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CHAPTER 1

The last thing I expected to see on my first day at Heron River High was FA LA LA LA FUCK THIS SCHOOL spelled atop the snow in festive holiday lights.

Crowds of my new classmates gathered around the flickering green and red profanity. Three teachers gesticulated at the students to keep walking, but no one paid attention. Instead, the kids lingered, taking pictures with their phones.

When Mom and Dad asked during our weekly burger night what my new school was like, this would not be mentioned.

As I passed by, I pulled the hood of my puffer jacket down lower over my forehead, just in case someone felt like the new kid was more interesting than a flashing f-word. Once inside the building, I quickly found the main office.

My heart rate picked up. Game time.

I gripped my backpack straps tighter and kept up my turtle impersonation until the office doors shut behind me. The administrative assistant, who somehow didn’t appear a day over twenty, was bundled in a festive argyle cardigan. He pressed a phone between his ear and shoulder as he typed on a laptop, sweat beading above his brow. On the countertop, a nameplate had Sonny written in cursive.

“Fa la la la what, now?” he murmured. Sonny was in a bad mood.

My shoulders shrank into my narrow frame. I tried to snap them back into a loud and proud position. A masculine, broad, very much boy position.

Everything would go fine today. I’d been transitioning for years. I passed.

Sonny, the admin assistant, muttered something along the lines of I’ll get back to this later and hung up the phone. He gave me a fake smile. “Welcome back from winter break.”

As I stepped up to the counter, students passed by the fancy domed window framing the downtown streets of Ann Arbor, Michigan. I’d heard rumors that Heron River High was disgustingly nicer than Pinewood High, and the admin office alone proved that. Its sparkly white walls and chrome furniture were ten times better than Pinewood’s brick hallways lined with rusty lockers. Whoever wrote the twinkling profanity by the front doors seemed misguided.

“I’m actually a new junior here,” I said. “I transferred from Pinewood. My name’s Noah. Noah Byrd.”

“Anything I can help you with? Class schedule good to go?”

“Yeah. The vice principal emailed it to me last week. But I was wondering if I could get more information on how to join the boys’ sports teams?”

“Which team?” Sonny asked.

It didn’t matter which one. All that mattered was joining something ASAP. By the end of the semester, I had to show everyone who I was. I wasn’t about to let my classmates draw their own conclusions about me again, and a boys’ sports team emblem pinned to my chest would establish who I was from the start. The less time they had to develop their own ideas, the better.

I considered which sport would destroy my scrawny body the least. A non-contact sport. “Tennis?”

He gave me a once-over. “I can email you a list of our sports, if you’d like. That would include more information on the tennis team. Unfortunately, there aren’t any tryouts during the winter semester, but you could try to join in August.” 

My heart sank. It was only January. I couldn’t wait that long. “There’s really no boys’ team that will let me join now? Don’t some seasons start in the winter?”

“They do, but we require our students to sign up and pay any necessary registration fees for their sport during the first week of the school year.” Sonny typed a bit more, then turned the screen to show me a spreadsheet labeled Heron River High School After-School Student Clubs. “Most of our clubs accept new recruits during both semesters, though. If you’re hoping for an extracurricular to hold you over, how about you check these out?”

I pulled his laptop toward me and scrolled through the club names, keeping an eye out for any words that sounded overtly masculine. They had French and Spanish. No and no. Anime. Nope. Classic literature. Not quite. Math. God, no. Dance.

I paused.

Definitely, definitely not dance.

I kept scrolling. Something called the Football and Lamborghini After-School Club eventually showed up on row eleven.

My insides recoiled. I had no clue what this club was, but being that enthusiastic about football and cars was maybe too manly. The goal wasn’t to stand out here. I wanted to blend in like a normal teenage guy.

There had to be another choice.

Four more rows passed by, offering debate, sculpture, film, and, finally, chess. Then I skimmed back up to the top again in case I’d missed something.

I had not.

I faced Sonny again. If no sports teams would let me try out this semester, then there were no other options. I swiveled the laptop back around. “How do I join this football and cars thing?”

Sonny scrolled on his laptop. “Hm. I can’t sign you up. You need approval from the club president.”

“How come?”

“There’s an interview process,” a voice said from behind me.

Startled, I spun around. A boy my age with light tan skin sat in a chair against the wall. His legs were so long that they stretched across nearly half the office, his chunky red Prada sneakers only a foot away from my worn Converse. I hadn’t noticed him when I first came in.

“For just a football and car club?” I asked.

“Yep. You need to go to one of their weekly meetings first.”

“Quiet,” Sonny called his way. “You’re in the main office for defacing school property. Not to chat with your classmates.” 

The boy defensively tossed up his hands, and I saw that his fingers were dripping with silver rings. His smirk was as chaotic as his mess of brown hair, which was half tied into a lopsided bun, the rest falling loosely above his shoulders.

This must’ve been Mr. Fa La La La Fuck This School. 

