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Content warning: depictions of body dysmorphia, fixation on food/diet, a chronically ill parent, and a toxic parental relationship
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the anchors of our past never reach the bottom




but they rust all the same




while we wait for more certain seas
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FIVE MINUTES BEFORE I met Jance Stringfellow for the first time, I skinned my knees. He’s protected me ever since.

In my defense, I was pushed. By a bully. In defense of all bullies, I think I’m like the color red. For bulls. Except, I guess, for bullies. Delia always said it’s because of my curls. Gunther always pointed out my cheeks. I blame my body. Short and soft. A punching bag with skinned knees.

Maybe Jance was looking for his good deed of the day. Maybe he pitied me for being unable or unwilling to fight back. Maybe… I don’t know. All I remember is skinning my knees and biting my lip. Biting my lip keeps any tears from falling. Delia always says my lips are too pretty to bite, but I’d rather chew them off than become a crybaby. Gunther always proclaims that real men choose to cry, to accept their emotions like old buddies.

My parents have a lot of opinions. Always.

Within five minutes of skinning my knees on the tetherball court thanks to Otis O’Reilly, Jance had the jerk tied up to the pole and me lifted in his arms, on our way to the nurse’s office.

I’ve always been small. Jance has always been really, reeeeeally tall. Like, he needed to carry around his birth certificate so people would believe his age. He’s always been a grade ahead of me, but people assumed he was my much older brother. Not that I ever complained—growing up an only child made the idea of a pretend brother pretty cool.

Jance has never made a habit of carrying me in his arms, but sometimes… when I can’t sleep… I remember how it felt. I imagine it happening again. And my stomach kind of somersaults.

Metaphorical acrobatics is my forte. Physically, I shouldn’t be allowed to walk on hard surfaces without supervision.

“So, who do I need to beat up for you?” Jance asks, pulling me into the present moment so hard I feel dizzy. Or maybe it’s the blood loss.

We’re in the athletic training room. Serge, the graduate student who helps out our swim team, finishes applying the gauze over my freshly skinned knees and says, “The guy was huge. Dangerous. Might’ve been a bear.”

I sigh. “It was the pool deck. The pool deck beat me up.”

Jance shoots me a lopsided grin, his specialty. The dizziness returns, almost like a full-body tingle. I cling to the cushioned table I’m sitting on. Serge notices, then stands. “You look like you need to hydrate.”

As he leaves to get me water, I swing my legs and stare at my bandaged knees. I wonder if Jance remembers all those years ago…

“Don’t pick the scabs,” Jance says. “You’ll want to, it’s fun. But don’t. Your knees will thank me.”

“I’m thinking of getting titanium knee replacements. Then I can fall all I want without an issue.”

“Nobody’s judging you. We all swim because our bodies are meant for water, not land.” Jance grips the doorframe overhead and stretches his enormous body. His shirt rides up, revealing half of an eight-pack. He’s so shredded, I bet his abs would skin my knees just like the concrete around the pool. “How you been, B?”

My feet stop swinging. My mind goes fuzzy. I yank my gaze away from Jance’s muscles and back to my knees. “Good, good. You?”

It’s the truth. And a lie.

I can’t exactly say, I’ve missed you so freakin’ much, J! I want to, but I also don’t. A year is a long time to go without feeling like your best friend is still your closest friendship. Can I still call him that? Or does the year he spent at Neptune State University without me dispute the claim? What if I’m not even his second-best friend? He’s on all three freestyle relays. He lives in that apartment complex with a bunch of upperclassmen teammates. He looks like he could be twenty-five.

And I’m a scrawny, curly-haired kid still skinning my knees like I’m on the playground.

Jance shrugs. “Easy come, easy go. Not much excitement lately, but I went to a pretty wild party at Rainer Caraway’s a couple of weekends ago. Huge place close to campus. Massive pool. Were you there?”

Do you even know me, Jance?

With another crooked smirk, Jance cocks his head. “I could’ve sworn I saw you upside down at the keg stand. Or maybe that was you doing jello shots off three different girls’ bodies.”

My insides warm, skinned knees forgotten. “You mean you didn’t see me cannonball from the rooftop into the pool?”

“You know what, I went inside for a little bit. I probably just missed seeing you.”

We share a laugh, the kind that echoes for almost a decade. Sometimes I forget we were children once. I’ve always looked up to Jance like the sun. So huge, so warm. A constant. All I have to do is look up.

