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To Mom & Dad:

I made it. 

Love, PLGP





** Content Notice **

Alcoholism in a parent

Recurring theme of child neglect

Multiple instances of underage drinking

A character copes with PTSD and panic attacks

Multiple mentions of eating habits and body image

A minor is sexually harassed by his employer (not graphic)

Use of abrasive language and explicit sexual language/innuendos

Discussion of physical abuse (some flashes in nightmares/invasive images)





A Note From The Author

This book is meant to depict queer characters and love in a community that is safe from discrimination based on one’s identity. As such, please be aware that the narrative does not allow room for queerphobia of any kind. Thank you!
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Dylan

Jonah Collins is dancing on my kitchen table, and I think . . . yes.

I think I’m about to lose my shit.

I’m impressed I’ve been holding it together so well. My house has been infested with uninvited partygoers since the last homecoming song, and I’ve been running around, scrubbing drink stains out of the carpet and picking up after sloppy classmates. Hanna and I only invited a handful of people, so why is half the class here? A thick, bulging vein has been pulsing in my temple for two hours, dangerously close to detonating.

Then, I see him. On my furniture. Dancing to the beat of the music, surrounded by his usual crowd of cheering onlookers.

I stop in my tracks. Inhale. Exhale. Find peace, Dylan.

Jonah is spilling his drink over the rim of his Solo cup. His homecoming tie is wrapped around his forehead, and his pasty white face is flushed, probably from the amount of alcohol he’s been looting from the drink table. He pulls Andre up next to him, and they start grinding, and—

No.

I storm through the living room, squirming around people who are hunched with hilarity because, haha, Jonah Collins is making an ass of himself again, and everything he does makes us laugh, even when it’s not really funny!

I wrestle my way to the inner part of the circle and glare up at them. When Andre sees my expression, he squawks, scrambling down. “I’m sorry!” he cries out. The edges of his dark brown forehead and low drop fade sparkle with sweat, and he’s giving me puppy eyes. “Jo-Jo made me do it!”

Andre’s sober. That’s the power Jonah wields over people—the natural ability to make them sink to his level.

“Go find your girlfriend,” I snap at him, before turning my attention back to Jonah. I wonder if she’s still ushering people away from the staircase leading upstairs. Regardless, I need her, because Hanna is the only person Jonah listens to.

“Go easy on him,” Andre pleads. “He’s wasted out of his mind—”

I shoot him another glare that makes him gulp and sends him skittering into the throng behind us.

“Andre?” Jonah whirls around, apparently just now realizing his best friend is no longer grinding up against his back. More liquid sloshes onto the tablecloth, and it takes all my willpower not to wrench it out from under him. “Where’d you . . . ?”

His sharp gray eyes fall to mine. Just like that, his distressed expression flips, and his lip pulls into a grin.

“Oh,” he drawls. “It’s Prissy Prince himself!”

A hush falls over the crowd. As the focus in the room shifts to me, my muscles tighten like springs. People always get quiet to watch a spectacle between Jonah Collins and Dylan Ramírez. Even if it’s usually just Jonah screaming obscene things while I resist flinging him through a window.

“Come to ruin the fun?” Jonah tips his cup into his mouth. Half the drink misses his lips and spills onto his button-down. “As is required in the killjoy job description?”

An “ooh” echoes around the crowd.

“Get down,” I mutter through my teeth.

“Two more minutes. Just two more, okay?” Jonah asks, swaying and giggling.

My heart beats against my throat, pumping blood into my head until I’m seeing red. Why? Why does this egotistical jerk cause a scene everywhere he goes? Always running around, leeching attention without a care for anyone but himself. Trying to pick fights with me, as if he’d last five seconds.

“Get off my table,” I say, seething, “before I drag you off.”

“But you would never,” he says in mock sternness. “Everyone keeps saying you’re this amazing, fan-fucking-tastic guy. Like, a real stand-up gentleman.”

Rage is swelling in my chest. The audience is already cheering him on. Because everyone loves Jonah. He says everything with such confidence, you can’t help but believe him. Root for him. Unless you’re me, and you have to deal with his personality on a daily basis.