“So, I might not be allowed to join?” I asked Sonny. 

He shrugged. “That’s what their club rules say.”

What kind of person would make people interview for a basic school club? “Their president sounds like a prick,” I mumbled.

“He’s actually pretty great,” Mr. Fa La La said behind me. Clearly, my voice hadn’t been low enough.

A door swung open, and a woman in a fancy maroon suit stepped forward. A plaque on the door read Principal’s Office. “Mr. Price. A word—”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” He rose to his feet using the chair armrests, slung a canvas tote bag covered in environmental patches over his shoulder, and disappeared into the principal’s lair.

Even if there was a chance I wouldn’t be accepted into this bro-of-all-bro clubs after going through the president’s ridiculous interview process, I had to try. This was the clearest, and currently only, way to make sure these students knew exactly who I was.

I was a boy just like Mr. Fa La La. I had always been a boy. This time, no one at school would question that.

I faced Sonny again. “One last question. Do you know where this football and Lamborghini club meets?”


	
		

CHAPTER 2

As the bell rang at the end of my sixth-period chemistry class, I kept my head tucked into my hoodie and followed the hall-way signs toward the theater, where the Football and Lamborghini After-School Club met on Mondays and Wednesdays until four o’clock.

How did such a cringe club even exist?

I entered through the main audience doors. The theater was an expanse of red velvet seats and fancy carpeting that reached up to a balcony. Heron River High was certainly living up to the “fanciest public school in Ann Arbor” rumors.

In the lower bowl, there were clumps of students with bound scripts and snacks on their laps. To my left, a girl spoke very dramatically to a wall about how aliens were taking over the world. I didn’t recognize the scene she was rehearsing. At least, I hoped she was rehearsing.

I cleared my throat to snag her attention. “Do you know where the Football—?”

The girl thrust a finger at the stage. “Follow the signs for the basement. There’s a door backstage right.”

“Oh. Uh. Thanks.”

As I headed backstage, some people stopped munching on their veggies and chips to watch me. Nerves flooded up into my face and down into my toes. So far, I’d survived my first day at Heron River High without being noticed much. Before each class began, all the teachers had asked if I wanted to be introduced in front of the room, and each time, it was a very hard pass. And in most classes, my assigned seat was some leftover desk in the back. Walking across a literal stage now was going from zero to ten real quick.

I had no clue what these drama kids were thinking when they saw me. For all I knew, they were just like the students at Pinewood High School. Never subtle with their stares. Never correcting their so-called slipups because they didn’t care enough to remember my name.

My time front and center lasted six seconds, which felt like six years, and then I was backstage.

Three students faced a solid metal door in the corner. One of them, a fit boy who wore a varsity football jacket with the last name Ngo on the back, paired with ugly orange joggers, shoved a hand inside a party-sized bag of spicy cheese puffs.

This had to be the place.

Two other students stood in front of the boys, guarding the door. One was a pretty Black girl in a pink blouse and tulle skirt, which hung off her slender frame like a ballet tutu. Her brown coily afro had a smattering of blond highlights.

The second girl, a whole head taller than the first, had a light-olive complexion and a slicked-back black ponytail. She sported a bold red pantsuit and cat’s-eye-glasses combination, and a notebook with a Trust me, I’m in charge sticker was pressed against her chest.

Was I in the right place?

The girl in charge smiled so brightly that her whole face crinkled. “Good afternoon, boys! You almost didn’t make it on time.”

Spicy Cheese Puffs rolled his eyes as he wiped a dusty hand on his jeans before plugging numbers into the insulin pump on his hip. “Who cares?”

“Asher,” she responded, still smiling.

“Figures. He really needs to chill on the micromanaging.” 

Asher.

That must’ve been the president. The one I had to impress. 

I stepped closer and waved. “Is this where—”

They were already disappearing behind the mysterious metal door.

“—the interviews are,” I muttered to myself as it closed shut.

I followed. The door creaked open to reveal a steep, dark, wooden staircase. A cool draft blew past me, raising the hairs on the back of my neck.

I swallowed hard and headed down the stairs, which moaned with each step. Either I was lowering myself into an after-school cult or the pits of Hell. Some source of light from below the staircase started stretching along the walls.

This was the basement. A normal, cluttered theater basement that smelled like mothballs and wet dirt. The room was split into several narrow lines of costume racks, leaving hardly any space between them, like in a warehouse.

This place appeared abandoned. What happened to the others?

Mumbling sounds came from somewhere past the sea of costumes.

I headed toward them, shoving my body through the mess. Puffy dresses scratched against my cheeks. Belts and ties drooped to the dusty floor like snakes, threatening to trip me at any moment. Finally, the path led into a room.

I blinked.

The dusty concrete floor led to maroon carpeting as fuzzy as dandelion fluff. The cement walls were draped in matching curtains with rhinestone embellishments that glistened in the fluorescent lights. Playing cards in the hearts suit were stuck to and scattered across the ceiling. Way-too-thick cologne replaced the scent of mothballs.