And unlike the sun, there’s no risk in staring.

Well, maybe some risk. I don’t want him to think I’m weird, but it’s hard not to stare. He’s always been big for his age. Then he got huge. Then he got jacked. His body should make me feel like a speck of dust or a grain of sand. But really, there’s no jealousy or intimidation. He feels like a work of art. A sculpture that I can study and learn from. Maybe even make my own, one day.

Jance lifts himself up, performing a pull-up with barely a grip on the doorframe. His abs flex. His arm muscles bulge beneath shirt sleeves. And even though I would never say it in a million years, I think Jance likes when I watch him. I don’t think he fully realizes it, and I don’t really understand it, either.

It’s just something best friends do, I guess.

“Jance, quit being a bad influence,” Serge says, handing me some water. “I can’t have a swimmer getting injured in the athletic training room. This is where injuries go to mend, not where they happen. Also, doorframes are not meant for guys your size.”

“Two-twenty-two,” Jance brags. “Think I’ll be two-thirty by mid-season.”

“I’m aiming for two-fifty, myself.” I make the joke sound convincing, but my body curls a bit in shame. I’d be lucky to hit one-fifty…

“Don’t get too big, B. Otherwise you’ll throw off our whole friendship.”

I don’t mention that this is the longest we’ve talked since official team practices started two weeks ago. Or since the last swim practice we shared over a year ago at our club team. Jance stayed on campus this past summer, training with Coach Harley and some of his Buccaneer teammates instead of with the club team we grew up on. I don’t blame him. Why go back home when all your new best friends are here?

I swallow the sourness and hop off the table. “I may get bigger, but you’ll always be taller, J.”

“And dumber. And smellier. And lamer. If I wasn’t so tall, you’d be too cool for me.”

It’s such a relief we still have our back-and-forths. Yet, it feels like a rush of oxygen after being starved for air. Am I hyperventilating? Am I overdosing on Jance Stringfellow after a year of withdrawal?

Maybe it is blood loss—I suddenly stumble and fall (twice in one day, ugh). I deserve it, I guess.

Jance catches me. A reflex. A constant.

What did I ever do to deserve him?

I wait for a joke or a tease, but Jance says nothing. Only his heartbeat talks, pounding in my ear more like a question than an answer. I used to listen to his heart a lot. When you hug someone who’s almost a foot taller, that’s usually where your ear lands.

Not to mention the muscles in his chest make me wanna go inhale a protein shake and pound a bench press. He’s so strong and sturdy, I bet he’s never skinned his knees.

“Be careful,” Jance whispers in someone else’s voice. Almost husky. Tender? He makes sure I’m on two feet, then regards me like a stranger before heading out into the hallway.

When he disappears, I remember to breathe. I wonder if falling before your former-best-but-maybe-still-good friend means something. Or if I’m just a danger-prone disaster on two legs.
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OUT OF BREATH. And I don’t know why. Also, I just tripped while exiting the athletic building. I don’t know about that, either.

Brighton.

That klutz probably tripped out the womb. Or whatever it is clumsy babies do. He’s always been that way.

That’s why I catch him.

It’s just what I do. Don’t need to think about breathing. Or eating and sleeping. Or jerking off.

Or watching over Brighton.

But I do think about how long it’s been. Since we talked, since we touched. I’m a talk-and-touch kinda guy. With Brighton, though… It’s different. Especially since I can’t remember the last time I did either with him. And he moved into the freshmen dorms a couple of weeks ago.

Did I miss him last year? When I was an innocent freshman?

I’ve never been innocent. Not that I’m a bad boy or whatever. That would take too much effort. Something about looking older. Being bigger and stronger than most guys my age, regardless of the age. Experiences just came faster. Sooner. Not maturity, but life. I guess I’m guilty of growing up fast.

And Brighton is… Brighton: baby-faced, curly-haired, soft and silly and sweet. Maybe experiences take their time with him. Single-file and patient as they line up. I blew through drinking, fucking, and heartbreaking like they were races. Every new experience was a pool, and I tore that shit up each time. First place, baby.

But once all the pools look the same and the deep end doesn’t seem so far down, what do you do? Find someone soft and silly and sweet to push into the water?

Before I know it, I’m at the apartments. I share one with a senior freestyler, Styles von Thron. And half the time, I’m in the apartment across the hall that belongs to our captains, twins Kelby and Parrish McGinty. Sometimes I forget I’m not graduating this year. I feel older; guys see me as older. Not many things to say otherwise.

