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FOR ALL THOSE

who are too afraid to dream big—
I dare you to believe in yourself.
Win when the world expects you to lose.



1
THE RULES OF A DARE

Rule number one to accepting any dare: never agree to
something you’re not 99.5 percent positive you can complete.

It’s the easiest rule to honor.

Never ask a random peer an invasive question if they look
like they’ve had a bad day and could potentially murder you
on the spot. Don’t agree to eat a ghost pepper if you have a
low tolerance for spicy foods. Absolutely no streaking in a
neighbor’s yard if you can’t outrun their usually playful but
extremely protective Akita.

On second thought, no streaking. Period.

I know all this by heart. I also know the second Jay Scott
opens his mouth to say, “Theoooooo, you’re up!” at the
beginning of lunch, I’'m doomed. As if this never-ending week
of studying and exhausting track practices weren’t enough.

Now it’s a Dare Day too.

Since freshman year, Friday dares have been a staple for
me and my two besties, Jay and Darren. Back then, we were
awkward, hormonal nobodies. The self-appointed TNT—The
Nameless Trio. As juniors, we’re a tight, debatably corny crew
who’ve become the heart and soul of the boys’ varsity track-
and-field team. But the dares were the gateway to breaking out
of our shells here at Brook-Oak.

Jay started it all. On an arbitrary Friday in November, he
crowed, “Someone dare me to do something!” It’s as if he
knew we were all tired of trying and failing to find our footing



in a new environment. Out of the three of us, he’s always been
the most outgoing. Ready to jump into a fire without looking.

So I did.

“I dare you to run around the quad three times, as fast as
you can . . . shirtless.”

Not my most creative effort. What can I say? I’m not my
best when put on the spot. He did it anyway because, of
course. It’s Jay.

A month later, he dared Darren to eat three packets of
sriracha with no water. Then Darren dared me to propose to
Brianna Matthews using only Taylor Swift lyrics. Once a
month, on a Friday during lunch, Dare Day rolls around. It’s
an established tradition. And no matter how much we’ve
grown out of it, none of us have the heart to disrupt the status
quo. Least of all me.

There are some unspoken rules to this: Nothing illegal.
Nothing that’ll cause too much bodily harm. Only things
that’ll earn us weird looks or gauche laughs. Oh, and the
occasional after-school detention after jumping on one of the
quad’s tables to sing Mariah Carey’s classic “Always Be My
Baby” for all to witness.

Not bragging, but I nailed that performance. Even added a
little falsetto at the end to noisy applause.

That’s another bonus: the attention from other students. |
can genuinely say I’ve made several acquaintances—authentic
friends too—from the stunts Jay or Darren have challenged me
to do.

The dares solidified our group. We find ways to get in
trouble together so no one takes the fall alone. All for one, one
for all or whatever. Like last month when Darren had to
reenact a scene from Magic Mike . . . shirtless.

(Seminudity is a recurring theme.)



Anyway, Jay and I stood shoulder to shoulder with him as
we all got scolded by Vice Principal Clarke for disrupting the
lunch period.

But none of our history prepares me for Jay’s challenge.
“I dare you to ask Christian Harris to prom.”

“Oh. Shit.”

In my periphery, Darren’s thick eyebrows shoot up his
forehead.

We’re outside. Early April in Louisville means the
weather hasn’t turned violently hot yet, but my face is on fire.
My breath catches uncomfortably in my throat.

It’s not an unreasonable dare. Public humiliation i1s very
on brand for us.

It’s just that . . .

Okay, I swear I’'m not a serial crusher. Anymore. But
briefly, I was a seasonal crusher. Fall of freshmen year, I was
all about Jonah and his football-camp calves. Post-winter-
break, it was nothing but Danesh and his sweater obsession.

Then came sophomore year and Christian Harris.

Brook-Oak is a magnet school. Christian’s enrolled in the
Young Performers of Tomorrow program. I’'m in the High
School University program. But all general academic classes
are taken in the main building. That year, I randomly selected
the desk behind his in language arts.

Fine, it wasn’t coincidental.

Christian was one of the rare out kids in our grade. I was
too. It’s not always the wisest thing to crush on the first queer
person around your age you meet, but I couldn’t help it. My
strategic desk choices resulted in us being partners on a mock
trial project. I still daydream about his radiant expression
whenever [ misquoted a passage or asked for his help.



Even now, my eyes are drawn right to him.

The body count in the quad is scarce today. It’s the Friday
before spring break. Most students are either holed up in our
school’s glass-enclosed cafeteria or the library, studying for
last-minute quizzes.

Christian’s surrounded by his usual cartel of band geeks,
talking animatedly with his hands. There’s this old song
—“Brown Skin” by India.Arie—that my pops loves. It
reminds me of Christian. Warm sepia complexion. Baby-faced
with a wide smile, crinkled eyes when he laughs. It’s not just
the thirst talking either. He’s genuinely friendly to everyone.

A true prom prince in the making.

“Well?”

Across from me, Jay patiently sips on a glacier cherry
Gatorade, smirking. He’s got a severe case of Confident White
Boy Syndrome. Blond topknot, gray-blue eyes, mostly clear
skin.

I chew the inside of my cheek.
Why did I ever mention my crush on Christian?

On my left, Darren says, “Give him time to think, bro.”
He stuffs a handful of spicy cheese puffs in his mouth.
Luckily, Coach Devers isn’t on lunch duty today. She’d
annihilate him for breaking diet.

I’m not one to talk since I smashed an entire cup of soft
pretzel bites ten minutes ago.

Darren chases his food with his own Gatorade. Jay always
brings a six-pack from home for us on Fridays.

“What’re your terms?” he asks Jay. “What’s the reward?”

Another implicit stipulation of the dares—incentives.
Little rewards. Since Darren and I aren’t typically as . . . bold
as Jay, he’s found ways to encourage us to play along. Free



iced coffees for a week. An extra pizza pie after a track meet.
New cleats spikes.

“Glad you asked.” Jay unlocks his phone before scooting
it across the stone table. The open tab is our school’s prom

page.
This year’s theme: When You Wish Upon a Fairy Tale.

Cheesy? Yes. Is every junior and senior making a big deal
about 1t? Hell yeah.

“If you pull it off, I’ll front your whole prom experience,
Theo. Tickets. Car service. Dinner. Suit and shoes. All of it.”
Jay reaches over to brush nonexistent lint off my shoulder.
“Can’t have my boy looking weak when he scores a date with
his dream partner.”

I roll my eyes.

First off, Jay’s family has that old money wealth. As in
Scott Boulevard is named after his great-great-grandfather’s
contributions to the city. They could afford our squad’s prom
package, plus a fresh SUV just for Jay’s shoes to arrive in. I’'m
not hating—his mom and my pops go way back to their days
at this very high school. It’s just facts.

Second . . . “dream partner”? Really?
Jay’s levels of trying too hard are infinite.

“Think about it, bro,” says Darren, nudging my elbow.
“Picking up Christian wearing a sick Gucci suit for the night
of your life.”

I know Darren’s overselling the idea because he’s dying to
witness another wild dare. But he doesn’t have to.

Something my best friends don’t know is, I want this.
Badly. I’'m not as economically blessed as Jay, Darren, or 75
percent of the Brook-Oak students. Prom is a barely attainable
goal for me. I’ve found an off-brand tux online. New shoes



don’t even enter the equation. Dad volunteered his semi-
dented, two-door Civic for the night. Dinner wouldn’t be more
than a trip to a cheap, inauthentic Italian restaurant with stale
breadsticks at best.

Between that and tickets, Dad would have to work a
week’s worth of overtime. He refuses to let me get a job before
I’m eighteen, which isn’t until November. I can’t stomach him
doing all of that just for junior prom. Not with college app fees
on the horizon.

Selfishly, though, I can’t stop thinking about prom night.
Getting dressed up. All the selfies. Kissing a boy in the middle
of a dance floor. After prom. ..

I want it all.

Using some of that Scott family money to fund my dream
is high-key incentive enough.

“Wait.” I tilt my head. “What happens if I fail?”

At worst, a failed dare has included detention and being
shamed by the group. Sometimes, one of us is the latest victim
of #BOHSFail on Instagram. The hashtag has its own unique
following—mostly Brook-Oak theater kids, students from
nearby schools. None of us have ever opted out of a dare.

But the prize has never been this large either.

Jay’s mouth curls up on the left side, the way it does when
he knows he’s about to win at a round of Mario Kart.

“If you fail, then you have to wear MV High gear to our
first practice after spring break.”

My spine locks, shoulders pulled up to my ears.

Mountainview High is our rival. An equally competitive
college prep school on the other side of Wilder Park. We’re
pretty much neck and neck in academic achievements. It’s
athletics where things are imbalanced. MVH owns us in



football, softball and baseball, and soccer while we
continuously destroy them in basketball, swimming,
volleyball, and cheerleading.

The sport that could tip the scales: track-and-field.
In two weeks, we meet in the conference finals.

Coach Devers unapologetically despises our rivals. Since
her days as a track star at BOHS. Four straight years of
finishing second to Mountainview in all the major events.

Not a single W against them.

If ’'m caught wearing their apparel at a practice, she’ll
bench me. “Support whoever you want outside of my lanes,”
she tells us every year. Coach is strict about her rules. If dress
code is broken, that means no conference finals, where a
dozen or so college scouts will be in the stands. As the anchor
of our 4x400 relay team, this 1s my chance to stand out. Senior
season is too late to chase scholarships from the top colleges.
I’d be missing an opportunity to hit an asterisk on Dad’s plans.

I can hear his voice in my head: A/l we have to do is
follow The Plan. Stay focused. Your bright, unstoppable future
is right there . . .

“Damn!” Darren’s howl pulls me back to the moment.
“That’s . . . harsh.”

Jay shrugs listlessly. “Our boy Theo can handle it.”

I purse my lips. We’re both good at this—ego-boosting.
While playing video games, during practices, before a dare.

“Coach will slaughter him,” Darren notes.

Yes, thanks for confirming my worst fears, D. In our
group, he’s the Jiminy Cricket. Our conscience. The “hold up,
this might get us arrested” voice of reason.

Every squad needs one.



“She’ll think it’s a joke,” Jay insists, laughing. “Wearing
MVH gear right before we crush them at finals? She’ll send
pictures to that dick-breath Mountainview coach.” He turns
back to me. “Besides, how hard is it to ask a guy to prom?”

Very, actually, a concept Jay will never comprehend.
My eyes flicker over to Christian.

Despite being out since I was fourteen, I’ve never
approached a crush before. But something about the way the
sun brightens the brown of Christian’s eyes, I’'m certain of
this:

I want him to be the first.
I want his laughter against my lips as we kiss at prom.
“I'm in,” I say.

Darren nearly flails out of his seat. Jay’s eyebrows rise
slowly like he’s simultaneously shocked and impressed. I
don’t know why. Making bad choices is in my genes.

Exhibit A: Theodore Jamal Wright, my full government
name.

For seventeen years I’ve lived with the knowledge that
my name’s an amalgam of Dad’s favorite childhood TV
character—Theodore Huxtable—and the actor who portrayed
him—Malcolm-Jamal Warner. Clearly, tragic decision-making
is inherited.

“Just . . .” I whisper, feeling the adrenaline tripling in my
system. “Gimme a sec.”

“Sure,” says Jay. “Take all eight minutes you have left.”

“What?”

Darren, all smooth light-brown skin and undercut showing
off his sharp jawline, holds up his phone to indicate the time.

12:52 p.m.



Fuck.

Another rule: all dares must be completed before the end
of lunch. Since we’ve rarely shared classes at BOHS, a built-in
prerequisite to prevent cheating was needed: At least one
member of the squad must be present to witness the dare.

Scrambling, I open my selfie camera.

Overall, I don’t look like a complete disaster. My sponge
twists could use a touch-up. Glowing brown skin with gold
undertones. No leftover pretzel mustard around my mouth.
Plain black T-shirt and matching joggers. An old pair of
Jordan 1 Retros in Smoke Grey.

Simple and classy.
“Ticktock, TJ,” sings Jay.