At the very back, multiple mini fridges, an electronic keyboard, and seven or so boys surrounded a billiards table. A few hovered around the table while others slung themselves across bright-red pleather love seats. Above them hung a red flag with a logo at the center: two Bs faced back to back, forming the shape of a heart.

Two guys held cue sticks. The one on the left was Asian American and had cotton-candy-blue hair with slightly grown-out roots. Combined with his rainbow-patterned jacket, he could’ve been a movie star. He was aligning the tip of his stick with the cue ball, about to make his next move. The other had a light-brown complexion and wore a knit sweater and collared undershirt. A laptop labeled with Camilo Torres rested nearby him as he sat on the edge of the table, bored.

Bored. In a bizarre underground club like this.

Had I tripped down the basement stairs and slammed my head too hard?

I stepped deeper into the basement. “Hello?”

My voice rang out right as the one with blue hair pulled back his cue stick. He yelped.

The boy looked familiar, but I couldn’t place from where. With hair as loud as his, I’d probably spotted him walking around downtown. “Sorry!” he said. “You caught me off guard.”

“Who left the door unlocked?” that Camilo guy asked. “A customer broke in.”

The two girls who guarded the door earlier stared at me, stunned. The one holding the notebook reached into her pantsuit blazer pocket to pull out a key ring. “I locked it, Camilo.”

He pointed my way without breaking eye contact with her. “Using what? The imaginary knob?”

Pastel Blue Hair Boy waved his hand dismissively through the air as he walked over to me. “No worries! We’re technically only open to customers on Wednesdays, but that’s okay. What type of boyfriend are you looking for?”

A bleating sound propelled out of my mouth. “What am I what?”

Camilo hopped off the table. Now that he was no longer seated, I could see he was nearly as short as me, and notes written in black pen ink were scribbled all over his hands. Politics club send newsletter and #88-101 chapter 3.2 were the only decipherable ones.

The human to-do list moved closer, glaring my way. “Lenny, I can’t place a name to this person. They don’t go to our school.”

Pastel Blue Hair Boy, aka Lenny, held up his cue stick as a sword. “STAY BACK, NARC!”

Others in the room made various startled noises and leaped off the love seats as backup. Meanwhile, Camilo pushed up his turquoise glasses and muttered, “Do you even know what that means?”

I threw my hands up. “Whoa, whoa, whoa! No! I’m here because I want to interview for your club!”

“You can’t interview for a club at a school you don’t go to!” Lenny said.

“He transferred here today from Pinewood,” a voice called out.

In a faraway corner, a door marked with a fake Do Not Enter road sign opened. Someone stepped forward.

A mess of brown hair, half down, and half tied in a bun. Chunky red overpriced sneakers that made each step sound like an earthquake. A full set of silver band rings.

Mr. Fa La La La.

My chest instinctively deflated, but I forced myself to puff it out again. Look like a boy, Noah. “So that’s why you knew so much about this club this morning. You’re a member?” I asked him.

“That I am.” He passed the billiards table, where everyone had gone back to focusing on the game instead of us. Crisis averted, I guessed. Fa La La stopped at a glowing retro jukebox to select a song, and an odd electronic, jazzy song started to play.

A jukebox.

“How are you even here right now?” I asked. “I thought you’d get suspended.”

“I did. For two days, including today.”

“So, you snuck back into school?”

“It’s not like I can miss our club meetings.”

Part of me was impressed at this guy’s dedication, but another part couldn’t get past the fact that he wasn’t supposed to be on school grounds. Of course this club attracted degenerate bad boys who frothed at the mouth at getting suspended in the name of screwing the system.

Still, I had no other prospects. So I summoned my most passionate dude aura. Tall stance, broad shoulders, hands in pockets. “I love cars. And sports. I want to join.”

Instead of the club members swarming me for high fives and bro handshakes, Spicy Cheese Puffs burst out laughing so hard on a sofa, he started choking on his spit.

“This guy started here today,” Camilo murmured, picking at the tip of his cue stick. “I doubt he’d know what we really are yet.”

I just stood there, confused.

Fa La La finally stopped fiddling with the flashing jukebox buttons long enough to lock eyes with me. “This is the Borrow a Boyfriend Club.”

I scanned the bright-red furniture again, the hearts playing cards all over the ceiling and walls, the flag with two Bs forming the shape of a heart. I remembered what Lenny had asked me when I first arrived. About what type of boyfriend I wanted.

No. Way. “Students don’t actually come here to borrow boys for dating purposes, right?”

“Sure they do,” Fa La La said. “For social events. Dances. Weddings. Awkward family dinners . . .”

Duh, yeah, of course. “The school allows something like that?”

“Nope. Which is why we’re down here. And operate under a different club name.” He tapped his temple twice with a pointer finger.

“And every student here knows about this?” I asked. “They really use your . . . services? For this Borrow a Date thing?”

“Borrow a Boyfriend. And it’s a club, not just a thing.”