I don’t know what I’m going to do next—the number of eyes burning into my face makes me want to slink under the table and hide. Suddenly, though, a voice draws our attention.

“Jonah.”

Hanna Katsuki is standing at the edge of the table. She looks exactly like she did before the dance, her long black hair curled against the rosy undertones of her shoulders like a princess’s, her royal blue dress smooth and unruffled. She’s swirling a glass of vodka and Sprite, her weary gaze focused on Jonah, looking like she wishes she was drunker than this. Andre peeks around her shoulder, eyes flicking between us.

Just like that, because he holds no respect for anyone other than imposing women, Jonah concedes. “Yes, ma’am,” he says, and my heart drops when he goes to step off the table.

“Collins!” I shout, lunging in front of him.

It happens how I expect. Jonah steps forward and realizes the ground isn’t under him. He falls with a gasp, but before he can slam his head against the floor, I catch his weight in my chest. His cup smashes between us, pouring sticky pop and alcohol down our shirts.

He looks up at me in bewilderment. People laugh, like he didn’t almost just concuss himself. I swallow a scream of loathing frustration as his drink seeps through my clothes.

“Ramírez?” Jonah flutters his eyelashes at me. “You do care about me!”

I am going to concuss him myself.

I seize his shirt and drag him behind me, beelining for the door. Jonah doesn’t struggle until I swing it open. “Wait, wait!” he shouts as I thrust him onto my porch. “What the hell?”

I fish a water bottle out of the cooler next to me and toss it at his feet. “Sober up,” I snap, and I slam the door in his face, locking it. When I turn, fuming, I find Andre and Hanna behind me, him nervously adjusting his royal blue tie, her staring at me with one raised brow, clearly about to accuse me of something.

“Do you ever wonder what it might be like?” she asks.

Here we freaking go. “No,” I say immediately.

“Joining him? Dancing with friends? Making a ruckus? Having fun?” Hanna takes a sip of her Sprite. “I’m never the loudest person in the room, either, but at least I know how to enjoy myself at a party. Unlike some people who only care about what Jonah Collins is getting himself into.”

Ah. I can’t go a day without someone insisting Jonah and I should get along. “My version of having fun doesn’t involve stomping on people’s furniture and twerking for the masses,” I grumble.

Hanna looks pointedly at Andre. “Aren’t you going to give him company?”

Andre laughs. “Who, the white guy that just got drop-kicked out of the party? Nah.”

Hanna stares, unblinking, overwhelming him with her formidable energy until his lanky shoulders buckle, and he shuffles to the door. When Andre swings it open, Jonah’s belligerent voice surges into the living room like a tornado gust.

“Hey!” Andre says soothingly, battering him backward. “Jo-Jo, come on, we don’t need to go inside right now, shh . . .”

“LET ME PUNCH HIM IN THE SACK—!”

Andre closes the door, cutting him away.

“Menace,” I mutter, storming to the staircase. I glance back at Hanna. “I’m changing. Mind making sure nobody burns this place down?”

I hurl myself up the stairs and into my bedroom without waiting for an answer. I slouch onto my bed, prying my dress shirt off. I don’t realize how scalding hot I am until the cool air tingles against my skin.

I sit there. For . . . I don’t know how long. All I know is I’ve exhausted my social stamina, and I want this night to be over. I can’t say for certain, but I’m 90 percent sure the reason half these people showed up in the first place is because of him. Everyone flocks to him and follows him around like he’s the most interesting person in the world. I guess most of them only get his personality in short, entertaining spurts. Lucky them.

I must space out pretty good, because when a text brings me back into focus, music is no longer thrumming through my house. Things are eerily quiet, aside from idle chatter out on my driveway and street.

I take no less than one minute to gather my senses before fumbling for my phone. It’s from Hanna.

Managed to get everyone out. Trying to leave but Andre and Jonah are arguing in the driveway. Lock your doors.