I lower my phone to give him an unobstructed view of my
middle finger. I don’t do nicknames. Surviving years of
teasing from my elementary school classmates—r#ello,
Theodore Roosevelt! Ted! Teddy Bear!—earned me that right.
Only Dad is permitted to call me TJ now.

“Im going, Jayson,” 1 shoot back with an equally
taunting grin.

Jay’s face reddens. Only his mom calls him that.

As DI'm leaving, Darren narrates, “This 1is really
happening. Way to lean into your confidence, Theo. Get yours.
Step right into that big, bright, romantic—"

“Added commentary not helping, D.”
Darren throws a hand over his mouth, nodding.

When Jay’s eyes meet mine, he lifts a brow as if to say,
Well? Are you gonna punk out?

Nah, I’'m not. I'm Theo Wright, soon to be conference
champion in the 4x400 relay. Christian Harris’s future prom



date.

Across the quad, Christian and his friends are packing up.
They toss their trash in the proper bins. Other students pivot
toward the main building. I cut through a pack of senior
cheerleaders, nearly knocking Makayla Lawrence over.

“Sorry, sorry,” I mutter, quickly helping her reorient.

As far as cheerleaders go, Makayla’s harmless. She’s
pretty much sociable with everyone at Brook-Oak. According
to rumors, she’s extra friendly with the guys.

“Be careful,” she says with a sigh, running to catch up
with her friends.

Right. Find your chill, Theo.

How can I when Christian slings his canvas messenger
bag over his chest? He beams at the short, curvy Black girl
beside him. They turn in the direction of the stairs. He’s
leaving, along with all my prom dream:s.

I hop, swerve, and wiggle through another group of
students.

I’'m close enough to hear Christian’s cool voice among the
noise.

“Whatever, Keyona.” He snorts. “Don’t get mad at me
“cause | have better plans than mainlining Gilmore Girls with
you this weekend.”

The girl, Keyona, tosses fruit snacks into his messy, dark
curls.

“Like what? Masturbate?”’

Christian’s light-brown cheeks instantly go dark red. I
almost choke. Suddenly, my joggers are much tighter.

“No,” Christian blurts. “Studying.”

“Lies!”



“Practicing the new Lizzo song for spring tryouts?”

“More deception.” Keyona tosses another fruit snack at
him. “You know that song better than anyone on the
drumline.”

It’s true. Christian is the star of our school’s marching
band. All eyes are on the way he goes in while playing the
snare drums.

“A party,” Christian finally concedes.

“I knew it!” Keyona swats his hip. “You’re gonna be all
over—"’

Christian shushes her before she can finish.
I pause. A/l over . .. who?

Thing is, Christian, as charming as he is, hasn’t ever dated
anyone at Brook-Oak. Our school is far from ground zero for
homophobia. The ZERO TOLERANCE and BROOK-OAK WELCOMES
ALL signs posted around the halls say so. We even have a QSA
—sixteen members deep, not that ’'m one of them. Still, our
small, openly out queer community seldomly does the whole
hand-holding, kissing-between-classes thing.

But most people know Christian’s gay and available.
I just need to make a move.

Beyond Christian’s group I spot Aleah Bird. Her head is
lowered, body curled inward as an 1impatient Coach
Hollingsworth talks to her. My stomach flips. I keep waiting
for Aleah to look up, scowl my way. Thankfully, it doesn’t
happen. Instead, she walks in the opposite direction.

It takes a beat to clear the last ten seconds from my brain.

Then I see Christian is five feet away. I lick my lips,
willing confidence into my gait and—

WHAM!



I collide with another student. It’s a slow-motion disaster.
Papers fly. Index cards spill across the pavement. My arms
flap wildly before we both thud against the ground.

The first “Ooooh” is the worst. Gasps and high-pitched
laughter follow. A small crowd forms around us as I roll to my
side. Please don 't let Christian be one of them. Phones are out,
even while Coach Hollingsworth threatens confiscation and
suspension as she intercepts the crowd.

It’s too late, though.
#TeddyBearEatsCement 1s probably already trending.
“Are you—"

Before I can fully ask the person I smashed into if they’re
hurt, T hear a clipped “I’m fine.” The other student adjusts
crooked glasses, scrambling to collect the items I sent airborne
across the quad. All I see i1s the back of a shaggy, copper-
brown head. Woven bracelets running up a forearm. A collage
of anime stickers on a backpack before they’re lost in the wave
of people fleeing to the main building.

Christian and his friends are gone too.
“You okay, Theo?” Darren asks between chuckles.

He and Jay stand over me. Without meeting his eyes, |
give two thumbs-up. It’s all I can do with the weight of failure
pressing on all my limbs.

“That deserves a do-over,” says Jay, reaching to help me
up.

Once I’'m standing, he slides an arm around my sagging
shoulders. He leads me back toward the building. Darren falls
into step next to us.

“How am I gonna get another chance?” I mumble.

The lunch rule was established for a reason. We won’t see
each other again until after school. Chances of me being in the



same space as Christian on the Friday before spring break are
also slim to none.

“Trust me,” says Jay, his grin at Cartoon Network—villain
levels of mischief, “I’ll think of a plan.”



2
PROMPOSAL GONE WRONG

“Chloe Campbell’s Spring Break Bash.”

Brook-Oak’s north wing hall is eternally crowded.
Students collide in every direction trying to get to their next
class. I almost don’t hear Jay over the after-lunch rush.

“Huh? I ask, head mostly buried in my locker.

The walls and lockers are striped cerulean, gold, and
ivory, our school’s colors. Please don’t refer to them as blue-
green, amber, or white unless you want to face the wrath of
alumni donors or a barrage of The Devil Wears Prada memes.

I pluck out my beat-up copy of The Catcher in the Rye for
Mr. London’s class. Not my favorite book. At least he’s letting
us pair it with Aristotle and Dante Discover the Secrets of the
Universe, which I’'m loving. I stuff the paperback into my
JanSport before shouldering my door closed, pivoting to face

Jay.

“Second chance!” he announces. “Tomorrow night.”

“At Chloe’s party?”

“Yes!”

“Sounds like a scam,” Darren says before I can, sidling up
to us.

“It’s happening, my dudes,” Jay insists.

“How?’ I ask.



He tightens his topknot, then beams as if he’s not just
insinuated we waltz into a party hosted by the senior captain of
the girls’ varsity basketball team.

Brook-Oak isn’t as cliquey as it appears on the surface.
From the beginning of freshman year, students are divvied up
into our respective programs: High School University;
Science, Math, and Technology; Journalism/Media; Visionary
Arts; and Young Performers of Tomorrow. Yearly, hundreds of
kids from across Jefferson County apply. Acceptance for the
first three programs is decided by your academic performance
in middle school, plus testing in. Auditions are required for the
VA and YPT programs.

After that, everyone’s in survival mode. Magnet schools
are competitive. You tend to figure out who your people are
after seeing the same faces for a minimum of 180 days a year.
Drama kids socialize with other YPT kids. STEM students
chill with other science-y, tech-y, engineer-y, and math-y
students. Band kids are tight-knit. Athletes befriend other
athletes.

Chloe’s never hovered in TNT’s little social hemisphere,
though. And I avoid the basketball team for . . . reasons.

“It doesn’t matter how,” says Jay. “We’re in!”
“That means Jayla’s involved,” teases Darren.
Jay doesn’t deny it.

“Perfect,” I sigh.

Jayla Owens is a junior on the cheer squad. She’s pretty
with pale brown eyes almost the same color as her
complexion. Flocks of guys have been thirsting over her since
forever. How she ended up with Jay is beyond me.

Especially since Jayla and I briefly dated.



I mean, what’s dating in sixth grade other than a kiss on
the cheek at a school dance, then a “Check yes if you like me”
note passed around the following Monday morning?

Anyway, our tweenmance didn’t end amicably.

I broke things off. Every day was nausea-inducing,
knowing I didn’t like-like her back. Guilt is so exhausting.
After I told her, she shoved me in the chest, and I cried behind
the jungle gym at recess. Two understandable, if not dramatic,
reactions.

A year later, I came out.

I’ve heard that’s why she’s not my biggest fan. We
haven’t talked much, despite her dating my best friend.

“Tomorrow night. The dare’s still on,” Jay says,
unearthing two energy bars from his backpack. He passes both
to me. “You can’t maintain proper energy off just pretzel bites,
bro.”

“Thanks.” 1 tear into a bar. Peanut butter caramel, my
favorite. Damn, Jay’s always looking out for me.

Between bites, | say, “You sure we’re not gonna have any
trouble getting in?”

Chloe’s parties are labeled as “exclusive to seniors and
close friends only.” Without an invite, you’re likely to suffer
extreme harassment from drunk seniors. Sometimes worse.

“It’s a done deal,” Jay confirms.

He shows us a string of texts from Jayla that are largely
inappropriate emoji usage or over-the-top love declarations.
Neither Darren nor I signed up for another episode of J & J:
Sext City.

Oh yeah. J & J—Jay and Jayla. They’re that couple at
BOHS, according to the underclassmen who 1dolize them.



#RelationshipGoals. #BaeForLife.
#ImNotAHaterButThisIsGross.

As disgustingly cheesy as Jay and Jayla are, the thing I’ll
never say out loud is I want a version of that.

The lactose-free kind, of course.

For the longest time, it almost felt too dangerous to dream
about. To give myself that kind of hope. Another boy’s fingers
laced with mine as we walk the halls. Being late for
extracurriculars because we’re too busy making out in an
empty classroom. Maybe it’s because the visual representation
at Brook-Oak is severely lacking.

Having two straight best friends—plus a host of
teammates regularly sipping from the heteronormative cup—
isn’t. .. easy.

When I came out, Darren was exceptionally chill. He
hugged me tightly. Hasn’t once asked an insensitive question
about my sexuality. Jay, however, was overly enthusiastic
about it. Captioned a photo of us as kids on Instagram with:
#MyBestBrolsGayWhatOfIt. Rainbow emojis included. Later
that night, over pizza, he added an unsolicited “My cousin
Jenny’s a lesbian. So, I get you.”

Back then, I lacked the vocabulary to explain how
association by proxy doesn’t give you the slightest range to
what it’s like to be inside that community. I still struggle with
that. It feels weird to think about calling out my own best
friend for the sometimes-problematic shit that slips out of his
mouth.

Jay and Darren are clueless when it comes to being queer
and crushing on someone, even if that other person is out of
the closet. The asking-someone-out thing isn’t the same.
Neither is dating when, at any moment, you could be risking
your safety or theirs. Homophobic assholes can be anywhere.



As progressive as Brook-Oak—ULouisville as a whole—is, it’s
still a /ot being gay here.

Lockers slam around us. Sneakers squeak on the vinyl
tile. A group argues about song lyrics as they pass.

A new set of texts flashes across Jay’s screen.
“It’s your mom,” Darren informs him.

“Shit.” Jay quickly turns his phone around. He scowls
while reading, thumbs smashing out a reply. “It’s like she
fucking forgets I’'m at school.”

I smile empathetically. Dad’s the reason I leave my phone
in my locker between classes. He’s always sending me words
of encouragement or checking to see how I did on a test. It’s
sweet but distracting.

“She says to tell her golden boy hello,” Jay grumbles to
me.

My face wrinkles. Another unwanted nickname.

“Anyway.” Jay locks his phone, pocketing it. “Chloe’s
party? We’re going, right?”

Darren’s eyes dance between us.
“Okay.” I finally exhale. “Let’s do this.”
Jay fist-pumps the air.

“We’re gonna get kicked out,” Darren comments,
laughing.

“You're gonna get kicked out if you try break dancing
while buzzed again,” Jay says with mock admonishment.

I grin, looking around.

Brook-Oak’s design is breathtaking from the exterior, but
not the easiest to navigate once inside. It’s a three-story,
Gothic-lite structure—think Westminster Abbey, but modern



and cooler—filled with over a thousand talented, genius,
and/or privileged students.