“People borrow temporary dates, though? Not permanent boyfriends?”

“Yes, but—” Fa La La huffed. “Borrow a Boyfriend has a better ring to it, okay?”

Lenny knocked another ball. “You would’ve heard whispers about us soon enough. That’s how the freshies find out. With so many boys wanting to join, and so many other students wanting to borrow us, learning about the club was bound to happen.”

“And it’s not”—I hesitated—“weird?”

“Only weird if you make it weird,” Fa La La said. He was now resting against the jukebox with his arms crossed. “There’s no kissing or off-limits touching allowed.”

A few boys pointedly shared looks.

If this bizarre roundup of Disney princes was really telling the truth, then the possibility of joining a football and Lamborghini club was dead-dead. But nearly every boy did want to join this instead, or so they claimed.

And the word boy itself was in their name.

Maybe joining this strange basement crew could be worthwhile. Proving myself was worthwhile. “Okay, then. Can you tell me who the club president is? Asher? I’ve been wanting to talk to him.”

“Oh?” Fa La La gave me a good up and down, arms still crossed like the pretentious criminal he was. “But earlier this morning, didn’t you say he sounded like a ‘prick’?”

I shoved the feeling of irritation down as best I could. “No. Well, yes, but no. It was a joke. I want to have an interview with him.”

“Come back in two days. Our winter membership process starts this Wednesday.”

I couldn’t wait two more days. If I didn’t move fast, the slipups and little mistakes would be right around the corner. “We can’t do an interview right now while I’m already here?”

“No. It’s my club rules.”

My eyebrows shot into my hairline. “Your rules?”

He closed the distance between us with an outstretched hand, showing me the same infuriating smirk he had given Sonny this morning. “I’m Asher Price. The Borrow a Boyfriend Club president.”

My blood ran cold.

This guy was the president. And I had called him a prick.

Asher gave up on waiting for me to shake his hand, which must’ve docked another fifty points against me, and pointed toward the basement stairs as a cue for me to leave. “I look forward to our interview on Wednesday. Don’t be late.”


	
		

CHAPTER 3

Two knocks sounded on my bedroom door.

“Knock-knock,” Mom called from the hallway. Seemed redundant.

I locked my phone, which had been flooded with searches for Asher Price’s social media presence over the last half hour, and slipped it beneath my blanket. Although he had accounts, they were inactive. I assumed he was trying to capitalize on the whole “boys who don’t have social media are hot and mysterious” thing. “Yeah, Mom?”

The door cracked open farther. Mom’s head peeked through the crack. She was wearing her Avocadia sales-floor outfit of the day, her body drowning in owl-shaped jewelry. Her downtown boutique was mostly popular for its painfully older millennial white-woman jewelry selection, since that was exactly what Mom was. The shop was located right next door to a breakfast bar where oat-milk lattes cost ten dollars and pesto aioli toast went for twenty.

Once Mom assessed that the coast was clear to enter my bedroom, she opened the door fully. Dad’s shadowed figure stood behind her. “Burgers are ready. Can’t wait to hear all about your first day, N!”

My heart shriveled.

Like always, it was N. No other nicknames. And Mom and Dad had never once called me Noah.

When I’d told them my name was Noah three years ago, it took every single cell of confidence I had inside me. But they continued to call me N. The same first letter of the name they’d given me when I was born.

A few months later, I told them again over dinner. Call me Noah.

We know.

Still N. Like they couldn’t push themselves to say the new name instead.

At first, I told myself this couldn’t be true. Mom and Dad were supportive. When I’d asked for help with health insurance, they answered questions. When I’d worked early weekend shifts at Bitterlake Coffee for a year to raise money for new clothes and top surgery in addition to my college tuition, they took care of me during summer vacation. But a voice inside me whispered they still didn’t see me as enough. That deep down, they thought the wrong name first.

So that meant I had to work harder to make them see who I was.

My lack of response kicked Mom into first worry gear. “Was your first day okay?”

“Fine,” I said. “First day was fine.”

“No probs?” Dad asked from the hall. I could make out his stubby facial hair and bare, muscular arms in the dim light. Must’ve been wearing one of his workout tank tops.

The only reason there weren’t any probs was because I’d hidden in a hoodie all day, but I gave them a thumbs-up anyway. “So far.”

Mom walked over to my dresser. She absentmindedly picked up one of my silver ballet trophies from middle school, only to set it down five seconds later. A shopping bag was tucked behind her back, but I couldn’t tell what could be inside. “Hopefully it’ll stay that way, honey. But if anything does happen, don’t hesitate to tell Dad and me. We can talk to the school if anyone starts giving you a hard time.”

They didn’t understand. If talking to the school had worked, I wouldn’t have needed to transfer. My time at Pinewood High wasn’t some movie where everyone ganged up on me by shouting insults and shoving me into lockers. Everyone would nod when I’d say I was a boy, then keep addressing me by the incorrect name.