Except Brighton. He knew me when being the biggest kid in my class meant I was five feet tall. He’s seen me grow almost a foot and a half.

He makes me feel like a giant in the best way possible.

So why have I been avoiding him?

“I haven’t,” I say, tired of my own internal monologue. I used to think people who talked to themselves were weirdos. Now, I think it’s a way to let off some steam. Cool the brain down.

Is it the truth, though? Didn’t I jet two seconds after catching him in the trainers’ room?

The moment I unlock the door and step inside my apartment, all my thoughts and questions are way heavier. They tug on my body and drag me to bed. Thinking too much always makes me sleepy.

I barely make it to my bedroom while stripping off my shirt and kicking out of my shorts. I drain the last of my post-practice protein shake and collapse onto my bed.

Saturday naps are the best…

No more thinking. Not even dreaming. Blissful nothingness.

Until a throbbing techno beat rolls into my bedroom like an unexpected alarm clock. My body feels both sore and rested. Maybe I am dreaming—what does a dance party mean?

“Damn. Sorry.” Who said that?

My stomach growls. No dream interpreting there. I’m hungry. And I’m awake.

I groan face-down on my pillow and squirm atop the bed. My hard dick rubs into the mattress, sending a jolt of pleasure through my sleep-fog state. I slap at my ass to make sure I left my boxer briefs on. No need to make whoever’s at my door uncomfortable with an unexpected view.

My stomach continues its protest, competing with my aching arousal and tired muscles. Meeting basic needs is a full-time job, man.

“Did I wake you? Sorry. Damn.”

“It’s all good,” I say, but my pillow muffles the words into gibberish. I slowly roll from my front to the back and yawn. “It’s all good.”

After I rub my eyes, I see it’s Kelby in my doorway. He’s wearing a crisp polo and ironed khakis, staring down at the red solo cup in his hand. The same shade as his flushed face.

I look down at myself. “Whoops. My bad, Kelbs.” My morning (evening?) wood is obvious beneath the fabric of my boxer briefs. I shift my junk sideways and sit up. “Toss me my shorts?”

Kelby searches the floor, then reaches down, spilling his drink. “Damn. Sorry. I’ve apologized like ten times already. I’ll go.”

“You’re fine, broski. You interrupted my dream, that’s all. Ever been mauled by three blond, beautiful babes at once? You’re lucky I’m in a forgiving mood.”

As Kelby snatches up my shorts and tosses them to me, I wonder why my go-to is always a blond-haired chick. Or why I even bother making it up like that in the first place. I like sex as much as the next guy, but sometimes it feels like if I don’t say I like it, someone’s gonna come along and challenge my sexuality. And I’ve had a foursome—technically a threesome, since one girl got jealous and left—but it was honestly kinda hard work. My attention span quits on me, even when it’s just me, my right hand, and a tub of coconut oil.

“Well, there’s certainly enough of you to go around,” Kelby says. Then he realizes it was out loud. His face blanches, then reddens. “I don’t know what’s happening to me.”

“I’m guessing the K-man’s got some silly juice in that cup there.” I tug on my shorts and slide off the bed for a big stretch and another yawn. Kelby’s eyes ping to my crotch, then to the wall. They bounce back to my shirtless torso and ricochet to the ceiling.

I think he’s got a little crush on me.

Guys like Kelby are serious to a fault. They got structure, they got commitment. Enough determination to spark a fire with. Makes for a great captain and dependable teammate.

But he’s terrible at chilling. And rarely parties. Almost never drinks during the swim season.

“What’s going on out there? Did I sleep all afternoon?”

Kelby sighs. “You know how Parrish gets. It wasn’t supposed to be a party. But now it’s spilled across the hall. And I didn’t see you, so I wanted to check and make sure you were… whatever you are. Presently. You look good. And hard—practice. Practice was hard this morning. Now you’re rested. Yes?”

“Kelbs, I can’t tell if you’ve had too much to drink or not enough.”

Kelby blushes, then takes a swig. “This is lukewarm coffee.”

“Aw, man. Here I was thinking you were cutting loose.”

“The season’s started, so it’s up to me to lead by example.” Kelby’s posture straightens, broad chest expanding and stretching the polo. His chiseled face lights up. Captain mode. “Especially with so many freshmen this year.”

“None of them are here, are they?”