Getting here was step one in Dad’s Plan. It’s all he talks
about. A guaranteed strategy for me, a young, economically
average Black kid, raised by a single parent, landing at a top
college outside of Kentucky.

Brook-Oak’s admissions committee was exceptionally
clear that I scored in the bottom third of applicants. That I was
“lucky.”

Frankly, luck had nothing to do with it. I studied my ass
off. Jay helped a lot too. We’d spend weekends at his house in
the East End going over problem sets and science terms.

Now I’m here. Shoulder to shoulder with my best friends.
One step closer to the future.

Jay and Darren part ways with me at the end of the hall.
Darren’s in the Journalism/Media program while Jay’s a
STEM student. I chuck a peace sign their way. “See y’all on
the other side!”

Jay shoots me an uneven smile, nodding.

By tomorrow night, he’ll be saying peace to half his trust
fund after I ask Christian to prom.

The pressure to keep up with my classmates is very real. I test
decently. I can fake a passable answer when called on. My
papers are flawless. But remembering concepts taught in class
has always been a battle. My handwriting is shit so my pops
bought me a refurbished tablet to take notes on. It saves me the
hassle of teachers yelling about using my phone during class.

Now my tablet’s the reason I’'m about to be late to
American Lit with Mr. London.



The warning bell pierces my eardrums as I book it back to
my locker.

Two-a-day practices are really paying off. I easily dodge
the east wing slackers. Cut a corner like I’'m trying to break a
world record. Nothing’s in my way . . .

Except Brad Jennings and Gracie Abbot having a last-
minute make-out sesh by my locker.

Usually, I’d give them a pass for being in the genesis of
hormonal overload. You love to see freshmen with priorities.
But not today.

I clear my throat loudly until they part like startled
squirrels.

Once I’m done, I almost trip over a sophomore dropping
her backpack in my path. Darren’s the hurdles champ in our
trio. Still, I hit a respectable landing before I’'m stopped again,
five doors from Mr. London’s class.

Luca Ramirez paces the hallway. He’s whispering to
himself, reading something off his phone. I don’t think I’ve
ever seen him this stressed. To be fair, Luca and I mostly
socialize in passing. This isn’t one of those times, though.

He looks ready to vom without one of our all-gender
bathrooms in sight.

The roses-and-ivy pattern on his T-shirt is a nice contrast
to his gold-brown skin. His hand skims over the top of his
deep umber hair. It’s styled like the crest of a wave.

I toss him a casual what’s-up nod, then realize his eyes are
still on his screen.

“Hey, Luca.”
His head jerks up just as his phone slips from his hands.

“Whoa, whoa,” I say, scrambling to swipe the device out
of its midair plummet. Another reason I run track instead of



playing other sports: no catching skills necessary. The phone
bounces on its side, then lands facedown on the floor.

Luca groans defeatedly.

“My bad!” I kneel to pick it up. “I kind of came out of
nowhere with that greeting.”

“Oh, right,” he says. “I forgot politeness is to blame for all
phone casualties.”

Still on one knee, I snort loudly. Luca’s expression is
softer, less puke-worthy. I ignore the late bell ringing. We’re
the only ones in the silent hall.

That doesn’t last long.

Behind me, I hear . . . singing? Luca pales, lips parting.
Whatever he says is drowned out by the Rolling Tones, our
school’s competition-winning a cappella group.

Soon, I’'m surrounded by a harmony of vocals and
choreography and cheery faces. Two of the bass singers hold
up a bright-blue banner. PROM? is dusted in gold glitter.

It hits me: This is a promposal.

Also, I'm on bended knee in front of Luca, raising his
phone toward him like a freaking engagement ring.

Luca flails his arms around. He tries to stop the beautiful
swell of voices singing . . . Hold up. Is that One Direction?
Seriously? Luca Ramirez is promposing to someone with a
decade-old boy band song?

You hate to see it.

“Stop!” he pleads, finally destroying what I realize is his
promposal-ready hairstyle.

One by one, the Rolling Tones go quiet, mouths
scrunched as they look around at each other.



Amanda Cox, the group’s leader, stomps between Luca
and me. “What’s the prob, Ramirez?” She taps an impatient
ballet flat on the floor. “You agreed to pay us to be here after
lunch for a promposal. We even got special permission from
Mr. Murphy to miss the beginning of class for this.”

“Not for him!”

Maintaining a neutral expression at the sharpness of
Luca’s voice takes tremendous effort. As if I’'m unworthy of
being serenaded by a sweet but poorly chosen One Direction
song. Like it’d be offensive to take me to prom.

Luca’s eyes momentarily meet mine. His cheeks pinken.
But his attention is quickly drawn back to Amanda when she
starts snapping her fingers.

Yeah, no need to apologize.
“I told you, Amanda, this 1s for—"

Before Luca can finish, someone parts through the
Rolling Tones.

“Luca?” Devya Anand stands dressed out in her phys ed
gear, black hair tied up in a sloppy ponytail. The hallway
lights glint off the tiny stone in her left nostril and the
confusion in her almost-black eyes. “What’s going on?”

Luca rushes toward her, shouting, “Now! Now!” He drops
to one knee, cupping Devya’s left hand.

On Amanda’s order, the Rolling Tones restart their
performance. It’s even cornier the second time around.

I shrink backward. Heat prickles under my skin. It’s not
because I’ve been embarrassed again by a clumsy disaster.
I’ve had my fair share of trips to the top of the #BOHSFail pile
—thank you, Mariah Carey. Attention like that fades as
quickly as it comes in high school. Someone’s always right



behind you, ready to fall flat on their face and catch all that
shame you were just suffering through.

I’m anxious because, for a fleeting moment, I got a taste
of what it’s like to be Jay and Jayla. Like all that swoon-
worthy shit in rom-coms isn’t strictly meant for the straight
kids.

My eyes scan back to Devya. Her expression is . . .
definitely not the way I’d look if, say, Christian was
promposing to me.

In fact, last I heard, Devya and Luca broke up during
winter break. Darren made it a Thing at lunch one day. They
were another J & J at Brook-Oak: posting couple-y photos
using the cutest animal filters on Insta. Repeat hand-holding-
in-the-middle-of-the-hallway offenders. Legitimate prom court
contenders.

If this 1s Luca’s take-me-back encore, things aren’t going
as planned.

“Luca, I—" Out of nowhere, Devya’s face goes from
apprehensive to euphoric. Peter Vasquez, another junior with
great hair—and Devya’s rumored new boyfriend—
shamelessly slides on his knees into the Rolling Tones circle,
shoulder-checking Luca aside.

“Deyv, babe. I wanted to do this differently, but . . . me and
you? Prom?” Peter says it so casual, so easy, unlike Luca, who
was stuttering out an entire speech ninety seconds ago.

“Ohmygod, hells yes!”” Devya shouts.

I wince as Luca collapses on his ass. Devya squeals
happily while Peter lifts her into the air. The Rolling Tones
don’t miss a beat, shifting into a Harry Styles song like this
was all by design.

A cold feeling sinks into my bones. I kind of want to help
Luca off the floor. But a familiar boom of thunder cracks



through the hall, one I’'m used to hearing on the track, not
when ’m late to class.

Coach Devers might be only five foot six, but her
presence feels like seven foot two. She nudges into the circle
with a repeated “Excuse you” while clapping.

[ jump back. When a Black woman claps like that, it
means Move.

Coach clocks every face in the area, including mine. No
one speaks.

“Another one of these, huh?” She signals toward the prom
banner. “I don’t get you kids’ obsession with making
everything a cinematic spectacle.” Her eyes squint at three of
the Tones filming everything. They immediately lower their
phones. “Can we please keep it to non-class time? You’re here
to learn, not gain YouTube followers.”

“Im just trying to get verified,” whispers one of the
Tones.

I frown. Not the time, dude.

“Get to class,” demands Coach, “before I start handing
out in-school suspension like Kangol bucket hats at a LL Cool
J concert.”

“LL who?” asks Zain Ahmed, a senior Tone.
“NOW!”

The Tones scatter like cockroaches. Everyone except
Amanda, who glowers over a still-in-shock Luca. “Don’t
forget to Cash App me our agreed fee,” she says. “I won’t
charge extra for the encore. This time.”

If Rachel Berry from Glee and a made-for-Netflix mob
boss had a child, it’d be Amanda.

“Ms. Cox?” Coach tilts her head. “Are you collecting
personal funds for a school-sponsored club’s performance?”



“At a discounted rate,” Amanda mumbles, tipping her
chin up defiantly.

“Care to discuss my discounted rates for Saturday
detentions after school?” They’re almost the same height, but
that might be because Amanda’s facade is starting to wilt.
Coach adds, “Trust me, I give better deals than Amazon.”

Amanda takes two cautious steps back.
“No, ma’am.”
“Good.”

Amanda throws one last stink eye at Luca on her way to
class. Thoughts and prayers for whatever teacher has her for
the next ninety minutes.

“You too, Ramirez. Show’s over,” barks Coach.

Watching Luca collect himself is beyond tragic. He
doesn’t attempt to hide the ache on his face as Devya and
Peter, hands clasped, walk away. He pauses in front of me.

“Oh, hey.” I grin so hard my cheeks feel permanently
inflated. “What’s up, Luca? Are you good? Need some
water?”

What the hell is wrong with me? Yes, that’s what
everyone needs in the face of public—and videoed—
humiliation: to stay hydrated.

“No.” He exhales. “Can I have my phone back?”

I forgot I’'m still holding it, despite the edges of a freshly
cracked screen digging into my palm.

Luca mutters a half-assed “thanks” when I hand it to him.
He drifts down the hall without another word.

“So.” I know that tone in Coach’s voice. Disappointment
followed by a speech. “Is this how you spend your time when
you’re not preparing to destroy MVH at finals?”



I chuckle quietly. Inside the halls and on the track, Coach
is usually all business. School Faculty 101. But on occasion,
she lets out her sense of humor. She isn’t afraid to scream at
you to pick up the pace while also roasting your poor form.

“No, Coach.”

“I hope not.” Her mouth trembles like she’s suppressing a
smirk. “Can’t have VP Clarke catching you cutting—"

“TI wasn’t—"

The twitch in her right eye says not to interrupt her. “You
had your meeting with Dr. Bernard last week, right? About
Duke?”

I bite down on the inside of my cheek, nodding.

“You’re working on getting that recommendation letter?”
Coach lifts an eyebrow.

“I am, Coach.”

It’s a lie. I’ve been low-key avoiding thinking about the
letter ever since Dr. Bernard suggested it. She made it sound
so simple. Just ask him, she’d said with a Colgate-bright smile.
You'’re best friends with his son. Should be no problem!

As if she knew what it’s like to ask Jay’s dad for anything.

“That’s what I like to hear, Wright! Always making your
dad proud.” Absently, she fixes her dreads, smiling at the wall
behind me. “By the way, how is Miles? Still . . . happily
unattached?”

I wish I could say the shy glint in her eyes was at all
shocking. That this was the first time an adult hinted at my
pops’s romantic status. But it’s not.

Dad and Coach—and everyone else who hasn’t moved
past their glory days in this part of Old Louisville—attended
Brook-Oak together. They might’ve dated? I can’t keep up



with the multitude of folks Dad still acknowledges with an
authentic smile everywhere we go.

I swallow my annoyance.
“He’s ... good.”

“I’ll have to text him sometime.” Even with her dark skin,
Coach looks flushed. “Maybe I’1l Facebook him.”

“Uh, sure,” I say, desperate to get away from the
conversation. “I’m gonna head to Mr. London’s class now.”

“Smart. We can’t have Miles Wright’s son missing
finals!”

Of course not.

The privilege of being the son of the great Miles Wright
never, ever ends.



3
IS THIS A PEP TALK?

Darren and I have a tradition.

Every other Friday, we hop in his car after school and
head to the Highlands for haircuts. Jay wore the same buzzcut
all the way up until high school. These days, he settles for a
touch-up every now and again. I refuse to go that long without
a fresh cut. While Darren and I are at the barbershop, Jay has
mandatory family time with his parents and younger brother,
Jasper.