A relieved smile touches my lips. She’s technically the one who made me host so I couldn’t ditch, but maybe I can forgive her for clearing this place out. The promise of sleep coaxes me to my feet, and I start to the door. But then I hear something. This thudding noise, steadily getting louder. The sound of someone mumbling.

My door swings open so viciously that it slams against the wall stop.

It’s Jonah Collins.

My jaw snaps shut. His pale face, twisted with rage, is pink under the glow of my bedside lamp. His nose is scrunched with his scowl.

“Leave,” I order, because it’s way too late to deal with his nasty disposition.

“You threw me out!” Jonah yells. “Into the cold dark night! What if I died from hypothermia? What if someone kidnapped me because I’m so hot and sexy?”

As if it isn’t a balmy sixty-eight degrees outside. As if any criminals would want his screechy ass. “Why are you still here?” I demand. “What do you want?”

“A fight! Fight me!” He drives himself into my bare chest, clearly hoping I’ll lose my balance. But I could bench-press two of him, so he doesn’t even break my stance.

“Doesn’t this get exhausting?” I snarl, prying him off of me. “Being this annoying. Like, don’t you ever get tired?”

I figure he’s going to hurl another insult, but he staggers back with a groan. For a moment, I’m afraid he’s about to puke all over my beige carpet. But he merely moves toward my bed, eyes drooping. “What the hell is with your house? It’s so warm.” His voice is so slurred I can barely understand it. I watch in bewilderment as he flops onto my mattress and hugs my pillow. “Hey, Prissy Prince. D’you know the valley on Mars . . . it’s ten times longer than the Grand Canyon . . . ?”

He passes out.

What?

What the fuck?

I don’t know what just happened. Why did he say . . . any of that? I realize quickly that I don’t care. I’m tired, and anxious, and so angry that it’s shortening my breath to frustrated spurts. I storm to the bed, prepared to shake him awake. As I reach out, though, a message from Hanna glows up at me from my phone screen.

Jonah wants to fight you and Andre can’t get him into the car. Sorry. Maybe let him crash on your couch? :)

I’m seeing red again.

Jonah Collins is going to regret waking up tomorrow.





Jonah 

I’d sell my soul for the chance to wake up like those cheery assbags in a Disney Channel movie.

Seriously. Is stirring awake to chirping birds so much to ask for? Is it so impossible that I, too, could greet the morning sun, then twirl to my walk-in closet and choose between my cutest outfits? Can’t I be the one to snag some toast and sprint past my quirky parents because, oh dicks and fiddlesticks, I’m late for school!

Of course not. Because I’m Jonah Collins, and I could never be so lucky.

I can barely pry my face from my soggy, saliva-laden pillow. A throbbing headache expands through my temples and jaw. I squint through my crusty eyes, making out scattered posters on deep burgundy walls. The Great British Baking Show, Chopped, Hell’s Kitchen, Pesadilla en la Cocina, Cake Boss. The dressers are scattered with tourist trinkets—snow globes, figurines, key chains.

Okay, I’m in someone’s bedroom. That’s one question answered.

But I’m . . . in my . . .

Underwear?

Oh shit.

A curled fist of realization punches me back into last night. Sensations from the after-party nip at my eyes, unraveling and disappearing. Shouting over music. Howling laughter. The sting of alcohol. Sparkles fluttering away from dresses. The glare of my phone screen as I check my texts again.

There’s a slight incline in the bed, like there’s something weighing down the other side. Half hoping I’m lying beside a gargantuan teddy bear, I flip over, my heart hammering. 

Instead, there’s a real human lying next to me. Loose black curls tickle his brows, and he’s sleeping, one dark brown arm extended under his head, his shirtlessness burning into my retinas. It’s . . . It’s . . .

Dylan. Fucking. Ramírez.

My jaw unhinges. White, numbing panic burns behind my eyes. I’m fever dreaming, right? No way I’m lying half naked in bed beside my ultimate archenemy without some logical explanation. I have to think . . . remember . . .

Okay. I have to go back to square one.

First, my friends and I head to Buffalo Wild Wings for dinner. I order cheese curds, then promptly regret it when I end up in the bathroom, producing curds of my own.