And slipping out the wrong name or the wrong pronoun doesn’t count as bullying. Not on paper. They were little mistakes. Accidents. At least, according to the principal.

But these little mistakes hit differently than being ganged up on and bullied. A small part of me would’ve preferred they’d shoved me into lockers as long as they got my name right. That way I could’ve written off their behavior as them being horrible, hormonal monsters. But all I could think was that their little mistakes were my fault. That I didn’t look or act enough like a boy for them either.

If I did, I wouldn’t have distanced myself from everyone—even Jas and Everly and Rosen, my best friends for years—and started eating lunch alone.

I transferred schools because I was tired.

Worry oozed from Mom’s and Dad’s pores. I’d bet ten bucks that this would cause me more probs if I didn’t assuage their fears now.

“I’ve decided to join a club at school,” I mentioned. 

Their faces lit up.

“Yeah?” Dad said.

“I think that’s a great idea, honey.” Mom lifted another gold tap trophy off my dresser, which was beside the photo of Jas and me dancing during our sophomore year Les Misérables dress rehearsal. “Is it a dance club?”

I tensed up. “No.” 

Never.

The room entered another stretch of silence, only interrupted by a dog barking outside.

“I’m kinda tired,” I said to officially kill the conversation. 

“Of course,” Dad said.

Mom finally pulled out the Avocadia paper shopping bag from behind her back. “Oh, we got a new line of spring clothes at the shop today,” she said, as if she’d forgotten the one thing she was hiding. “I spotted some new button-up shirts that I thought you might like. Don’t worry, I can return them.” She hung the bag on my closet doorknob.

The gesture was nice, but we’d been through this routine before. Button-up shirts didn’t hide enough of my face or arms or chest or shoulders or neck. I’d just shove this into the back of my closet with the other pieces she had bought.

“Thanks,” I said instead of burning the shirts on the spot.

“Of course, N.”

The name whirled into my heart like an arrow, flooding my whole body with a sudden burst of rage. “I want to change my name. Legally.”

Bringing this up probably made Mom and Dad doubt everything was fine at school, but I didn’t care. I’d add more grueling shifts at Bitterlake Coffee to my weekend plans so I could afford it, and then, maybe, if Noah were government-official, they’d get me.

“Remember what you researched back in April?” Mom’s voice instantly sounded more Oh God, I don’t know how to deal with this. “How the process can be pretty tedious and long?”

“Yes.”

“And pricey?”

With the Bitterlake gig, that wouldn’t be a problem, but the way her voice squeaked as if she’d need to spend money on this herself made my irritation churn. “Yes.”

“You’ll have to go to court. You sure you want to go through that while adjusting to your new school?”

“Yes.”

“It just seems so sudden—”

I sighed. “If I request a court date literally right now, they won’t be able to schedule me for several weeks. Maybe even months.” The words came out sharp. But if Mom and Dad would’ve looked this up themselves or had offered to help me, they’d know, too.

They shared a few parental blinks and nods.

“Okay, kid,” Dad finally said. “We’re cheering you on.”

Mom smiled before joining Dad in the hall and shutting my door.

The moment they were gone, I fell back onto my bed and stared at the ceiling. Mom and Dad were cheering me on. And I appreciated that. But I still had to breathe deeply to try to calm myself, to stop my guilt over getting angry with them, and to prevent the mental bullet-pointed list of reasons why I wasn’t enough from unraveling out of control like a medieval scroll.

No matter how hard I tried, my fears kept winning. Soon, my imagination wouldn’t stop painting Asher Price’s name across my dull beige walls in bright-red letters. That condescending president stood in my way of joining the Borrow a Boyfriend Club.

He was the one hurdle I was less and less confident I could clear.


	
		

CHAPTER 4

Wednesday was achingly slow to arrive and even slower as I moved through the school day. I’d become a pro at being invisible, dashing in and out of class, not talking to anyone.

At least, invisibility was the plan until I established myself among a solid group of guys at Heron River High. Popularity would likely bring some level of safety and ease the fear of others making mistakes. If or when I passed the Borrow a Boyfriend Club interview today, then I could stop being a ghost.

When the time finally came, I dashed out of my sixth-period chemistry class to head toward the theater basement. A clacking noise came from behind me.

“You dropped something!”

A girl was reaching down toward a mess of pencils and erasers on the classroom floor. Her hair was bleached blond and pin straight, and her clothes were labeled with a mishmash of brands I could never afford.

Reaching for my bag, I checked the front pocket. Unzipped.

So much for my invisibility cloak. I rushed over to help her clean up, pulled my hood lower onto my forehead, and prepared for the first inevitable slipup of the week. “Thanks.”

“No prob.”

“Sorry if anything, like, flung at you.”

“Nah. Here you go.” She handed me back three of my pencils with a smile, and then she was standing and walking out the door with some friends.

No little mistakes. I wasn’t even referred to in the third person. At least, not yet. With my bag closed, I restarted my course toward the basement as fast as I could. One minute later, I was gripping the sparkly red curtains that hid the ugly concrete walls and nearly heaving out both my lungs.