Jess Scott, Jay’s mom, and my pops were tight in high
school. Shared classes. Had the same friend group. According
to Dad, she even helped him write his college admissions
essay. When he found out Mrs. Scott was moving back to
Louisville after attending college in Boston and marrying a
lawyer, they immediately reconnected.

Jay was my first real friend. More like a sibling since I’'m
an only child. Darren came into the fold around middle school.
Something about his chill attitude created the perfect buffer
between Jay’s intensity and my stubbornness. It was weird at
first, a duo turning into a trio, but I won’t lie—I’ve stopped
feeling guilty about enjoying moments with just Darren
around.

We vibe on another wavelength.

After haircuts, we grab our favorite corner table at a cozy,
family-owned ramen bar off Baxter Avenue. Once we’ve
ordered, Darren hangs on to the menu, scanning the back page.



“You’re thinking about getting the mochi ice cream, aren’t
you?” I tease.

“No!” The corners of his mouth tick upward. “You don’t
know me, bro.”

Oh, but I do.

In sixth grade, Darren and I found ourselves hanging at
the same end of a lunch table, ignoring the other kids. Me
because of the nicknames. Him because of the ignorant
“WHERE ARE YOUR PARENTS FROM?” questions.
Tweens can be cruel. Our interactions started casually: trading
chocolate milks and juice pouches over square pizzas,
eventually falling into loud, obnoxious conversations about
our favorite cartoons or foods.

So, yeah, Darren wants the mochi ice cream. He’ll
convince me to share. And I won’t hesitate to grab that second
spoon.

“Noticed you gave DeAndre some special instructions
while getting your cut,” Darren comments when our food
arrives. “Looking mighty clean!”

Thank goodness for that extra melanin in my system.
Otherwise, Darren would be witness to the deplorable amounts
of blush kissing my cheeks.

“It’s nothing,” I lie.

I most certainly asked Dre to put some additional
craftsmanship into today’s look. It took him another thirty
minutes, but . . . worth it. Sides tight, temples faded. My twists
are conditioned, springy from the curl sponge. My wannabe
mustache 1s darker, well defined.

“Is this for anyone in particular?” Darren smirks as he
slurps a spoonful of broth. “Perhaps the little drummer boy?”

“I don’t know whom you speak of.”



I dive into my chicken ramen. Jay was right—the soft
pretzels and energy bars weren’t enough to sustain me through
my last two classes. My eyes water at a whiff of the red chili
oil in Darren’s tonkotsu ramen. Spicy foods are a hard no for
me.

Darren inherited his iron stomach from his mom.

I really love his parents. Professor Jacobs, Darren’s dad,
heads the African American and Africana Studies department
at the University of Kentucky. His mom, Mrs. Jacobs (née
Ishikawa), is a retired book illustrator. They both have this dry
humor that I appreciate. Also, they’re a family of success
stories. Even Darren’s younger sister, Connie, is a district
spelling bee champ. She’s eight.

“What about you?” I point at his haircut, deflecting like a
pro. “Who’re you trying to impress?”

“Oh, go to hell.” He laughs, cheeks rosy.

Darren’s fully focused on two things: school and track. By
choice, not from parental pressure like Jay and me. But
another commonality we share sans Jay is our ability to crush
and not date.

I mean, I’ve had relationships. There’s Jayla. And I made
out with a boy from an opposing track team under the
bleachers once. Okay, twice. Great kisser, even better at
ghosting me when we finished.

Darren’s never had a girlfriend. He’s still a virgin, which
isn’t bad by any means. I’m still one too.

Jay practically texted us during his first time. He spared
no details when we finally saw him in person.

“I’'m not trying to impress her,” Darren admits, chugging
his glass of water.

The her is senior cheerleader Makayla.



“Jay’s been on me to ask her out,” he continues, staring
into his steaming bowl. “To finally . . . you know.”

Get laid? 1 don’t need to say it. Jay’s always playing
wingman for Darren. His pep talks usually involve one of
Jayla’s friends and sex. “It’s the best, D, I swear,” he’ll say, an
arm around Darren’s shoulders. “Just try it.”

That’s the kind of person Jay is—someone who, once
they’ve found something they like, wants everyone in their life
to love it too. It’s worked on us before. Fortnite, pizza with
ranch dressing, James Cameron movies.

But the sex thing . . . I don’t know.

I want to. My phone has enough incognito tabs open to
confirm I’d probably enjoy it. Thing is, Jay’s never tried to
persuade me the way he does Darren. Sometimes, I wonder
why it’s like that. Why he never asks about boys I like. It’s not
until after I’ve volunteered the information that we discuss it.

But I’'m not supposed to wish he’d ask about my sex life,
right? To treat me like he does Darren? It’s just the way guys
talk sometimes. No big deal. Jay’s not purposefully leaving me
out. .. 1s he?

“You don’t have to go through with it if you don’t want
to,” says Darren as he spoons up more ramen. “The dare.”

Ah, shit. Being caught up in my own head gave him the
upper hand.

I shrug.

None of us have ever reneged on a dare. Even the gross
ones. I can’t be the first.

“I want to go to prom with Christian.” I shake my head
with a tiny smile. “It’s just that . . .”

Darren leans on his elbows, waiting. I almost tell him.
The words tickle the roof of my mouth. Darren’s the same guy



who, on the way here, offered me his notes on the Cold War
for my US History 2 class because he took that course last
semester. Who, just last week, told me about the time he cried
over his favorite Disney Channel star getting engaged. We’re

thoughtful dorks like that.

I want to discuss how hard it is being the only queer dude
in our trio. How the prom thing would make me feel normal.
Then I think about Darren’s reaction when he realizes I’ve
kept this secret from him. That I second-guessed our
friendship. I didn’t trust him with this part of me.

“It’d be really nice,” I whisper instead of explaining,
barely holding on to my smile.

“Definitely.” Darren looks like he might ask more but
doesn’t. “If you fail, we’ll have your back. Whenever one of
us crashes and burns, we all take the fall. We’ll be right there
with you at practice, MVH gear and all. TNT forever.”

It’s true. This is us. Maybe Jay’s right. If we all show up
in MVH apparel, Coach’ll think it’s a joke. She wouldn’t
bench three of her star runners.

Sure, she came close to beating Mountainview her senior
year. Rumor has it, at that final meet, an MVH student trashed
Brook-Oak’s locker room, tagging the benches with some
choice (see: racist, classist) words in black spray paint.
Mentally, it took Coach Devers out of the competition. She
tripped during the hurdles finals, finishing fourth. But that’s
the past.

Maybe she’s forgotten all that?

Darren offers me a fist bump. “Always here for you,
Theo.”

“Th-thanks,” I choke out, tapping his fist. We share a grin.
“But I’'m going to prom on Jay’s dime.”



After we’ve finished our bowls, Darren finally orders the
mochi ice cream. Weak-minded, that one. I tense up a little
when he tells the waitress to bring one bill. The Jacobs
household of overachievers isn’t quite on the level of
financially gifted as the Scotts, but they’re doing really well.

The proof: Darren has a family credit card.

Jay and Darren never flaunt their wealth to me. They’re
both good at making it seem like it’s merely returning a favor.
As if my friendship 1s enough. They’ll pay for food or a movie
ticket. “Because you’re my boy,” they say.

But in moments like this, when Darren won’t meet my
eyes while signing the receipt and pocketing that gold AmEx
card, I’'m reminded where they’re coming from and where I’'m
at.

As we wait on the ice cream, I study the new customers
coming through the front door. Anything to avoid that weird
sensation swirling in my stomach. Someone’s kid runs around
singing “The Pee Song” with zero fucks given. A young
woman struts in like she’s on a mission.

The bell above the door chimes one more time.

My heart climbs to the center of my throat. I’'m light-
headed watching a man I recognize stroll in.

Mario.

It’s like staring at a ghost. He looks mostly the same.
Deep-brown complexion. Tall and built. Streaks of silver fleck
his dark goatee. He’s a little less bouncy than I remember.
Subdued, but still smiley like he knows the world will always
embrace him.

I haven’t seen him since he moved to Texas years ago,
crushing Dad’s heart. The aftershocks of their fallout led me to
do one of the worst things ever.



It’s the reason Aleah Bird hates my guts.

“Dude, have you been on Jayla’s Insta?” Darren asks,
shaking me from my daze.

I sink down in my chair, hoping Mario doesn’t see me. He
can t know I’'m here.

“Theo?”

Darren’s foot kicks mine under the table. I jolt. He shoots
me a curious stare, trying to track my focal point. If he looks at
Mario, then Mario might glance our way, and—

“What about Jayla?” I ask, panicked.

“She posted a cryptic message about backstabbing
friends.” He lays his phone faceup on the table before
excitedly rubbing his hands together. Darren loves gossip. A
career at TMZ 1is in his future. “The comments are on fire.
Everyone’s speculating it’s about what went down with the
Ballers at state.”

Seriously, F my whole life.

The Ballers, Brook-Oak’s girls’ varsity basketball team.
The one Aleah’s on.

“Really?” I fake interest, not even reading Jayla’s caption.
“It’s a shit show.”

Darren unloads all the details. His sources are suspect.
Anyway, for a month, the whisper networks have been buzzing
about the unexpected end of what was a record-breaking
winning season for the Ballers. The two stars and besties—
point guard, Aleah, and power forward, Lexi Johnson—
imploded off the court. No confirmation on what happened
two nights before the championship game, but the following
Monday morning, all hell broke loose.

Lexi and her longtime boyfriend, Derek Miller, a senior
on the boys’ team, called it quits.



Aleah wasn’t sitting with the Ballers at lunch anymore.

By the end of the day, someone had filled Aleah’s locker
with crumpled paper, browned banana peels, and unwrapped
condoms. Written on the outside in Sharpie: TRASH! Word is
Derek cheated on Lexi with Aleah.

No one on the team is talking.

“We should go,” I say once Darren’s done ranting. “I need
to—uh, you know. Rehearse what I’'m gonna say to Christian
tomorrow.”

“How about ‘I like you. Wanna go to prom?’”
“Psssh.” An almost genuine laugh escapes my lips.

I notice Mario seated on the other side of the restaurant.
“Im capable of far better game than that,” 1 say while
scooting out of our booth.

“Are you?”

“Ouch, dude.” T lightly punch his shoulder. He doesn’t
even flinch. The guy’s all muscle. “Great pep talk.”

“Whatever.” He smiles while rolling his eyes. “I’ll tell the
waitress we’re getting the mochi to go.”

Before I exit, I can’t help peeking over to Mario’s corner.
His head’s down, eyes on his phone. He looks so much like his
niece, Aleah. A recognizable feeling aches in my stomach.

This is one thing I’'m always too slow to run from: Aleah
was my first best friend. Not like Jay, Darren, and me. She was
pre-TNT. A separate reality.

I’ve never been able to outrun the memory of how quickly
I ditched her once Dad and Mario broke up.



4
THE MILES WRIGHT FACTOR

The next morning, sweat itches against my temple as I finish
my Saturday run. It’s only nine a.m. and slowly warming up
outside, but I’ve been pushing myself lately.

3:13.51 versus 3:13.56 looks like a small gap on paper,
but it’s huge to me.

That’s Mountainview’s best time in the 4x400 versus ours.

I unlock the front door. We live in a two-story, single-
family home off Willow Avenue in the South End. It’s a three-
bedroom, two-bathroom with a porch and a deck in the back.
Ideal for Dad and me. The second I tug out my earbuds, my
phone pings with multiple messages.

TNT’s WhatsApp group chat is busy early for a weekend.

Last summer, the Jacobses vacationed in Osaka, visiting
Darren’s mom’s family. We spent hella time texting while he
was gone. Jay suggested we move our messages over to
WhatsApp before Mr. Jacob confiscated Darren’s phone
because of the senseless international rates. After Darren got
back, we maintained this group chat. Creatures of habit.

TODAY

Jay
big day! scooping up D then T @ bish

2:01 AM.



Darren

57 Isn’t the party later?

9:02 AM.

Jay

pregame baby! &/ g B

9:02 AM.