Second, the dance. Music pounds through the cinder block walls of the cafeteria. The DJ pops on a slow song, and my friends break off in pairs, leaving me to dance dramatically by myself, pretending to hold the imaginary waist of a beautiful exchange student. People giggle, fueling my confidence, and then I notice Dylan Ramírez standing away from the crowd, his arms folded grumpily.

The night is suddenly swell.

Third, the after-party. Dylan rarely hosts, so this is the perfect time to cause chaos. Maybe I could “accidentally” bump into one of his thousand-dollar vases or, better yet, steal one. Before I can step through the door, though, he’s pulling me aside with his Goliath palm.

“Hey!” I yell. “Unhand me, foul bitch!”

He smiles coolly. “Break something,” he says in a honey-sweet voice, “and you’ll regret it. Understand, Collins?”

Oh my God. Is he threatening my well-being? I whip my trembling, rage-induced fists out in front of me, prepared to spill blood on his fancy rich-people porch.

His eye roll nearly makes me swing prematurely. “Cute stance,” he says, and then he turns to join the party, leaving me flushed and ready to swing at the wall.

Fourth, I’m chugging spiked lemonade, trying to distract myself. From the embarrassment of my wretched singleness. From thoughts of my sisters. From Dylan’s presence. He’s zigzagging around the party, scowling at everyone within his radius and steering people away from the staircase.

Fifth, I’m checking my phone again, because I can’t help it, and—

“Relax, Jo-Jo.” Andre’s skinny arm slinks around my shoulders, and he gives me a reassuring squeeze that delivers the message. They’re fine. “Start paying attention to me or I’ll cry.”

He drags me away from my anxieties, so we’re flaunting ourselves in the middle of the party, spreading foolhardiness and laughter.

Sixth . . . ? Oh, yeah. I’m showcasing my sexiest dance moves on a table. At least until I’m on the ground again, courtesy of Dylan, and being shoved into the cold dark night.

Seventh . . .

“Get in the car.” Andre’s hand steadies me while I teeter, my shirt buttons half-undone. “Mom’s pissed that I missed curfew. If you go back, you’ll just challenge Ramírez to a death brawl, and he’ll kick your ass.”

I choke on my horror. Does he really have that little faith in my ability to body a bitch? My own best friend for all of eternity? I have to prove him wrong now, so I swivel, wandering up the neatly trimmed lawn to Dylan’s front door and flinging a middle finger up behind me.

“Okay,” he calls. “Hanna and I are leaving. Remember to ice your black eyes.”

I’m sure I say something witty, but the memory folds away.

Eighth . . . hmm. Eighth was . . . ?

I’m stumbling up a staircase, my steps echoing around his massive, empty house. “Where are you, Ramírez?” I slur, shoving into his bedroom. “I’m gonna challenge . . .”

Ninth. Downturned, deep brown eyes are glaring at me. It’s him. The bane of my existence. The rotten core to my apple of life.

Tenth . . . I don’t remember. Everything beyond that is a blur, so I blink back into focus, zeroing in on Dylan again. He’s still there, a mere foot away. The image hasn’t dissolved. Which means . . . we . . . ?

“No!” I roar, planting my palm on Dylan’s face and thrusting it away. I scramble off of his mattress, struggling to conceal my very irresistible, very unclothed body. “Absolutely not!”

“Huh?” Dylan squints through his bleariness, then sits upright, his nose crinkling. “Why did you strip?”

I’m too far gone in my horror to fully comprehend his words. Instead, I seize the pillow plagued with my spit and reel it forward like a baseball bat, zipper slapping him with the rage of ten thousand gods of virtue.

“Ay! Collins!”

He lurches out of bed, and I brace for the fight I’ve been prepared to start with him over the last several years. Dylan has always been bigger and better than me. He’s got the higher grades, because he apparently has all the time in the world to study and has zero obligations to anything but himself. He’s got the brawnier build, confirmed by Andre, who repeatedly has the gall to tell me I look like a yipping Chihuahua next to him. He has the superior luck—the proof being the house that currently surrounds us.