“Word gets around. I can’t control rumors, but I certainly won’t feed the mill.”

I take Kelby by the shoulders. The blush returns to his tanned cheeks. “One shot. Just you and me. I’ll make sure the rumor mill keeps spitting out how noble and hardass of a captain you are.”

“I’m hardly noble—”

“Kelbs, you’re the straightest edge I know. I’d get cut trying to compete with you. So would any farfetched rumors. But you know what could help?” As I lean in, so does he. I hope this doesn’t look like a kiss-me moment. I’ve kissed guys on a couple of dares and a few times to get a pretty girl’s attention. Never felt any sparks. But none of those guys had that look that’s currently filling Kelby’s face. He’d pop like a balloon if I had a pin. “Learn to go with the flow.”

Kelby smirks and laughs. I’m close enough to feel his warm breath on my mouth. “You found my weak spot.”

“Hey, every leader’s got one.”

“And you’re mine.”

Kelby closes the gap with a kiss and a hand on my chest.

If I were a cartoon, I’m not sure if the top of my head would fly off or my eyeballs would bounce out of their sockets. Maybe steam would shoot out of my ears with the sound of a train whistle.

It feels comical enough to laugh (if my mouth wasn’t already busy). But also… not bad? In any other instance, I’d clap Kelby on the back for being a damn good kisser.

Then I remember I’m not kissing him back. ’Cause I’m not feeling it.

His eyes pop open a split second later with the same realization. He backs up into the doorframe and spills the last of his coffee onto his shirt. “Damn. Sorry. Oh god. Sorry! Damn!”

“Whoa. Take a breath, Kelbster.”

“No, I just—and you totally weren’t—I misread—I should’ve asked—fuck me.”

I chuckle. “You gotta buy me dinner first.”

Kelby freezes. Eyes wide. Mouth agape. Part of me wishes I felt something, so the kiss doesn’t become some awkward regret that torments my team captain.

“Go with the flow, right?” Kelby squeaks out.

“Right. I believe in you.”

Kelby takes a deep breath. Then shudders with an exhale.

“Keep practicing, K-man,” I say, patting him on the back. “The relaxing. Not the kissing. You’re already good at that, broski. Might be a rumor worth spreading.”

Kelby starts to say something. Pauses. Takes another deep breath—and darts from the room.

What a night. And it just started. I pick up my phone to check the time. Without thinking, I start texting Brighton. I won’t tell him who kissed me, but I bet he’d get a kick out of the story.

My fingers stop. Something odd holds me back. Like maybe Bright wouldn’t find it funny. Like maybe he’d feel… jealous?

We’ve never talked about guys before, but I did try to teach him how to kiss once. Nothing happened, but there was a point when our faces got close. When he stared at me kinda like how Kelby did before he kissed me…

I delete the text but stay on the thread. The last thing sent: go with the flow, B. In response to Brighton’s worries about fitting in with the new team. From almost three weeks ago. I flick to older texts. Huge gaps. Only a smattering of texts between this summer and the one before, mostly clustered around holidays. All of them initiated by Brighton. The farther back I go, the more my texts grow. Like the past is feeding them.

Or my time at Neptune State starved our friendship.

I pause on the first picture I see. I’m dressed up and holding Brighton sideways, squatting as if he were a barbell at the gym. Signing Day, when high school seniors commit to their college sports teams. I signed with the Buccaneers, which explains why Brighton is dressed as a blue-and-white pirate.

Something feels strange. I can’t pinpoint the sensation in my body, but my phone’s suddenly heavy. I plop onto my bed and drop it, licking my lips but tasting nothing.
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I PICK UP my phone from where I dropped it and collapse onto my bed. Who knew so much nervous energy could fill a simple question?

So how much do titanium knees actually cost?

The text waits to be sent. I groan and toss my phone away again, realizing too late how ridiculous I must look curled up on my bed with my ass in the air.

This whole roommate situation is making me sooooo self-conscious.

I flip onto my back and hang my head off the side of the bed, watching the upside-down version of my roommate. Like his right-side-up counterpart, Magnus Lindquist ignores me.

I finally know what people mean when they say silence can be deafening.

“So how are you liking America?” I can’t help but cringe as the question hangs in the air. I force a smile through the regret. Magnus puts his phone down, shrugs without eye contact, then fishes a thick paperback out of his bedside table. As he reads, I study him.

