (“What’s that, old man? I can’t hear you around the sound of your dentures.”) I mean, who doesn’t have a laptop in this day and age? It drives Nice nuts when Ren teases him like that, which is why Ren does it.

      “So that thing you said the other day,” Ren says without pausing his solo game of catch.

      “Mm?” Nice waits for Ren to go on, but he doesn’t. “I say a lot of things. You’re going to need to give me more than that.”

      Ren makes a lazy gesture with his other hand. “At Gino’s. About the—” another gesture “—looks thing.”

      “Oh, that.”

      “Yes, that.” Ren makes one final catch and sits up with a satisfying pop from his spine. “So I was wondering, what other weird rules do you have?”

      Nice turns around, swiveling the chair to face Ren and quirking an eyebrow. “It’s not a rule.”

      Ren shrugs. “Whatever. C’mon, let me pick your brain.” He’s not above wheedling.

      “Why?”

      ‘Cause you’re weird, and I like it, he doesn’t say.

      Ren tosses the ball at Nice, and it bounces off his forehead. Nice rubs the spot where it hit, looking annoyed but still fond of Ren, which makes it okay. Ren laughs at him. At himself. At the them of it all.

      Nice gets up from his chair with all the ponderous gravity of his 17 years and tackles Ren to the bed, pushing all the wind out of him in a solid oof. The answer to Ren’s question and the question itself is lost to the scuffling wrestling match that ensues.

      He picks the thread up later—a week later—when they’re bumming around the mall and sucking boba through a straw so quickly they get brain freeze. Nice is leaning against the brick wall, one foot braced while he lounges. He’s got his eyes closed and his face tipped up to catch the dregs of bright winter sun, and he just looks so pretty, like something not even human. Like something ethereal and strange that makes Ren’s mouth go dry and his heart constrict in his chest where he’s watching.

      “So those rules of yours,” Ren says, disturbing the quiet moment because he can’t take it otherwise. He slurps the last of his drink obnoxiously to make sure the moment has really been killed dead. “Tell me about them.”

      Nice cracks an eye. “Why are you so fixated?”

      “Because you’re a freak, and I’m bored.”

      Nice looks unimpressed.

      “Tell me,” Ren wheedles.

      Nice sighs, longsuffering and gorgeous. He pushes a hand through his long, white hair, and that’s how Ren knows he’s won. He grins triumphantly.

      “You’re obnoxious,” Nice says.

      “You love it.”

      “I don’t know why I hang out with you.”

      “You love me.”

      Another sigh.

      “I’ve already told you they’re not rules,” Nice murmurs. “More… guidelines.”

      Ren tucks his legs up beneath him, Indian-style, from where he’s sitting on the curb. He motions with his cup, gesturing for Nice to go on. He waits, though, waiting for Nice to find his words. He’s quiet sometimes. Thoughtful. Nice never says a word he doesn’t mean, and Ren likes that about him. It’s one of the ways they go together, one of the ways that’s less apparent than the stuff on the surface—ne’er-do-well teenage hooligans bumming around the bleachers behind the skatepark and all that jazz—Nice is careful, and Ren is patient.

      “Food is the biggest one,” Nice murmurs at last.

      “Food?”

      “Eating the right kinds of it, not eating too much of it.” Nice gives up his sexy idol perch against the wall and crosses the sidewalk, flashing a smile at a passing family of four. He drops heavily into the space on the curb beside Ren.

      “But you eat the same junk as me,” Ren blurts.

      Does he, though? Ren doubts the words as soon as they’re out of his mouth, thinking of all of Nice’s salads, the carrots that make Ren call him a rabbit, the skipped lunches.

      “Sometimes. I usually don’t eat later when I do, though.”

      The easy, casual admission makes something like a fist squeeze in the general vicinity of Ren’s heart, and he feels a little choked, like something is pushing all the air out of him. He wants to squeeze Nice—to hug him or maybe thump some sense into him. He turns his head and slides his gaze over to his friend, to his placid, pale eyes like water reflecting the bright, wide sky above them.

      “Not quite what you were expecting?” Nice asks, quirking a different kind of smile at Ren, a kind he doesn’t know how to categorize in the pantheon of Stuff Nice’s Face Does because he’s never seen this sort of smile before. “Not as sexy or as cool?”

      Ren swallows around what still feels like a lump in his throat. He reaches up with the arm that’s closest to Nice, the one butting up against Nice’s arm, and reaches around behind him to cup the side of Nice’s head. His hair is so slippery beneath Ren’s hand, soft and fine as silk.

      Nice makes a small, startled sound in the back of his throat, but he doesn’t seem upset. He gets what Ren’s trying to do because they’re good like that. He lets Ren guide his head down to his shoulder, pillowing it on the hood of Ren’s jacket. They stay like that for a while, Nice with his head on Ren’s arm, Ren wanting to pet the soft fall of his hair but not quite daring, watching the cars in the parking lot go by while the tall trees wave their fronds.