Basically, all of this is to say that if I can beat him unconscious with this pillow, he can beat me more unconscious with it.

I have to knock him out before he counters.

First, I’ll aim for his face. As miserable tears of pain blind him, I’ll go for the throat. I’ll continue this pillow torment until his writhing dissolves into twitching, and then, I’ll make my escape.

Good. Good plan. I just have to . . .

I hurl the pillow forward, and he tears it out of my grip.

Bad plan.

I’m about to be maimed. Not only does he have my weapon, but there’s nobody around to see him lose the perfect pompous persona he’s always wearing like a costume. In a last, desperate attempt to flee, I sprint for the closed door—until his foot hooks around mine, nearly ripping me into the splits. “Ow,” I croak. “You little . . .”

Dylan snaps the pillow into my nose, sending me sprawling. “You got into my bed,” he snarls, poised to strike again. “In case you forgot.”

There aren’t enough words in my brain for me to describe how incredibly impossible that is. Nonetheless, I’m aching too much to tell him how wrong he is, so I maneuver onto my knees, fumbling for my pile of clothes beside the bed. I shove my legs into slacks and hoist my sticky button-down over my shoulders. Hopefully that massive stain down the front will come out in the wash. My “nice” shirts are few and far between.

“Unbelievable.” Dylan drags sweatpants to his waist. “I should’ve thrown you out on the lawn . . .”

I clamber to my feet. My body feels like it weighs triple what it normally does, and my headache is bad enough to blur my vision, but I can’t show weakness, so I hold my chin high and say, “I require water.”

He stares at me in this “only if I can drown you in it” kind of way. “Okay? And?”

“I’m your esteemed guest!” I snap, marching to the door. “You should take responsibility for—”

Dylan trips me a second time, and I crash against the wood with a thud. I groan, sliding onto my back.

“Of course.” He glares down at me with an unpleasant smile. “Anything for my guest.”

 

Homecoming. The one night I can go out, have fun, get shamelessly wasted, and forget about my woes.

Like everything in my life, Dylan Ramírez ruined it.

Dylan and I have been archenemies since we were eleven, back when he moved here from Detroit and wrestled into my friend group. Back when Mom was still alive, and I had time to compete with him.

The thing is, he wins. Always. It’s been like that since the start, when he slapped me with that +4 in Uno. In our sixth grade band concert, he stole my recorder solo. In eighth grade, everyone went to his Christmas party instead of my birthday bash because he had a chocolate fountain. Freshman year, he nudged me aside to win homecoming prince. Dylan steals everything.

And why? He has everything he could ever want. A gigantic, cozy house in a safe neighborhood. The ability to buy overpriced food from the lunch lines without a bead of sweat. Sparkling fresh clothes that make him look pristine and proper and ugh. I swear the guy doesn’t know how to operate a washing machine, considering how often he’s wearing new clothes.

My point? I hate him.

He hates me, too. He says I’m whiny, annoying, too loud, and I overexaggerate, which I have never done in the history of ever. But Hanna is his best friend, and Andre is mine, and their romantic relationship is stable, so we’re forced to tolerate each other.

For some sadistic reason (hint: we’re bisexual singles within driving distance of each other), our friends have been trying to set us up. Because, oh, the tension! Sure, we have that, but it’s mostly in a “see how far you can stretch this rubber band before it snaps” kind of way. Regardless, I’ve wanted to drop-kick him back to Detroit for years.

As I run around Dylan’s house, searching for my phone, I pause at the bathroom. I intently examine my neck to make sure he didn’t express his innate desire for me in the form of hickeys.

Dylan, who’s trudging by with dirty paper plates, scoffs. “Do you really think,” he says flatly, “I would ever suck on your crusty skin.”

“Um, I am baby-ass smooth, thank you?”

“Please. I’ve seen your cracked elbows.” He crushes the plates into his kitchen trash can, ignoring my squawk of protest, then pulls a glass from an overhead cabinet, filling it with water and holding it out.

“You remember more than me,” I mutter.