Once I caught enough breath to glance up from the carpet, I met Asher Price’s gaze a few feet away. He was at the back of the room, surrounded by four girls. All of them were holding origami swans.

At the sound of my huffing and puffing, they turned away from Asher to face me.

“I—” I coughed and pounded my chest. “I’m not late.”

“You’re not breathing either,” Asher said.

“You told me to be on time. And I wanted to be first.”

One of the girls, who was clearly uninterested in my sweaty body, faced Asher again. She shoved her origami swan into his chest. “There’s a secret letter hidden inside of mine, Asher! I wrote it just for you.”

“There’s one inside of mine too!” Another swan shove attack.

“And mine!” Another.

His face remained serious as he collected his swan army. “Thank you.”

The pack of enlarged pupils and leaking hormones erupted into giggles like he’d told the funniest knock-knock joke in the world. As they passed me and disappeared through the costume racks, I heard whispers like “so mysterious” and “a literal rebel.”

Weird. More like so rude and a literal clout demon.

Even weirder, Asher seemed unfazed by the whole encounter. After the girls were long gone, he walked over to a wastebasket in a corner of the basement and tossed the swans inside.

Was being swarmed by fans that much of a common ordeal for him?

Asher gestured at me, then toward the bright-red love seats. “The other members aren’t here yet. Sit while you wait.” 

I followed orders. Showing up early to my interview must’ve gained me back the points I had lost for calling Asher a prick. And since I was first in line, I’d have to interview first.

I needed to. My odds of being accepted into this club already felt low since Asher was the president. But gaining entry would prove I was a boy, and fast. I had to get accepted.

I had to win over Asher Price no matter what.

Minutes ticked by. I kept myself busy by inspecting the hearts playing cards scattered across the ceiling and walls, then the assortment of energy crystals stacked on the mini fridges. A few footballs and basketballs were shoved into a nearby corner as well. Above the ball pile was a poster advertising something called the Anita Kömraag Dedicatory Club Talent Show, happening in March.

More unfamiliar faces emerged from the cluttered costume racks. A few offered me acknowledging nods as they claimed their own seats. Most ignored my presence entirely.

This didn’t feel like a simple interview. This felt like a competition.

Eventually that human to-do list, Camilo, appeared too. There were even more illegible homework reminders penned all over his hands than last time. Other members I vaguely recognized followed, like Spicy Cheese Puffs and Notebook Manager. Then Lenny, who instantly spotted me and grinned.

The nerves in my chest dissipated slightly.

Asher finally stood before us prospective members. As if on command, the official members formed a single-file line behind him.

Everyone went silent, all except for the jukebox, which played that same upbeat electronic song, an odd mess of drums and trumpets and synthesizers.

I glanced around and counted heads. Eighteen other rivals. 

Fine. This was fine. I’d remain on my best behavior from now until my interview was long over. And I’d go first. That meant there would be no risk of following up someone ten times more impressive and manlier than I was.

“Welcome to the start of the Borrow a Boyfriend Club’s semesterly membership process,” Asher’s voice boomed across the basement. “I’m the club president, or CEO. Behind me are our CFO, Constance Adams, and product manager, Isabella Vanentini”—he nudged his head toward the two girls I’d seen guarding the door that first day—“as well as my seven club members.”

Lenny, who stood at the end of the row, stepped forward. 

Asher gestured at him. “This is Lenny Kawai: Influencer Type.”

Type?

Camilo stepped forward while Lenny stepped back. 

“Camilo Torres: Smart Type,” Asher said.

He stepped back. Another boy came.

Asher kept going through names and Types like a grocery list. “Pascha Coombs: Musical Type. Aiden Ngo: Sporty Type. Everett Miner: Psychic Type. Max Booker: Artsy Type. Liam Robinette: Gaming Type.” He paused. “And I’m Asher Price: Popular Type.”

I couldn’t hold back a snicker any longer.

My competition shot glares at me. Some also came from members, including Spicy Cheese Puffs, better known as Sporty Type. He lightly punched the shoulder of a scrawnier member beside him, whose body was drowning in a scrappy beige cardigan and flowery scarf. “Look who it is.”

“Pardon?” Scarf Boy asked.

“New kid. He’s in our pottery class.”

“Ah, so that is why I sensed an oddly familiar aura surrounding him.”

My shoulders tensed. Had Sporty Type been monitoring my several failed attempts at making pinch pots and already marked me a loser?

I shifted awkwardly. “Sorry. But do you all really categorize yourselves like this? Publicly?”

“Unfortunately.” Camilo was busy texting.

Asher snatched Camilo’s phone out of his hand and slapped it down on the table. “Different people need their boyfriends to possess different qualities depending on the circumstance. A boy who will impress a strict family is completely different from one who will impress friends from other schools. Or a borrower may simply request us because they want to spend time with someone. We have Types so borrowers know who to best select on our request forms.”