      “You’re fine,” Ren murmurs instead, finding Nice’s hand where it’s still wrapped around his sweating, melted boba cup and twining their fingers together. “You’re fine. We’re fine.”
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        * * *

      

      It becomes a thing after that, insofar as anything they have can be called a thing. Sometimes Ren asks, trying to peel back all the layers of contradictions and careful constructions that are Nice. Sometimes Nice offers, seemingly apropos of nothing. Ren can never find a pattern and not for lack of trying—what exactly it is that makes Nice want to tell him things sometimes.

      They’ll be in the public library after school or on the bleachers in the park behind Ren’s house. Sometimes they’ll be in Ren’s bedroom or in Nice’s, and Nice will say something in the moments between a blinking You Died screen and the reboot of a second life, the controller dangling limp in his long, graceful hands.

      Ren is often caught off guard, but he’s never caught inattentive. He always listens to what Nice has to say. He cares what Nice has to say. He soaks it up with all the gravity his spastic self can muster, holding still for a change because he doesn’t want to make it weird and he doesn’t want Nice to feel weird, but some things are important, and even he can tell that this is one of them.

      He knows Nice tells him things because he trusts him. He does his absolute, soul-deep, sticky-fingered best to deserve that kind of trust.

      “What’s it all for?” Ren asks after weeks of this kind of slow, peeled-fruit revelation.

      “Hm?”

      They’re lying on their backs, making the most of the late afternoon sun. In the summer, maybe, Ren would peel off his shirt to catch the rays—partially in the hopes that Nice would join him, that he’d get to sneak a peek at the skin that lies beneath all those layers. Probably not, though. That had been one of his secrets—that Nice tries to avoid tanning. He doesn’t want to get wrinkles, he says. And he likes his skin as pale as possible—like an anemic fairytale princess, Ren had suggested, and Nice had stammered and blushed but he hadn’t denied it, so.

      He’ll lay like this with Ren, though. The winter sun is weak anyway, and he knows that Ren likes it—being outdoors. Being warm. Not that there’s a lot of warmth to be had in winter, but Ren will take what he can get. He goes stir-crazy left indoors for too long, the house too small and close filled with his sister’s music, his mother’s phone calls to his aunts. He reaches over and brushes his fingers across Nice’s where they’re splayed against the itchy grass. Nice doesn’t move away, and they end up almost holding hands, Ren’s fingers resting gently atop Nice’s.

      “All that stuff you do, looking so pretty.” He turns just his head, too comfortable to move anything else, feeling boneless and lethargic. He catches the side of Nice’s profile, sharp nose and full lips silhouetted against the bleached sky. “What’s it all for anyway?”

      He hears Nice’s shrug as a rustle against the grass. “Why does it have to be for something?”

      “I mean, you must want something.” Ren splays his other arm wide, windmilling it up and letting it fall to the grass with a solid thump. “Everybody wants something.”

      “I don’t think I do,” Nice muses.

      “Huh. That’s kind of sad, isn’t it?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      They watch the clouds go by in silence, white on puffy white. A cluster of birds streak by, black omens against the sky.

      Nice bites his lip. “What do you want, Ren?”

      Nice doesn’t usually ask him things about himself. It’s not that Nice is self-absorbed, exactly. It’s just like it doesn’t occur to him—like he trusts that Ren will tell him if something’s important, if something’s on his mind, and he usually does.

      Ren blows out a breath, thinking.

      “I want…” He settles into his place on the grass, smiling, a grin that blooms over his face. “I want to stay here like this with you. Just like this.” He shifts to turn that thousand-watt smile on Nice. “Isn’t that lame?”

      “Maybe,” Nice says, turning to face him. “But I like that you want that.”

      Ren beams, and he keeps looking at Nice for a while longer, long after Nice has turned his gaze back to the sky.

      Later, so much later that Ren is starting to drowse and he’s forgotten their conversation anyway, long enough that he has to try to connect the thoughts to one another, to catch the thread of what Nice is saying and loop it back through the needle of where it belongs, Nice murmurs, “I think I want that too.”

      “Yeah?” Ren asks when he’s connected all the dots. He feels hopeful. Light.

      “Yeah. Maybe,” Nice says, a small smile playing at his lips.

      It’s a perfect afternoon, the kind of afternoon where everything is right in Ren’s world. All the things he has to do—term papers and math homework, making it home by curfew and applying for a summer job—all of it feels far away. There’s nothing but this endless moment they’re living, nothing but the two of them, and Ren believes a little bit in fairytales and happy endings, in boys as pretty as princesses and loves that go on forever.

      

      And then Nice’s mom dies, and everything goes to hell.
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