“Obviously. I wasn’t drinking. Though, maybe I should’ve been.” He grimaces. “I wish I could delete last night from my brain.”

Reluctantly, I take the glass from him and mutter a thanks. My lack of memory is causing anxiety to tingle under my skin. “So we didn’t . . . do anything,” I say, hesitant. “Right?”

“Of course not,” he snaps. “You barged into my room, challenged me to a fight, told me the valley on Mars is longer than the Grand Canyon, and passed out. I didn’t feel like sleeping on the couch, so I shoved you over and got in next to you.”

My face rises to boiling temperature. I shared a fun fact with him? What’s wrong with me? I don’t disclose my space information to just anyone, let alone Dylan “Who Gave You Permission to Speak to Me” Ramírez. How dare my drunken mouth betray me?

I glug the water, then stride into the living room, still seeking my phone. The pastel furniture and brick fireplace look as fancy as they did when his family first moved here. His TV is the size of my backyard. The windows are expansive and inviting. Everything about this house screams “unnecessarily wealthy.”

I head to Dylan’s room, hands tingling. It has to be there. Otherwise . . .

The Goddess of Luck blesses me with one spare moment of her time, because as soon as I walk through his door, I hear my “Saturn’s Rings” chime beneath his bed. Sighing with relief, I crawl between his nightstand and bed frame, snagging it, then open my conversation with Mik.

Dad home yet? Mrs. Greene is leaving at 9.

BRAT Yep, he’s here. Have fun loser!!!

 

Nothing else, so that’s relieving. I do have a text from the betrayer of my heart (I must’ve changed his contact name last night).

ASSHOLE BASTARD WHORE How was the death brawl? Did it turn into something . . . sexier? heheh

 

He’s included a GIF of two cats licking each other. Grinding my teeth, I swipe to call.

“Good morning, babe.” I can almost hear Andre’s leering, treasonous smile.

“Don’t call me babe.” My growl comes more like a squeak. “You were my DD. Why did you leave me with this asshat?”

“You wouldn’t get in my car, remember? I thought Mom was going to squeeze through my damn phone and drag me home herself if I didn’t get on the road.” A beat. Then, “So, how was it? Is his package as big as it looked in the locker room—?”

“Oh no, oh God, no, shut up immediately.” I rub my temple. Andre’s superpower is riling me up within the first twelve seconds of our conversation. “We didn’t do anything weird, okay? It was a mistake.”

Andre is quiet. Just when I think the line is dead, “What was a mistake?”

Shit. “What?” I clear my throat. “Nothing. Anyway—”

“So you did something with him?”

“No, I—”

“No way.” Andre is basically guffawing, now. “I have to tell Hanna, oh my God—”

“Don’t say anything!” I reel my head up, slamming it into the corner of Dylan’s nightstand and sending a fresh wave of pain rippling through my temples. As I groan and reach for my skull, something drops onto the carpet in front of me. “We didn’t do anything, so don’t be weird! I have to go.”

“No, wait, tell me more, I’m too emotionally invested—!”

I disconnect, cussing and massaging my head. The fallen object before me is a picture frame. As I pick it up, my insides boil with nausea—because of my kiss with the dresser, or because I’m looking at Dylan’s child face, I’m not sure. Dylan is probably nine or so and flanked by three people. His mother, a gorgeous Latina woman with soft curls, a tailored suit, and a rusted smile, like it’s not often used. His father, a hefty Afro-Latino man with cropped hair and a beaming grin. Dylan, who’s peeking shyly at the camera, his hands bunched up in front of him. Then . . .

A teenager slightly older than us now, clutching Dylan’s shoulders, wearing a smile similar to Mr. Ramírez’s. Warm, wide, and glittering with energy.

I frown. I don’t know much about the Ramírez family—only that Dylan’s mom is Mexican and grew up in Texas, and that his dad moved to the U.S. from Brazil when he was a child. Beyond that, I don’t have any other information. Talking about our families in the friend group is a rare occurrence, and something I actively avoid, unless it’s about my sisters.

But it feels like I should’ve known Dylan has a brother.