Darren

Theo won't be ready at 5. &

9:03 AM.

I roll my eyes while toeing off my sneakers by the door.
Dad will freak out if I dirty up the new area rug that covers
most of the living room’s hardwood. I fire off a quick middle-
finger emoji in response to Darren’s last text. Just because he’s
right doesn’t mean I need to co-sign. Besides, I’'m asking a
boy—my first boy—to prom later. That kind of prep work
needs time.

As a polite gesture to Jay doing his ceremonial wingman
duties, I confirm I’ll be ready.

Ready-ish.

I’m midway through my post-run cooldown when I hear a
familiar gasp, followed by an “Oh, shit!” coming from the
kitchen. I grin to myself.

“Dad! I'm back!”
No response.

I should’ve expected that. Saturdays are dedicated to Dad
catching up on his crime dramas. I do a couple of quad
stretches, savoring the tightness exiting my muscles, before
heading toward the kitchen.



On the way, I pause at the wall outside the entryway. The
Louvre of Wright Family History. Old portraits in discounted
frames. It starts with a yellowing photo of my G’Pa and
Granny on their wedding day then shifts chronologically all
the way to me and Dad, last year, laughing outside of Friday
Night Film Fest. My favorite picture is of Granny and me
hugging at Kentucky Pride. I was only nine then. We were
there supporting Dad. Anytime I look at this photo, I imagine
Granny knew she was there for Dad and me, even though I
hadn’t come out yet.

I didn’t even know then.
She died when [ was twelve.

The picture reminds me that sometimes people can love
you even before you know who you really are.

I kiss the tip of my index finger, tapping Granny’s cheek
before stepping into the kitchen.

Dad’s at the table, invested in his usual routine: watching
SVUNCISWhatever on his phone while sipping orange juice
and crunching on turkey bacon. He’s a computer systems
administrator who’s essentially on call all the time.
Thankfully, it’s a remote job now. Still, it doesn’t leave much
time for mindless TV marathons.

“Morning, Dad!”

Without looking, he flaps a hand at me, signaling I’'m
interrupting a crucial moment.

“Miles Davis Wright . . .” T start, putting on my best
Granny voice, waiting for his head to snap up.

“Watch it, TJ,” he replies, his scowl on level ten.
“G’morning.”

Yep, Dad’s another victim of the celebrity first-and-
middle-name game permeating throughout the Wright



bloodline. At least he’s named after a famous musician, not a
TV character who didn’t even get a spin-off series.

He grew up in a ranch-style house in the West End. A lot
of that area has changed since then. The government calls it
“revitalization,” a nice SAT alternative to gentrification. But
Dad’s “people” are all over Louisville. Same friends, same
enemies, same everything since graduating from Brook-Oak.

Granny’s shown me numerous photos from Dad’s high
school days. To put it lightly, he was quite popular.
Homecoming Prince. Senior class vice president. Prom court.
Co-captain of the soccer team. Voted Most Likely to Succeed.

I call it the Michael B. Jordan factor. Dad’s always had
acne-free, smooth brown skin, a handsome, round face,
winning smile. All the girls wanted him, Granny used to tell
me. Different dates all the time. Then the boys came around
and watch out!

He’s got double the number of followers I have on all
social media apps.

“Good run?” Dad asks during an ad break.

“Eh.” I shrug.

“‘Eh’ won’t win conference finals,” he reminds me.
As if I needed it.

Track has been a part of my life since before winter break
of freshman year. It was all Jay’s idea. Another way for the
three of us to hang out more. At first, I agreed because it’s
what my boys wanted to do. Then I fell in love with running.
Moving faster than my brain could think. Being the reason
everyone else around me won.

Dad loved it too. Not only because I excelled at it. Track
eliminated one or two steps from The Plan.

Colleges adore a star athlete.



“It was good for a Saturday. Almost got my time down by
two seconds,” I amend, ducking my head into the fridge.

“Impressive!”

I locate a Gatorade on a shelf crammed with takeout
boxes and a Tupperware of chili Dad made a week ago. We’re
not a family of cookers. Not since Granny died. My heartbeat
triples when I almost knock over Dad’s pitcher of homemade
cold brew. The last time I did that, he was furious. I’d left the
mess for him to clean up. I chose to endure Dad’s wrath rather
than Darren’s for being late meeting him outside my house.

Since he lives in the southeastern side of the city too,
Darren’s cool enough to give me a ride to Brook-Oak on
mornings Dad has early meetings. Our school’s only ten
minutes from my house by car. Otherwise, it’s a forty-minute
ride via public transportation, not counting the time it takes to
walk to the nearest pickup stop.

I flop down across from Dad. He’s deeply engrossed in
his phone again. I sneak a piece of his bacon, grimacing at its
coldness.

“] saw that.”

I guzzle half my Gatorade. “Dad, at least eat the bacon

'79

when it’s warm
He shakes his head, laughing.

We share a lot of the same physical traits—almost six feet
tall, the wide Wright forehead, eternal baby face—but there
are parts of me I know aren’t his. Ones I got from my
biological mother.

At the ripe age of thirty, Dad had one unfulfilled dream:
being a father. Cue the lengthy process of finding an egg
donor, a surrogate, extensive testing, getting a second job to
counter the new debt he was amassing, and then . . . me.



Theodore Jamal Wright, conceived via 1in vitro
fertilization.

I’ve never met the surrogate who carried me. Never asked
to either. Granny swears she was a wonderful woman. 1 was
satisfied with the family unit I had—Dad, Granny, and me.
Later, just Dad and me, though that’s taken longer to adjust to.

“You need more than that,” Dad comments, nodding
toward my bottle and the second strip of cold bacon I just
swiped.

“M’good,” I mumble while chewing. “This 1s all a
growing boy needs: meat and electrolytes.”

“How did I raise such a clueless child?”
“With Granny’s help.”
“Thank God for her.”

We’re quiet for a moment. I bite at the broken cuticle
around my thumb. I wonder if he misses the snorty laugh
she’d let out while watching reruns of her favorite old sitcom,
Living Single. The scent of her lilac perfume on Sunday
mornings before church. I haven’t stepped foot in her bedroom
since she died. Dad asked her to move in with us when I was
born.

I hated the idea of her living alone, he told me. Plus, she
couldn t get enough of you!

G’Pa passed away right after Dad graduated college.

“Grits?” Dad offers, scooting his chair back from the
table.

“Only if you make them the way I like.” Also known as
Granny-style: lots of butter and sugar.

He rolls his eyes. “Heathen. Don’t ever change, TJ.”

“I don’t plan to!”



Mounted on the wall opposite me is a big dry-erase board.
Scribbled in Dad’s chaotic handwriting is The Plan. A step-by-
step checklist of the things we must accomplish to secure my
optimum future.

Yes. We.

There’s a column for me and one for Dad. Mine is the
basic playbook: GPA expectations, ideal SAT scores, track
goals. He’s already begun mapping out my senior year,
including a job at Crumbtious, a local doughnut shop whose
owner is another Brook-Oak alumnus.

Dad’s side 1s mostly numbers. The weekly hours he needs
to work plus overtime. Scholarship and grants deadlines.
Things he can cut out of his budget to save more money. A
“Top Ten Colleges for TJ” list.

Number one, written in blue marker: DUKE!!!

Duke’s been Dad’s first choice since I joined the track
team. A top-twenty-ranked D1 school in the sport. Nationally
respected undergrad programs. Strong community. Only an
eight-hour drive from Louisville, a safe, still-reachable
distance for Dad but enough space where he won’t feel as
though I’m reliving his story.

Everyone assumed Dad would end up at Howard, maybe

somewhere up north or the West Coast after graduating Brook-
Oak.

Instead, he attended Kentucky State University in
Frankfort.

I wanted to stay close to my folks, he tells everyone. And
you can 't go wrong attending an HBCU!

Truth is money was tight around the Wright household.
My grandparents couldn’t afford tuition and the out-of-state
living costs that Dad’s nominal scholarships didn’t cover.
Postgraduation, he landed a job back home. Bought this house.



He never married. Then I came around. Every Wright Dad’s
ever known has lived, worked, and died here.

I’m destined to “break the cycle,” according to him.

“Real food.” Dad sets a plate of eggs and bacon plus a
steaming bowl of grits—melting butter oozing in the center—
down in front of me before flopping back into his chair. “Eat
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up.

When did he make all of this? I must’ve spaced out,
staring at The Plan. I mumble a “thanks,” already halfway into

my eggs.
“Any plans today?” he asks.

I peek at my phone. The lie comes effortlessly. “We’re
having a big game night at Jay’s later. Maybe sleep over?”

Dad frowns, chin on his knuckles. “I thought we’d watch
The Last Knight.”

Any given Saturday night, you can find us slouching on
the couch, marathoning the Transformers movies. They’re the
kind of awful CGI disaster you just laugh through the entire
time. It’s replaced the way we used to spend Saturday
evenings: watching films with Mario and Aleah.

I swallow down a spoonful of grits.
Should I give Dad a heads-up about Mario?

No. Then he might ask about Aleah. I’'m not ready to face
that conversation.

“Well . . .” My eyes drift from Dad to The Plan. “It’s our
only chance to hang out before spring break. After this
weekend, [ won’t have any time.”

Dad and I made a deal: spring break isn’t a vacation from
Brook-Oak. I'm doing a free response for Mr. London’s class.
An extra take-home quiz for Algebra 2. Catching up on
readings. Anything to increase my 3.6 GPA. Better my



chances of getting into Duke, or at least our second and third
choices.

Dad folds his arms, studying me.
I wonder if he sees right through my lie.

It’s not as if he’ll be mad that I’'m going to a party. Dad
went to his fair share of kickbacks in high school. But my
grandparents enforced a strict curfew—home before midnight,
a tradition Dad’s continued with me. I can’t have a Cinderella-
esque restriction killing my vibes with Christian. What am I
supposed to say if he wants to hang out after the party?

Sorry, I gotta bounce! These Jordans are about to turn
into a pair of Crocs.

“TJ,” Dad starts to say.

“Just tonight,” I plead. “I’ll be at the Scotts’. No
foolishness. Promise.”

He rubs his chin. I know that face. It’s the same one I get
every Christmas Eve when I beg to open gifts early before he
finally gives in.

“Phone charged and on at all times. Be polite. No
spontaneous trips around the city because y’all got bored,”
Dad warns. “Sleep in the living room, not Jay’s bedroom. No
sleeping nude—"

(‘Dad!’ﬁ

Since I came out, he’s implemented a few revisions to The
Talk:

I know what it s like to be a teen, he’d said. Hormones are
real. Things happen. Sexuality is fluid. Who we think we are
today might not be who we are tomorrow. I want you and your
partner safe. Everything should be consensuall.

Darren and Jay might be like brothers, but Dad insists that
could change one day.



He’s not done with his speech yet. “I’m serious, TJ. If you
feel like something’s about to happen, check for consent.
Verbally give your own consent too. If you’re not ready to do
anything, you don’t have to. Condoms. Plural. Do we need to
rewatch the video on how to ... ?
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He pauses to reach for his phone.
“Dad! No! They’re my best friends.”

“You think nothing happened between me and my
‘friends’?”

“I don’t actually want to know, thanks.”

God, if he ever says he and Jay’s mom hooked up, I’ll
perish right then and there.

Dad cackles, kicking me under the table. I grin. Finally, he
drops the subject as I demolish the rest of my grits.

“Come to think of it—going to the Scotts would be good
for you,” he notes. “The perfect opportunity to talk to, uh.
Justin.” Dad’s cringey expression after saying Jay’s father’s
name tells the whole story. Most of it, anyway.

To say neither of us are Mr. Scott’s biggest fan is a gross
understatement. He’s not a horrible person. Simply . . .
businesslike with a lukewarm sense of humor. He reminds me
of an undercooked Hot Pocket—generally inviting on the
outside but cold in the center. Quite the opposite of Jay’s
mom’s endless friendliness.

Anyway, my little meeting with Dr. Bernard last week? It
was about acquiring a recommendation letter from a Duke
alumnus.