This is what I know: he’s Swedish, he smokes, he bleaches his hair, his best swimming stroke is butterfly, he likes to read, he hates questions, and I think he not-so-secretly wants to smother me in the middle of the night. And sometimes in broad daylight.

Please don’t kill me. “What are you reading?”

Magnus’s eyes narrow in my direction. “Låt den rätte komma in.”

“Sorry, I don’t speak Swedish. You could teach me if—”

“It translates: The Boy Who Talked Himself to Death.”

I gulp. “Cool. I can’t wait to watch the American remake of the Swedish movie adaptation of it.”

Magnus scoffs, but it’s just soft enough to sound closer to amusement than derision. Maybe I’m pushing my luck, but I add, “I love to read, too. I’m an English major. What are you—”

The paperback snaps shut, somehow making a loud thudding sound in Magnus’s hands. I hate myself for jumping, but it’s really hard to focus on being friendly in the face of such Scandinavian stoicism. As Magnus looms over my bed, I accept that chattiness will always be my downfall and maybe a pillow over the face would teach me the value of silence.

At the last second, my roommate passes by my bed, taking his intimidating, masculine energy through the door and out of the room. I exhale and shiver. How the heck am I going to survive a whole year of this?

With no awkward distractions or threats to my life, my attention wanders back to my phone. To the unsent text awaiting its journey from my dorm room to Jance’s apartment. Or wherever he is. I doubt he’s alone in bed like me on a Saturday night. Not when he’s practically an upperclassman. Even when I’m not watching him during practices, it’s painfully obvious how well he fits in with our older teammates. He is older, of course. His 21st birthday is soon—what am I getting him?

Jance is too rich, popular, fast, muscular, handsome; he’s too many things to need much else from anyone, let alone me. Handsome? Well, yeah. Thinking it makes my tummy feel weird, but it’s pretty much an objective observation at this point. Same as his muscle mass, his height, and his last name. The Stringfellows may be sliding toward the lower end of the uber-rich spectrum—I still can’t believe I swim in the same pool as Rainer Caraway—but that bottom is on top of almost everyone else.

Yet, when I’m with Jance, all that extra stuff blurs at the edges. Except for his size. I’ll never be able to forget that, nor do I want to. But his money, his popularity, his charisma… they’re impressionistic. Part of the whole. When you look at the focal point, when your focus is on Jance, everything else is a suggestion. An accent. He’s a real piece of work.

I bet he makes everyone feel that way. I may have more years of knowing him under my belt, but we’re not close. Not anymore.

I delete the text and slip under my covers. My gift to Magnus for not beating me up. He’ll come back to peace and quiet. I’ll live through the night. Everyone wins.

At some point, my phone buzzes. I reach for it—and bump into something hard and soft. Huh? My fingers brush soft fabric, like a cotton undershirt. Beneath it, when I press with my fingertips, warmth and hardness push back. A broad, rippling surface. Like a strong back. The kind filled with explosive power necessary to rip through the surface of a pool.

The back is neverending. Along the spine. Out to a shoulder blade. Down to the curvature of ribs. The more I explore, the stronger a strange sensation rises in me and surges through my body. I want to giggle and groan and squirm. But I can’t stop grabbing the shirt and groping the back. In my excitement, I tear open the material to reveal firm, tanned skin. The craziest urge: I want to press my lips to it. To taste it?

What in the actual heck is happening to me?!

CRASH!

I startle at the sound of a door slamming. I’m alone in bed. No back, no body. Nobody to feel. Only a dream. My fingers shake as I hold up my phone to—

A text from Jance!

Before I can open it, something hits me in the crotch. I cry out and double over, mostly on reflex. I’ve been nut-tapped before, and it’s the worst. But whatever just landed in my lap didn’t hit me in the balls.

It smacked my hard dick.

Confused, nervous, and embarrassed, I roll over onto my stomach and search for the offending projectile.

A book?

Magnus returns to his bed without a word or a glance. Resumes his reading. Leaving me baffled until I pick up the book. It’s got an NSU Library barcode. More shocking, it looks a lot like Magnus’s book. Except in English.

“Let the Right One In?” I stare at the title until it dawns on me what my roommate’s done. “Thanks, Magnus.”

No response, but that’s okay. My insides are giddy and light. Maybe making friends at college won’t be so difficult. If only everybody liked to read books…

I drop the library book and dive for my phone. Why did Jance text me?!