Camilo rolled his eyes.

Asher pulled a red pamphlet out of his tote bag, which nearly blended in with the curtains behind him. No other color was allowed down here. “Before we begin, I’ll make one thing very clear. All members receive the How to Be a Good Boyfriend Training Handbook. If accepted, you must memorize and master all twenty rules listed in this pamphlet.”

I furrowed my brow, expecting the other prospective members to do the same. Instead, they all nodded and hung on to Asher’s every word like he was Christ reincarnated.

No, not like Christ. Something more powerful. Like he was the most popular boy in school.

“If you can’t commit to following all the rules, leave now.” Asher stared us all down. “Including rule number one: you must stay single.”

“What?”

A boy with a buzz cut leapt to his feet beside me. Both his backpack brimming with textbooks and smaller frame instantly signaled him as a freshman. “You’re telling me I have to break up with my girlfriend just to make extra cash off your borrowers?”

“Yes.” Asher’s voice was flat. Indifferent. “No single status, no membership, and no tips. That’s the rule.”

So that’s why so many also drooled over getting into this club. Cash. Students paid real tips for this so-called service.

Just how much money were we talking?

“But these dates aren’t real,” Buzz Cut Freshie went on. “Why would we need to stay single for that?”

“The rule is a club tradition, and for good reason. It stops drama. Conflicts of interest. Nothing can harm the club’s integrity if members come with no strings attached.” Asher’s voice morphed into a more robotic tone the longer he spoke, like he’d heard this complaint a million times. “We are here to be marketable and bring in borrowers. Not to have fun. Our borrowers want what they know they can’t have. Being unattainable keeps them coming back.”

“But—”

“No dating. No real girlfriends. Someone’s been kicked out for this reason, and I’ll happily make that happen again. Any more questions?”

A few club members behind Asher shifted their weight. Lenny pressed his lips tightly together.

Everyone fell silent again.

Eventually, Buzz Cut Freshie squinted. He scoffed and flounced away, disappearing into the costume racks. Two other boys slowly got up and trailed behind him.

Fifteen boys remained, myself included.

Asher seemed unaffected by the outrage. “Rule number two is also vital: never admit to being in the Borrow a Boyfriend Club. If accepted, you agree to register as a member of the Football and Lamborghini Club and continue regular study of Italian culture and language. You are more than welcome to discuss being a part of this club publicly at any time.”

Everything finally clicked into place.

Football and Lamborghinis, two things the boot country was known for in America aside from pasta and pizza. So, in other words, they were fronting as an Italian club.

“Does everyone understand?” Isabella, the product manager, asked from behind Asher. Her sharp cat-eye glasses caught in the light as she tilted her head only at me. The honorary new kid. “We operate under a real, registered club with the school. Especially with Ms. Vora. She’s our sponsor, so if she leaves her art classroom to check on us, you throw out a ciao and start cheek kissing. M’kay?”

How this scheme stayed undercover was eons beyond my understanding. If every student understood the facade, then didn’t it only take one person to screw up in front of all the prowling teachers? Could the student body be that loyal?

“We’ll now begin,” Asher said.

There was no time for doubts or concerns now. Time to shine. I got to my feet.

Asher’s silver rings glistened obnoxiously in the fluorescent basement lights as he thrust a finger at the boy sitting farthest from me. “You. Follow me.”

I raised my hand. “But I got here first.”

Asher glanced my way for only the briefest of seconds, then walked away and ignored me. The lucky interviewee trailed him like a giddy golden retriever, as did Asher’s seven club members. They all vanished through the mysterious door at the far end of the room.

Seriously?

That self-centered, lowlife jerk.

Five minutes passed before Asher stepped through the door again. The once-lucky interviewee beside him now looked like a dejected basset hound. He wandered toward the staircase, failure seeping from his pores.

Asher pointed at another interviewee who, of course, was not me. Five minutes later, another miserable face stepped out of the room. And another. Another. Worst of all, that electronic song must have been on loop because it was still playing.

“What song even is this?” I asked my rivals sitting around me.

One stared at me like I was the universe’s ultimate doofus. “You mean ‘The Borrow a Boyfriend Club Theme Song’?”

I nodded a couple of times. Of course they had a theme song.

After an hour of the same synths and trumpets and drums repeating from the jukebox, I was the only body left. Asher stepped out for the fourteenth time and finally pointed at me. 

I followed him into a space no bigger than my bedroom. The scent of wet dirt overpowered the cologne that had engulfed me over the last hour. The place was as empty as an interrogation room, with only a single light bulb hanging above us, a few shelves on the wall stacked with paperwork, and a folding table sandwiched between two chairs.

All seven members stood along the wall, their eyes on me. 

Camilo and Lenny, the only two I recognized enough to remember by name, were at the end of the lineup. Just like Asher, they both had freakishly symmetrical faces. And perfectly styled hair. And arms that, although on the skinnier side, showed off visibly toned muscles through their sweaters. I fought the temptation to pull my sweatshirt hood over my whole face.