It can't hurt your chances! she’d said with a this-might-
be-your-only-shot smile. Between my grades, extracurriculars,
and praise from other teachers, I’m still not a guarantee.

Enter Mr. Scott, proud Duke graduate.



I can count on a single hand how many one-on-one
conversations we’ve had in the past twelve years. The number
of times he’s been around TNT and only acknowledged Jay.
Let’s not tally the “We voted for Obama” reminders he drops
Dad’s way with a grin. As if he’s done our very Black family a
favor by being slightly less racist than his neighbors.

I do it for Jess, Dad told me when I asked why he never
says anything back. She’s been there for me over the years.
More than you know, TJ. You make sacrifices for friends. You

make difficult choices.

So here I am. Depending on one of those “difficult
choices” to change my future.

I shrug. “Yeah, I’ll mention it to him.”

Dad scrubs a hand over the top of my head. “That’s my
baby boy.” He restarts his crime drama. “We’re moving closer
to The Plan.”

“Yup,” I say with as much brightness as I can stomach.

I feel guilty for lying about my true intentions for tonight.
And I’ll talk to Mr. Scott about the recommendation letter.
Eventually.

But right now, the Theo Wright Plan is going exactly the
way | want.

Nothing’s going to mess that up.



5
DID SOMEONE SAY PREGAME?

Darren was right. When it comes to social gatherings,
punctuality 1s a nonexistent concept for me.

Even with roughly eight hours’ notice, I’'m still not ready.
That two-hour nap I had after my shower—the need to rinse
off the grime from my morning run, plus the stress from my
talk with Dad—didn’t help. Neither did the post-nap erection I
had to take care of.

Overall, it’s the outfit selection that does me in. What can
I say? I take pride in my appearance. Choosing which socks to
wear is a thirty-minute process alone. My drip must be
flawless when I ask Christian to prom.

That’s what I type in the group chat at 4:45 p.m.

Darren

Disappointed but not surprised.

446 PM,

Jay

Broooooo quit being a girl and put something on!
Its all about what u SAY not what u WEAR

Flirt game on

Wait . .. u suck at flirtin nvrmnd 3

4:48 PM.



The urge to reply with a paragraph-long clapback about
Jay’s misogynistic comment and that Jayla chose him
secondhand because Marcus Whitman was already in a
relationship at the time delays me an extra minute. I toss my
phone on the bed to focus on selecting a shirt to pair with my
light denim jeans. The key to tonight’s fit is adding little
details so Christian sees an upgraded version of the Brook-Oak
Theo.

I choose a black Star Wars: The Last Jedi T-shirt, the
signature title font in blood red. Dad and Granny introduced
me to the franchise when I was younger. I was indifferent
about the original trilogy—we don’t discuss the prequels—but
the second I saw Finn on-screen in the newer films, a Black
character who was as important as the others, I was hooked.
Mad love to Lando Calrissian, but Finn made me feel like I
could single-handedly destroy an empire.

I wish Granny had been around to see him on-screen.

The shirt goes perfectly with my Air Jordan 12 Retros.
Tiny diamond studs in my ears. But the real gems are my neon
green socks with strawberries on them.

I can’t remember the origin of my love for patterned
socks. A stocking stuffer from Granny possibly? Anyway, I
own over thirty pairs now. Argyle to Nike swooshes to Bob s
Burgers ones.

At 5:10 p.m., Dad yells, “TJ! There’s a suspicious blue
SUV outside our house with two boys inside!” from
downstairs.

“On the way!” I shout back, continuing to curl-sponge my
twists in the bathroom mirror.

“Darren has that ‘I’ve been kidnapped’ face on.”
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“Okay, okay!” I rush through a final rotation on my hair
before gargling a capful of mouthwash. I check my reflection.



Brook-Oak parties are a funny thing. At least the few I’ve
been to. We pretend it’s all about the dancing and drinking
games and casual hookups. Being ourselves without adults
judging our every move.

In reality, it’s a fashion competition.

No one wants to stick out for any reason, let alone your
wardrobe. The key is to blend in with your name-brand-
wearing, summer-vacations-at-the-beach peers. I don’t
intentionally try to be like those kids. I simply don’t want to
fall into that other category.
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I sprint back into my room for my phone and overnight
backpack.

“Wait!” Dad stops me as I yank open the front door. He
tugs out his wallet. “Take some money. I know Jess will
happily order in for you guys, but I don’t want her paying for
you. She doesn’tneed to . . .”

He trails off as he stuffs two twenty-dollar bills in my
hand.

I wait for him to say he doesn’t want anyone feeling
obligated to take care of Miles Wright’s son. He doesn’t want
Mr. Scott’s pity money, even though Jay would never let it
come off that way. Sometimes, | think the reason Dad found
this house in the South End rather than one in the West End
where he grew up was to show everyone from Brook-Oak he’s
good. He’s made it.

Is that the point, though? Proving your success to
everyone else rather than doing it for yourself?

“Thanks,” I mumble as he pecks a kiss to my temple.

“Be good. No trouble,” he cautions as I jog out the door.
“I' love you, TJ!”



“Love you too, Dad!”

The interior of Jay’s BMW X3 is more or less what you’d
expect from the seventeen-year-old son of a health-care
consultant and a lawyer: all-black leather, climate-control
system with pollen filter, touch screen navigation, and an
overpriced sound system currently vibrating Drake through my
bones. I adjust the volume on “Passionfruit,” catching Jay’s
side-eye in my periphery. He worships Drake like a god.

“So you made us wait for . . . that,” Darren comments
from the back seat.

Our eyes meet in the rearview.
“What?”

Darren pops his head between the driver’s and passenger
seat. “You look . . . respectable. Not at all basic.”

“Oh, screw you,” I say with a chuckle. “Tell me, D, are
they still offering generous employee discounts at the J.Crew
you work at?”’

Darren’s wardrobe has two dimensions: activewear or
fitted, collared shirts with black skinny jeans. There’s no
happy middle ground. Either option is always completed with
a clean pair of high-tops.

His muscles are almost bursting out of today’s red, white,
and navy polo shirt.

He gasps, fake scandalized. “Shut up!”

“Ignore him.” Jay smirks, eyes on the road. “You look . . .
swell.”

“More like swol,” I mumble into my hand.

For his part, Jay’s playing the casually wealthy role—
white boat shoes, rolled-up khakis, and a loose-fit T-shirt with



a very distinct green Lacoste crocodile on his chest.
“I’m a ten,” Darren says, slouching back in his seat.
“An eleven,” Jay affirms. “Theo’s just jealous.”

“Of what?” I scoff.

“That D’s going to smash with Mack tonight,” Jay
declares, merging onto Interstate 65. Chloe lives on the north
side of Jefferson County, in Prospect. It’s a cool thirty-minute
drive from Brook-Oak on a good day.

“Makayla?” I peek at Darren in the mirror. He’s red-faced,
looking down at his hands.

“The one and only Swipe Right Mack,” Jay answers for
him.

“Makayla,” Darren firmly corrects. Then he’s back
between our seats, phone in hand. “And we’re not going to,
you know . . . But she followed me back!” He scrolls through
his notifications to confirm @theonetruemakayla is now
following @funko d;j.

Makayla’s profile photo is one of those semiprofessional
masterpieces: a sunset beach in the background. Golden light
kissing her shiny cheeks. Wind-wrecked ponytail sweeping
honey-blond strands across her smile. Just enough It-White-
Girl vibes to explain her nearly four thousand followers.

“Congrats,” I say, passing back Darren’s phone. “Are you
gonna talk to her this time?”

“Doubt it,” mumbles Darren, wiggling into his seat.

“Oh, ye of little game.” Jay guffaws. “It doesn’t take
much with her.”

I roll my eyes. While Darren might be the king of
unearthing gossip in our group, Jay feasts on the rumors and
garbage takes like a raccoon. He treats Sharpie-written
messages on bathroom walls as facts.



“Whatever,” says Darren. He grins conspiratorially.
“Theo’s the one destined for action tonight. Right?”

I slouch low, knees pressed to the dashboard.
“No comment.”

“We should be worried about someone walking in on
Theo making out with Christian tonight, bro,” Darren
continues, shaking Jay’s seat.

In the corner of my eye, I see Jay bite his lip. He’s quiet
for a minute. Fingers tightening on the wheel. Finally, he
cracks a smile. “Now, that’d be a sight. Make sure to strap up,
Theo.”

He cranks the volume on another Drake song, bobbing his
head along.

Discussion ended.

An anxious feeling crawls beneath my skin. It’s not that |
want Jay’s analysis of my romantic—or sex—Ilife. But I get
weird when he acts like this. As if there’s a comfort level he
hasn’t reached yet.

With my sexuality.
With . . . me.

Just then Drake is interrupted by a phone ringing through
Jay’s Bluetooth. It’s his mom. He answers on speaker, the
sharpness of Mrs. Scott’s voice echoing through the SUV as
she says, “Hello! Jay, sweetie!”

“Yes?”

“You’re answering hands-free, right? You better not be
holding the—"

“Mom, no.” His jaw flexes. “You’re on speaker. The boys
are here.”
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“Hi, Darren!” she says. Then, an octave higher, “Hey,
Theo, sweetheart. Miss you!”

I laugh. “Miss you too.”

Jay rolls his shoulders like he’s annoyed. “Did you need
something, Mom?”

“You bet I do! I need you to be here tomorrow morning,”
she says, her voice losing some of that sugariness from a
second ago. “Jules is visiting. We’re all doing brunch.”

Jay exhales loudly through his nose.

“I can hear you,” admonishes Mrs. Scott. “It’s already
work getting your father on board. Your support is crucial.”

“Yes, Mom.”

“It’s bad enough your sister’s only giving us a small
window to be a family,” she continues to rant. “Seriously, she
can’t see her friends another time? Of course not! Why would
my only daughter come into town and act like any other
college student—study, spend time with family, act like an
adult...”

I scratch my ear, cheating my eyes in Jay’s direction.

His posture is stiff. He’s white-knuckled, laser-focused on
the road. This is him anytime his parents bring up Jules.

Jay’s older sister is a rising junior at the University of
Kentucky. Last time we spoke, she was still undeclared. It’s
safe to say whatever she gets a degree in won’t garner any
praise from her parents. They weren’t fans of her decision to
not apply to any Ivy Leagues. Or her partying lifestyle. Her
overspending on non-school-related things freshman year. The
list goes on.

“Thank goodness you’re not turning out like her,”
Mrs. Scott says.

“Yeah.” Jay sighs.



“Yale won’t know what to do with how great you’re going
to be.”

“Nope. Can’t wait.”

Half of Jay’s bedroom is Yale paraphernalia. All provided
by Mrs. Scott. Sometimes I wonder if Jay even wants to go
there. Then again, that’s hypocritical, right? Dad name-drops
Duke at least once a week and I mostly go along with it.

I can hear Mrs. Scott beaming through the speakers when
she says, “Such a great role model for Jasper.”

Jay and I have talked about this before. The pressure from
our parents. I’'m an only child, so I don’t always get what it’s
like for him. But in the quiet moments in his bedroom when
we’re surrounded by books and unfinished papers and
uncapped highlighters, we whisper about constantly having to
think about what’s next. The steps we have to take. The people
we have to impress. Jay does it with a half smile though, as if
he kind of enjoys the challenge.

I wish I could tell him I don’t.

“I’m sure that’s all thanks to Darren and my golden boy,
Theo!” Mrs. Scott adds.

On cue, Darren and I shout, “You’re welcome!”

Jay’s eyes flit from the road to me. I can’t read his
expression, but it’s not the same one that was teasing Darren
minutes ago.

“Yeah,” he huffs. “D and Golden Boy have my back.”
“Always,” Darren insists.

I nod.

TNT forever.

After Mrs. Scott lists off her expectations for tomorrow,
she ends the call. A buffered silence hangs in the air. Drake



resumes his half singing, half rapping about love. The GPS
occasionally interrupts to give directions.

“Fuck,” Jay finally hisses. He thumps the steering wheel
twice as we come to a stop at a red light.