A text and a selfie.

party at my place wanna come

In the photo, Jance is standing in a doorway. Tongue out, peace sign up, crossing his eyes. So goofy, so Jance. I recognize a few faces in the living room background.

Then I notice the white T-shirt hugging Jance’s torso. The way it stretches so tightly across his pecs, I can see his nipples. Jeans and a simple tee, that’s how he always—

My fingers brush soft fabric, like a cotton—

A stirring between my legs distracts me. Warmth rises up to my gut. Turns electric as it crackles in my chest. It couldn’t be. No way.

Was I dreaming about—

I’m afraid to touch myself. Not only because Magnus could look over and get the wrong idea, but because I might have been dreaming about my best friend. And if I did, and then woke up with the situation in my pants, which did happen, that would mean…

“What do you wear to a college party?” I blurt. No response. “Not you, you. I mean, like, you as in me. Or maybe someone else. A cool guy. Yeah, what would a cool guy wear to a college party?”

The paperback thuds shut. The bedsprings whine under Magnus’s weight. When I look over, he’s sitting on the edge and glaring at me.

“Sorry, I only ask because you’re European and well, I think you dress much better than me, so, you would probably know better… how to dress… better.”

Magnus rises. I shrink back. At least I don’t have to worry about him seeing my boner, because it’s cowering in fear.

“I dress you. You sleep elsewhere tonight. Deal?”

I blink. “Why am I not allowed to sleep here tonight?”

Magnus takes a deep breath. It sounds like a sleeping dragon. “Deal?”

I glance down at my colorful pajamas, then at Jance’s selfie, then back at my stern-faced roommate. “You’ve got yourself a deal, Mr. Lindquist.”

“No more talking.”

“But what if I have a—” Magnus silences me with his scary-large hand. He could palm my entire face if he wanted to. Maybe he’ll skip the pillow and do me in with his bare hands.

“No negotiations,” he says. “Now strip.”

My body stiffens, even as the prospect of a party with Jance still circulates through me with molten promise. If I want to reconnect with my best friend, this is my best shot.

Even if that means revealing my cartoon-print underwear to Magnus. If I die of embarrassment, at least I won’t have to keep worrying about pissing him off.

I quickly unbutton, untie, and carefully fold my pajamas. When I look back at Magnus, he’s shaking his head. “No guarantees.”

I catch myself before responding. No more talking. I allow a small smile and a nod. I don’t need certainty. Only a chance. A chance with Jance.

Whatever happens tonight is worth the risk.
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“WHAT’S THE WORST that could happen?” Parrish asks. “I fall and break my neck?”

His twin brother nearly explodes. “Can you ask that any more casually?!”

I watch the two of them duke it out in a way only siblings can, moments after Parrish challenged me to a race. One that starts at the top of the stairs leading down to our apartment complex’s vast atrium. It’s only two flights of steps. The kicker? We have to ride the railing like a waterslide.

“Those bushes along the sides are huge. If one of us falls—it won’t be me—they’re practically a pile of pillows. No risk, no reward.”

“Hard work is its own reward,” Kelby says. “Idiotic competitions are all risk, all regret. And you’re already injured!”

Something dark flashes across Parrish’s eyes. He hides it with a scoff. “Don’t be so dramatic. I’m taking a chance with Jance.” A sly smirk crosses his lips. “You of all people should support that.”

Kelby’s face blooms beet red. At this rate, I’ll learn to interpret all the different shades. Beet red, tomato red, rare-steak red… Damn, I’m hungry.

Meanwhile, Kelby can’t muster enough outrage to hide the embarrassment. Clearly Parrish knows or suspects how Kelby feels about me. Twin telepathy is some wild kind of communication. I’m grateful to be older than all my sisters. Sometimes I think the big brother privilege is what allows all the secrets and shame to flow down the family tree. I always know when those girls are up to trouble. Maybe it would work in reverse if I had any secrets or shame to spill.

I may not be on the twins’ wavelength, but I know I’m gonna have to decide this argument. The rest of the guys are either still inside or too sloshed to care either way. Maybe I owe it to Kelby to back him up. It’s not like I really want to go ass-first down a railing at nighttime.

“This isn’t you,” Kelby whispers.

My body tenses as Parrish hops onto the corner of the railing. “No, this isn’t you.”

“Guys, maybe this is more of an indoor party tonight.”