Asher gestured toward an empty chair. “Sit.”

I did, then Asher took the other seat. The slimmest laptop I’d ever seen was open in front of him.

Asher typed away, his silver rings clinking loudly against the keyboard. “If you pass a question, we continue on. If you fail a question, we stop. No retakes are allowed.”

I nodded a few times. 

“Who are you?”

“Um. Noah Byrd.”

“Thank you, Noah Byrd. You failed.”

Camilo let out a sharp cackle. Lenny elbowed him.

I nearly choked on my own spit. “All I said was my name.”

“Your name isn’t the problem.” Asher tapped his screen like a barbarian. “Question one is the problem. Your image. Your brand.”

I scoffed. “My brand?”

“What are you trying to sell me? Your popularity and attractiveness? You transferred here two days ago. It’s impossible for you to provide us with a steady track record that proves you have a strong enough image at this school to pull borrowers.”

“Can’t freshmen apply days into starting here? They wouldn’t have an image, either.”

“Nearly every student from the three middle schools in our district funnel here. Their peers carry over. No one from Pinewood goes here except for you.”

He had a point. This school was far from home, but worth the commute for me.

Asher rose from his chair.

“Wait!” I stood up so quickly that my sweatshirt hood flung off my head.

Every imperfection that my hoodie kept hidden was revealed underneath the flickering light bulb. The messy clumps of blond curls on top of my head. The full shape of my small, angular face. The peach fuzz around my cheeks. To top it all off, my sweatshirts smelled like coffee beans from my early morning shifts at Bitterlake instead of expensive cologne.

Now there was utterly, truly, no point in continuing this interview.

Asher tilted his head. “You’re not half bad.” 

I blinked at him. “What?”

He sat back down in his chair, then propped his chin on a fist. “Nice curls. Heart-shaped faces are getting popular again.” 

A part of me felt borderline uncomfortable, and I couldn’t believe this was all he had to say. But Asher spoke in a way that made me feel like I should be thanking him for even glancing my way, and I hated that I did.

He set his phone on the table, then opened a timer. “I’ll accept your first answer for now, Byrd.”

“It’s Noah.”

“Question two,” Asher said. “Recite every member’s name and Type. You have sixty seconds.” He tapped the start button on his screen.

The numbers started counting down from sixty.

A strange squawking sound shot out of my mouth as I searched the faces behind Asher. When I landed on Lenny Kawai at the end of the line, he showed his dimples.

“Can I ask what this has to do with being a good boyfriend?” I asked.

“Memory retention. Matching faces with names. Borrowers expect us to remember everything about them from previous dates. Forty seconds.”

I swallowed hard. “Lenny. Influencer Type.” Whatever that meant.

Lenny beamed even brighter.

“Camilo,” I went on, finding his face beside Lenny. “Smart Type.”

Camilo imitated the sound of a buzzer, and my anxiety shot through the ceiling. “Wrong. I’m Candice Type.”

“What’s a Candice Type—?”

“Can this dic—”

Lenny elbowed him again. “Ignore him, please.”

That was much easier said than done considering I felt as vulnerable as if I were naked. I racked the deepest corners of my brain to remember more names and Types from Asher’s welcome speech, but hardly any more came.

“Well.” I pointed at the varsity jacket on Sporty Type. Ngo had been written on the back, but what was his first name? “There’s Sporty. And a psychic?”

The timer sounded at zero.

Asher pressed stop. He didn’t type anything on his laptop, didn’t say whether I answered correctly. But he didn’t tell me to leave either. I hoped my obvious effort was enough. “Next question. Members must have a passion for romance. Explain why you care about love and dating. Sixty seconds.”

My stomach flooded with dread. I had never been in a relationship. I had never asked someone to a school dance. I had never kissed someone before.

I wasn’t sure if I wanted to. A romantic fairy tale seemed too impossible for me. I hadn’t even trusted Jas and Everly and Rosen to see myself for the real me. My best friends.

How could I trust someone to see all of me in that way? How could anyone? Because I’d never experienced “romance,” I wondered if it was even real.

But that didn’t matter, here, now.

“I’m an expert in dating!” The lie shot out of me. 

Asher hitched his brow.

Sweat beaded along my hairline. “Yeah, yeah. I’ve dated someone. Lots of someones. At my old school.” I made a face. “Not like I dated a lot because I kept getting dumped. Or because I dumped them either. Because that would mean I don’t care about romance. And I do. So much. Actually, I didn’t date many someones at all. Just a couple. We’d walk around downtown, and get lattes at Bitterlake—”

“Has anyone ever been in love with you?” His stare drilled right into me.

“Sure.”

“Do you have proof?”

My mouth opened. Nothing left it.

The timer on Asher’s phone beeped. My sixty seconds were up.

He shut his million-dollar laptop once more, slipped it into his tote bag, and then walked over to open the door.
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