“Jay,” I say, low and calm. I know how he gets after a bad
call with his mom. “You good?”

He exhales a few tight breaths through his teeth, then
absentmindedly digs into the center console. “Thank you,
Alicia, for coming through with some pregame paraphernalia.”
He produces a baggie with two rolled joints and several mini
alcohol bottles.

Darren hoots from the back.
Jay’s mouth eventually relaxes into a smile.

“We need snacks first,” I say. “I’m not dealing with two
trashed besties on an empty stomach.”

“Don’t forget—I need Sonic!” Darren mentions. He’s
created this infallible hangover-prevention method. Greasy
burgers are a main component.

“Deal!” Jay agrees after checking the time on the dash.

Chloe’s party doesn’t formally start until nine p.m. That’s
eight p.m. for Chloe’s inner circle. Ten p.m. for the
fashionably late, but polite-enough-to-not-show-up-empty-
handed crew. Anything after that is for the already-drunk
crowd looking for more booze and provisions before their next
party stop.

We’re aiming for around nine thirty.

After a lane change, Jay’s elbow nudges mine. He
whispers, “Thanks” without looking my way. I nod and leave
it at that.

He never wants to talk about these things in front of
Darren.



One Drake song later, we’re pulling into a SpeedEx gas
station parking lot. Pregaming before a party is another
mandatory ritual for us.

Today, we all need it.

Familiar faces from Brook-Oak roam around SpeedEx’s
convenience store. Darren’s chatting up two girls I think he
knows from Yearbook at the checkout area. A group of seniors
argue over the best doughnut-and-beer combos near the mini-
bakery. P. J. Wahid from my Algebra 2 class is doing the
Shiggy dance to, you guessed it, Jay’s bro-crush Drake by the
self-service coffee bar. We’ve entered the unofficial pre-party
waiting zone.

I’'m not interacting with anyone.

Thing is, I’'m in my own head. I’ve been standing in the
middle of the candy and chips aisle for five minutes.
Something about the scent of hot dogs roasting under a heat
lamp and the BOGO cranberry Sprite sale advertised on the
soda fridges derails my brain. Now all I’'m thinking about is
Christian. More to the point: needing actual words to ask him
to prom.

I can’t go all Love, Actually. Show up to Chloe’s party
with a series of oversize cue cards that basically add up to:
Will You Go to Prom with Me?

I’'m all for sentimental gestures, but not that clichéd.

Netflix makes it look so easy. He’s gay. I'm gay. We’re
both out. I'm supposed to say something clumsy but cute.
He’ll laugh. The world will freeze around us. The perfect
obscure pop song will come on as I ask him to prom.

We kiss. Everyone claps. Roll the credits.



Except, outside of TV and movies, I’ve only ever seen
that happen for straight kids.

What are the chances it goes so smoothly for me?
C‘Jay!79

I spy Jay being tugged into a bro-hug from Cole Nelson,
former BOHS wrestling captain. He graduated last year. We
never really socialized. Jay’s people-person skills far exceed
Darren’s and mine. He might know more people around here
than Dad does.

“Tell me you’re headed to Chloe’s tonight,” begs Cole.
“Where else would I be?” Jay replies easily.

“Sweet.” Cole fist-bumps him. “Flying solo?”

“No. My boys Darren and Theo are coming.”

“Hmm.” Cole’s eyes flit around as he grips a Mountain
Dew bottle. I slink behind a candy station. Cole leans toward
Jay. “Theo’s a chill guy. At least I’ve heard. Gay, right?”

One of Jay’s eyebrows lifts. “Uh, yeah.”
“Cool for him,” says Cole. “I’ve got no problem with it.”

Here’s the thing: the moment anyone says they don’t have
a problem with something, it means they do.

Case in point: “I always felt like he was slick checking
out my junk in the showers,” Cole adds. “Appraising the
merchandise, you know?”

“What?”

Cole shrugs, pushing back his messy brown hair. “I don’t
think he’s a creep. You two been friends for a long time?”

“Since we were, like, five,” replies Jay, face flushed.

“We all do it. Size each other up and shit. It’s a guy
thing,” Cole continues, bobbing his head like this is nothing



but casual talk between buddies. “It just felt like he wanted . . .
something.”

There’s a buzz catching like fire in my nerves, waiting for
Jay to correct Cole. Shut him down. But all Jay does is blink,
lips opening and closing.

“N-no, it’s not like that,” he finally stammers. “Theo’s
chill.”

“You sure?”
“I swear.”

“Good.” Cole taps a friendly fist to Jay’s shoulder. “Like I
said, I don’t have any problems with dudes like that. I didn’t
want any awkwardness if we see each other later.”

Jay chews on his bottom lip, rocking on his heels.
“There won’t be.”

He doesn’t add anything else. Cole disappears into the
checkout line. Jay holds on to a smile that doesn’t reach very
high. Eventually, he starts up an animated conversation with
Mya Anthony by the frozen yogurts. Like the last five minutes
never happened.

Except they did.

I want to ask Jay why he even entertained the
conversation for longer than ten seconds. Is it something he
always does when I’m not around? Let some B-movie asshole
spit homophobic lies about his best friend?

But I’'m frozen in place, trying to cool the anger building
in my throat.

Never in public, Dad’s reminded me multiple times. Don t
be that angry Black boy everyone loves to hate.

“Theo?”



My head whips to the left. It’s Luca, an eyebrow arched
curiously.

“Um, yeah?” I croak.

He waves a hand in the vicinity of where I’m resting
against a candy rack. “Do you mind? I’ve got a theme going
here.”

That’s when I notice the collection of goods cradled in his
arm: tropical-flavored Red Bull; a pack of Reese’s Peanut
Butter Lovers cups; a can of stackable salt and vinegar chips;
and a bottled water, hopefully to balance all the salty-sweet
flavors.

I snort. “What’s the theme? Chaos?”

“Ha. Ha.” A seamless smile unrolls across his mouth.
“Don’t hate.”

Hands up, palms out, I say, “Wouldn’t dream of it.” I back
away from the candy shelf, eyeing him. “Let me guess. The
missing ingredient is . . . Sour Patch Kids? No, Lemonheads.
Stabilizes the harshness of the chips, right?”

He chews his lip like he’s holding back a laugh. His chin
juts toward an assortments of Starburst candies.

“Hmmm.” I tap my chin, grinning. “You look like . . .”

I access his outfit: White Air Force 1s. Tan, black, and red
plaid pants. It’s the black T-shirt with Foop VIBES ONLY in
yellow lettering across his chest that seals the deal.

I swipe up a blue-green pack. “Tropical, obviously.”

“Wrong.” He plucks the yellow pack from the shelf.
“Original. I'm a pink-Starburst-only guy.”

It’s so ridiculous. Not his love for the strawberry-flavored
Starburst. They’re the only redeemable ones, lemon being a
close second. It’s the way he says it, with this sheepish grin
and a strange confidence in his brown eyes. [ want to laugh.



Luca must detect my trembling smile. “Are you done
food-shaming me?”” He sounds more amused than exasperated.

“Whoa! No judgment here!” I motion toward the chips in
the crook of his elbow. “Those are my favorite.”

“Thanks.” He readjusts his snacks before the can falls.
“Your approval is all I was waiting for.”

Okay, asshole. 1 can’t help beaming.

From anyone else, that’d feel like a jab to the throat. An
outright your opinion wasn 't asked for, so mind your business
that’d send me reeling, ashamed for daring to speak. But Luca
attaches this crooked smirk to the end of his sentence like a
postscript on an email.

“That’s an exceptional haul for a Saturday afternoon,” 1
note. “Going to a movie?”

“Party.” He eyes a bag of spicy, white cheddar cheese
puffs.

“Chloe’s?”
“Strong possibility.”

“Me too.” I’'m not quite sure why my voice rises to an
octave that would make Sam Smith proud.

“Cool.” He hovers over a rack of M&M’s. “Warning—
don’t plan an epic promposal by the pool with fireworks and
the cheer squad dancing behind you. It might end tragically.”

My eyes widen. Does he know about the dare? Has
Darren been running his mouth again?

“Hell no.” I shake my head, chuckling. “I’d never do
something that pathe—"

The word almost slips out. Doesn’t matter. Luca’s
expression shifts dramatically. His nostrils flare. The skin



around his eyes tightens. I’'m a half second too slow with an
apology.
“That’s not what [

“No. I get it.” He sniffs, then reaches down. Clumsily, he
grabs a pack of honey roasted peanuts. Tosses them at my feet.
“Here. You need these since you clearly didn’t have the nuts to
tell me I was making a mistake yesterday.”

“Wait, I meant . . .”
Again, my words aren’t fast enough.

Luca’s gone, ducking into the line. Never looking my way
when I say, “I wish I was half as brave as you were.”



6

THE SAME POST MALONE SONGS
ON REPEAT

“Let phase four begin!”

In the back seat, Darren crumples a Sonic wrapper, mouth
half-full of bacon cheeseburger. He brandishes two pink,
chewable antacid tablets.

“You’re a masochist, D,” Jay says from the passenger
seat. He dumps twin mini bottles of vodka into two thirty-two-
ounce SpeedEx cups three-quarters filled with lemon-lime
soda.

We’ve been aimlessly driving around Prospect to kill
time. I’'m behind the wheel. There’s an unsaid code between
TNT—I'm always the designated driver.

I haven’t touched any alcohol since the Night of Too
Many Jell-O Shots.

Everyone has their “and that’s why I’m never doing that
again” war story. Mine involves Darren’s parents’ sixteenth-
wedding-anniversary celebration. Technically, we weren’t
invited to the party. Jay and I were there to keep Darren
occupied while his parents danced the night away with their
adult friends. It didn’t stop us from swiping a tray of Jell-O
shots from the kitchen.

Honestly, what’s more fun than puking your guts up while
playing Halo? Try adding rainbow chunks to it.

My impulse control is a solid eight now.



“It’s called preparation, Jay,” Darren says while happily
accepting the cup passed to him.

His No Hangover Super Soldier Serum consists of a
teaspoon of olive oil, at least two greasy burgers from a fast-
food restaurant, an adult dose of the pink stomach stuff, and,
finally, lots of water before and after. He’s the only proven
statistic. Though, I can vouch he hasn’t crashed miserably
after a night of drinking so far.

“You too can live hangover-free if you’d follow my
methods, Theo,” Darren says, slurping through his straw.

“Then who’d drive?”
He rubs his chin, considering. “Good point.”

We cruise through serene, antiquated neighborhoods.
Long driveways lead up to brick homes and pristine green
lawns. The sinking sun bounces orange light off the windows.
It’s weird how every house appears untouchable and cozy at
the same time. Nothing like the South End where everything
looks well loved.

Passenger window down, Jay takes hits from his blunt. |
don’t mind the scent. It’s his car, so whatever. But between the
woodsy aroma and Sonic, we’re going to show up at Chloe’s
smelling like a bad, early-aughts teen rom-com.

“Wait, wait, wait! Chill, chill, chill!” Jay almost tips over
his cup excitedly. “Check the memories post that just popped
up on IG.”

I pull to a complete stop at the end of the road to look at
his phone.

It’s a photo of TNT. Our first day of track practice. New
cleats and shorts and still-dry white T-shirts. Official members
of the squad.

“Badasses,” says Darren after another sip.



“Speak for yourself.” Jay guffaws. “Theo, what was up
with your hair?”

“Probably the same thing that was up with your face.” 1
thump his shoulder. “Puberty’s a scam, right?”’

“True.”

Darren laments, “Palo Alto will never be able to upgrade
you two.”

“Neither will the Ivies,” Jay agrees.

We don’t talk about this often. Life after high school.
Darren’s applying to Stanford and Cal Tech. The Scotts won’t
settle for anything short of Yale for Jay. Maybe Princeton,
Cornell, or Brown. All to spite Jules. Apparently, it’s Duke for
me.

The fact that The Nameless Trio won’t be on the same
campus in less than two years blows my mind. In Darren’s
case, not even in the same time zone.