I set the picture on the nightstand and return to the kitchen, where Dylan’s wiping a stain off a book stuffed with colorful tabs titled Recetas. “So I . . . uh.” I clear my throat. “Andre thinks we got nasty last night.”

Dylan scowls. “Messed up already? Feels like a record.”

Whatever brilliant insult I’m about to generate fizzles when I see the clock above the living room mantle. My chest twinges with unease, and I shuffle around again, looking for my jacket.

“Have a ride home?” he asks, following me.

“My legs.”

“But it’s raining. Your dad can’t pick you up?”

I find my jacket on the coat rack and secure the black buttons, ignoring him.

Dylan watches as sheets of rain douse the street and pummel the windows, then says, “I’ll drive you.”

My hand is already around the doorknob, but I hesitate. There’s nobody around to see his gentlemanly act, so why keep up the image? Why offer something that would force him to spend more time with me?

I decide not to contemplate it. Instead, I salute him and say, “Looks like you’ve got some cleaning up to do, so no thanks. Deuces!”

I swing it open, but Dylan’s hand slams the door before I can squirm through. “How about,” he says, voice dangerously calm, “you stop bitching for once, and you thank me?”

My jaw tightens. If I turn around, my face is going to be right in his neck, so I stay still, hating the oppressive heat from his chest mere inches from my back. He doesn’t move, either—maybe he’s waiting for me to offer my immeasurable gratitude, but I’m not going to give it to him. He probably has some diabolical motivation for wanting to take me home, like to put me in his debt.

Besides, I don’t need anyone’s help. For anything. Especially not his.

“Ridiculous,” he mutters. He snags a windbreaker off the coatrack, then pulls me into the rain. He’s got a newly leased metallic gray car that makes me grumble with envy.

He stuffs me into the leather passenger seat like a hostage, and then we’re off.

 

Delridge is a small, busy city in the middle of Absolutely Nowhere. In the center, it’s any forgettable place, with bars, restaurants, department stores, the occasional neighborhood, and two schools—one for K–8 and one high school. But in the outskirts, it’s little more than expansive, twisting country roads, one Amish house, and infinite golden fields.

The ride is quiet. As we encroach on the other side of town, sidewalks begin to fracture. Potholes cut deeper into the asphalt. Weeds reach for the autumn sky, and two-story houses collapse into one-story houses. Jagged wire springs to life in the form of spiraling fences. I don’t realize I’m chewing my nail until I taste blood.

“Stop here.” We’re in the middle of a street, but I pull the door handle anyway.

Dylan sighs. “Just point me in the right direction so I can get back to my life.”

Right. His perfect, stress-free life. “Sorry for taking up so much of your precious day,” I drawl. “What, do you need to go polish your yacht? Feed your Persian cat? Meet your brother at some thousand-dollar steakhouse—?”

It’s like I pulled a trigger. Suddenly, Dylan swerves into a run-down ice cream parlor lot and screeches to a stop.

I stare at him, alarmed. He’s unblinking. Deadpan.

“Get out,” he whispers.

His seething tone sends a warning tingle up my spine. I fumble for the handle and push the door open, allowing the sound of gushing rain to surge into the car. I’m not sure what conjured this menacing air—it’s not like I’ve never poked at the fact that he’s well-off. What’s different?

I mentioned his brother.

I’ve known Dylan a long time (tragically), but I’ve never interacted with his family. Hanna said his mom is a traveling businesswoman, and his dad is the owner and head chef of a local churrascaria, which I’ve heard is this ridiculously delicious Brazilian restaurant. Nobody’s ever mentioned siblings.

I step onto the asphalt. Rain explodes against my shoes, dampening my slacks. This tension feels worse than before, like I crossed a line and didn’t realize it. Maybe I should say something. Like, thank him for the ride after all, or mumble an apology for . . . whatever I did.

Instead, I slam the door and turn away, hugging my sleeves. The tires squeal against the pavement as Dylan swings the car around, kicking it onto the street. My shoulders slump. My pinched eyebrows melt apart.

“My bad,” I whisper.

I swivel to the sidewalk and continue the trek home.
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