I keep wondering what happens to us after we toss our
graduation caps in the air. How many more miles does our
friendship have? Are before-college friendships like
bookmarks on your web browser? You occasionally revisit
them or completely forget they’re there. Are they like those
tabs you keep open for no apparent reason?

Is that how 1t was for Dad and his high school friends?

One day, they woke up. Moved on. From shared lunches
and study guides and secrets to perfunctory hellos in the
Starbucks line.

I can’t imagine Jay missing my birthday.

Every November 8 at 12:01 a.m. he posts a vintage photo
of us as Batman and Joker on Halloween. It’ll include one
long, sappy-as-hell caption that’s guaranteed to leave me
choked up, not that I ever tell him or Darren.



He never forgets.

Just like he remembers to bring an extra T-shirt and shorts
in case I forget practice clothes for track. His trunk remains
stocked with bottled water. In the center console are five
different kinds of phone plugs so everyone can stay charged.

It’s who he is.
Friendly. Thoughtful.

That’s why 1t’s so hard to swallow what happened back at
SpeedEx. The way he didn’t call Cole out for his homophobia.
His lies.

“God, we were such rookies back then,” Jay reflects.
I pull back onto the main road. “That’s your fault,” I tease.

We’re all quiet for a second. Stuck in that time loop. Then
Jay says, “It’s actually your fault. Both of you.”

“What d’you mean?” Darren asks, chewing on his straw.

Jay pulls his knees to his chest, folding into a small ball in
the passenger seat.

“When Theo dared me to run around the quad shirtless
that day,” he starts, “Coach Devers saw me. | was in deep shit
for seminudity, of course. But . . . she encouraged me to try
out for the team. Said I was one of the fastest freshmen she’d
ever seen. Well, one who wasn’t late for class.”

We all laugh.

“My parents really wanted me to find an extracurricular,”
he admits. “Something for my college résumé. Can you
believe it? I was fourteen!”

I can believe it. Dad was the same way.

“Hey.” Darren smacks the side of Jay’s seat. “You never
told us that.”

“I know, I know.”



At the next red light, I glance at Jay. He’s wincing,
watching kids biking down the street. “It’s why I love our
dares. They make us invincible. Do things we’d never do.”

“True,” Darren mumbles.

As I follow the GPS’s directions, I turn down the music.
Just to listen to this side of Jay. The one that’s so different
from the SpeedEx version.

“Even tonight. Look at Theo. Going after his crush.”

I roll my eyes. If ready to shit my pants translates to going
after my crush, then sure. That’s what I’'m doing.

Jay taps his phone screen. “This is what started it all. Us
against our fears.”

Okay, Darren has forfeited the Most Dramatic Friend spot.

I ask, “Wasn’t that back when we were all on the relay
team?”

“Ye-yeah.” Jay clears his throat.

In the beginning, the three of us were determined to
compete in the same event. We had the best synergy on the
team. If one of us won, we all won. Coach eventually saw
Darren’s potential in the hurdles. She liked Jay and me on the
relay team, but there was only one spot available.

We raced for it.
I beat him by half a second.

She moved Jay over to solo events, which was better for
him anyway. He loves a spotlight.

“We’ve come a long way.” Jay turns to the window to
finish his blunt.

A scummy guilt swishes around my stomach. I know why
I’m holding back on questioning Jay about what happened. |
need him. Well, I need /is dad for the recommendation letter.



I don’t want our friendship to become transactional. Right
now, it feels that way.

Jay exhales a cloud of smoke, smiling. “Tonight’s a night
for big things.”

“Oh yeah? I ask.
“I have this feeling.”

Darren thumps his chest, burping loudly. He points
accusingly at Jay. “This asshat is going to treat you to the best
prom experience ever after you lock down this dare.”

My eyes bounce back and forth between them. My boys.
The two people I can always count on to get me out of a funk.

“Okay. Let’s get this night started.”

The Campbells live in a castle. “Six bedrooms and seven
bathrooms,” Jay whispered when we pulled up. It’s a riverfront
property. Over four acres of brick and glass and immaculately
kept landscape. From the outside, the two-story looks as
though my house and the properties on either side combined to
create a Transformer.

Already, the driveway is near max capacity. I park on the
street. A nervous feeling sinks into my bones. I wonder if
Chloe’s neighbors know her family is out of town for spring
break. We drove by at least two other palaces housing a car lot
worth of vehicles in their expansive driveways. There are
clearly multiple parties happening in Innisbrook. Hopefully, it
keeps the cops from shutting this one down.

At least until affer I ask Christian to prom.

I shoot Dad a quick “check-in” text. We dodge a troupe of
theater kids recording numerous live videos on the way to the
front door. Their exuberant squealing is considerably more



tolerable than the overplayed Post Malone music that assaults
us as the door swings open.

“QR code,” demands Octavia Ballard, blocking the
entryway. She’s flanked on either side by Regina and Christy,
two other Ballers benchwarmers. Octavia’s six three, all
muscle, no give. I bet she bench-presses guys like me before
her first sip of iced coffee in the morning.

“QR code!”
Darren startles. “Whoa, what the—"

I glare at Jay. He never mentioned needing a special
digital code to get in. What are we walking into? The Red
Keep?

Jay, smooth as ever, flashes his phone screen for Octavia.

Christy uses an app on her phone to scan and verify Jay’s
code, then perkily announces, “They’re with Jayla.”

“Are y’all keeping tabs?” I ask.

Regina replies dryly, “If anyone starts shit, we need
accountability. A ‘don’t fuck around and you won’t have to
find out’ system, if you will.”

Inside is the kind of chaotic energy I expected. Neon-
orange plastic cups stacked on any surface available. Decent
music. Bad dancing, or, in Arvin’s case, dry humping a wall.
Varied levels of socializing happening everywhere.

Having visited Chloe’s previously, Jay takes us on a tour.
The foyer opens to a living room, then an overcrowded
kitchen, followed by a decked-out family room. Vaulted
ceilings, arched windows, hardwood plus marble floors. Jay
mentions a finished basement we don’t visit along with an
“off-limits” second floor. French doors lead to a partially
covered patio, pool and outdoor firepit included.



The hot tub is already packed, the pool less so. Someone’s
portable Bluetooth speaker competes with the noisy
soundtrack coming from inside.

So far, no Christian.

“Do you see him anywhere?” I whisper-shout once we’re
back in the living room.

In the middle of all the bodies, Chloe sits cross-legged on
a sofa. Seniors and previous graduates bracket her. Her
chestnut hair is purposefully messy. When she notices us,
Chloe waves politely. I do the same, but she’s already
absorbed in a nearby conversation.

“Uh, D?”

Next to me, Darren vigorously shuffles in place like Elmo
celebrating his birthday. It’s his favorite go-to dance. A pay no
attention to my clumsiness Jedi mind trick.

“You’re supposed to be helping,” 1 remind him.

C‘I am!”

“Really?” I wave a hand at his . . . spasming. “This isn’t
helping.”

He hiccups, then cackles. Any other day, I'd fully
appreciate tipsy Darren. Hell, I’d encourage it. But not when
Jay, my other wingman, is suddenly distracted by the happily
squealed “Bae!” from the entryway.

Jayla stands in a semicircle of cheerleaders. Her box
braids are scooped up in a ponytail to show off a pair of
chunky gold hoop earrings. The cerulean BOHS Cheer Squad
T-shirt she’s wearing looks—unsurprisingly—great against her
pale-brown skin.

“Jay?” I elbow him. “A little assistance?”

He gives me a half-assed apologetic face.



“Sorry. We’re looking for . .. ?”

“Christian,” 1 say, not that it matters. His eyes keep
drifting toward Jayla. I clear my throat aggressively until his
head snaps back around.

“My bad.” He laughs, cheeks reddening. “I’m here for
you. Do you want to search downstairs?”

Beyond his shoulder, I clock the severe stink eye Jayla is
throwing us. Throwing me, to be precise. As much as I want
Jay around, it’s not worth her wrath.

“No. Go.” I sigh. “Do your . . . hetero things.”
He looks mostly relieved when I wave him off.

“I won’t be far,” he promises. “When you find Christian,
just . . . uh, make sure I’'m around. You know, dare rules and
all.”

How could I forget? At least one of us must be present
when the other is doing a dare.

“He’s probably not even here yet,” Jay adds while backing
away. ““You know the gays like to make an entrance.”

I blink three times. That scummy feeling surfaces in my
stomach again. Before I gather a retort, Jay has Jayla lifted in
his arms. Phones are out to capture the moment in all its
sickening adorableness.

#TheStraightsAreAtltAgain.
I exhale loudly, turning toward Darren, ready to rant.
“Darren! O-M-G!”

The two girls from SpeedEx sidle up to Darren, bouncing
on their toes.

“They’re playing Kings downstairs!” one cheers.

“You’re coming, right?” the other asks, barely hiding her
eagerness.



Darren’s eyes don’t know where to look. I cough into my
fist. He presents me with an abashed smile. The one he always
uses when convincing me to share the mochi ice cream.

“Jesus, just go,” I relent.

Before he gets too far, I say, “Turn your location on. Stop
at three mixed drinks. No shots,” going full-on Miles Wright.

I shudder.

“Promise to do reconnaissance while I’'m gone,” he yells,
tripping over his own feet to chase the girls.

Whatever. This is fine. As much as I love Jay and Darren,
their lack of game will slow me down. I only need them
around to witness my big moment. Project: Win a Prom Date
with Christian Harris has always been a one-man job anyway.

Except trying to find Christian is like a big, drunk game of
Where s Waldo? at this party.

Somewhere between nonchalantly mingling with the
wallflowers and lasting one round of Beirut: Name That Tune!
Edition with the Rolling Tones, I scale back on my search. It’s
been forty-five minutes. I’'m exhausted. Catching up with
classmates about our worst essays or the latest viral video is
more my speed.

Eventually, I end up in the family room—AKA Club
Brook-Oak.

The “dancing” is as awful as you’d expect. All the
furniture has been pushed against the walls to maximize floor
space. The overwhelming odor of sweat, alcohol, and
countless body sprays saturate the room.

At the heart of the swaying bodies is something that
catches me off guard.



It’s Luca and Makayla . . . grinding.

This 1s, dare I say, scandalous? Modern-age Dirty
Dancing hip action is happening between them. My entire face
is on fire from watching.

Strands of Luca’s hair stick to his temples. Makayla’s
arms are linked around his neck. His hands can’t find traction
on her swiveling waist. Her exaggerated smile seems almost
performative. Like this is all for the audience they’ve amassed.

A sharp, rippling sensation moves through my chest.

Somewhere in my brain, I know if that was me instead of
Makayla flirting and tugging on Luca’s collar, everyone
wouldn’t be whistling and catcalling. If that were me and
Christian, they’d turn the other way. Pretend we didn’t exist.

I can’t tell if that’s how I truly feel or if Cole’s words have
gotten to me.

The music changes: an old Nicki Minaj song.

Someone shrieks, “Theo!” Kendra from chemistry grabs
my hands. “Middle school! Remember?”

I definitely do.

It’s a truth universally known that while I’m never the
center of attention at these gatherings—a slot permanently
filled by one Jayson Scott—I rarely turn down an opportunity
to show off my sweet feet and hips. Studying choreography
from YouTube videos, on top of the library of nineties Black
comedies Dad’s introduced me to, shouldn’t go to waste. It’s
my birthright. Besides, watching all these amateurs struggling
to twerk hurts my soul.

“Let’s go!” calls Kendra.

The music’s suddenly louder. Eyes track me, waiting. It
takes midway through the first verse to ignore their stares and
find my groove. But after that? It’s over.



This is my jam.

I don’t go for the instant kill. Instead, I start with moves
I’ve learned from K-pop videos. A shoot dance here, part of
the Renegade there. All for laughs. I feed off their energy.

Once the second chorus kicks in, I’'m fully committed.
Winding my hips to the drumbeat. Feet shuffling as I glide
across the hardwood. I even snag Kendra to mimic the
choreography from the music video.

“O-M-fucking-G, marry me, Theo!” a girl shrieks over the
song’s thudding bass.

Our audie