They both ignore me. Kelby says, “As team captain, I’m telling you—”

“Co-captain.” Parrish peels off his T-shirt, revealing a pale, sweaty torso filled with tattoos dancing along the musculature. I’ve tried counting but never gotten an exact number. Most of them are dark, detailed, and small. Vignettes of his past. Or maybe his future. Not even Kelby knows the significance behind each one, or he isn’t at liberty to share. One can only imagine how many secrets a pair of twins like these two can keep. “As team co-captain, I’m telling you to worry about someone who needs it.” Parrish tucks his shirt between the railing and his jeans. “Now kindly fuck off, Kelby.”

A new emotion strikes Kelby’s face. His gaze loses focus. His mouth twitches. Parrish has an attitude for sure, but I’ve never heard him direct any venom, sarcastically or otherwise, at his brother. We’re both taken aback, which gives Parrish ample time to slide down the railing and win the race I’ve forfeited by default. His rock-hard, fair-and-ink-black flesh flies through the darkness like a phantom. A reckless, athletic, and crass phantom.

If I wasn’t busy feeling sorry for Kelby, I’d be impressed.

Or maybe I’d be noticing the deer in the headlights at the bottom of the stairs.

Brighton!

They glimpse each other at the last second. Careening Parrish and shock-frozen Brighton. Parrish twists away from the stairs, but it’s too late—his arm and shoulder collide with Brighton, carrying both their bodies through the air and into bushes around the staircase.

Kelby and I rush down the steps, calling their names. They climb onto wobbly legs and stumble out of the bushes, so at least no one is likely to be concussed or broken in any way.

Brighton’s button-down is torn in multiple places, but I’m not sure it’s even his. It’s dark with a strange geometric pattern, something he would never pick out on his own. So who the hell dressed him?

Or maybe it’s new. Maybe in the last year, he’s developed a fashion sense that doesn’t look like the inside of a comic book or the back of a kids’ cereal box.

When he catches me staring at him, Brighton ekes out the most hesitant smile. “I came to crash the party. Guess it crashed into me first.”

“What the hell was that?!” Parrish pushes past Kelby and goes for Brighton. “What kinda bitch just stands—”

I shove Parrish backward, shocked at how fast I moved to block him from Brighton. More shocked that I just dropped my possibly injured co-captain onto his ass. He sits down hard. No dramatic fall. No harm, no foul. Minus the blow to his ego. And for Parrish, that’s a target you never wanna aim for.

He scrambles up with fury on his face, but Kelby’s already holding him back. “Get the fuck off me! Let me go!”

I glance back at Brighton. “You good?” He nods, dumbstruck. I turn back to a writhing Parrish and get in his face. “It was an accident. But you did something stupid and almost hurt a teammate.”

“I don’t care if I launched him into fucking outer space—don’t ever touch me.”

I lift my hands in surrender and step back. Brighton’s fine, so I have no skin in the game. No need for a pissing contest.

Parrish grimaces and Kelby releases him. Something’s wrong, probably with his shoulder. His body wants to contort around it, to protect it. But he resists touching it. He sets his jaw and doesn’t look at any of us, storming across the atrium without another word. I spy a skeleton head with a jester’s hat bouncing on his shoulder blade before he disappears into the night.

“He has a lot of tattoos,” Brighton whispers. “Do you think he has one on his butt?”

A laugh wells up behind my chest. I swallow it but can’t hide the smirk. The fact that Brighton is genuinely curious and not making a joke makes my eyes water. It’s adorable.

…Adorable?

“Sorry about that,” Kelby says, as much to me as to Brighton, which isn’t much. “He’s got… things going on.”

Kelby follows his twin, hands in his pockets and uncertainty on his face. I feel bad for the kind of night he’s had so far. But he’ll bounce back. It’s what’s expected of him. And he refuses to ever fall short of expectations.

Maybe I can trade places with him, I think. He can be the Stringfellow son. Probably do a better job than me.

“Whatcha thinking about?” Brighton asks, smiling like he wasn’t almost roadkill beneath a rocket of two-hundred-and-something pounds of tattooed muscle. “Besides almost taking a punch for me.”

“He wasn’t going to hit you.”

“Maybe,” Brighton says. “But after you shoved him…”

“It wasn’t your fault. He shouldn’t have gone after you.”

“I could’ve taken him.” Brighton puts up tiny fists and attempts to shadowbox. He can float like a butterfly; stinging like a bee is not gonna happen. “I could beat your butt any day of the week.”

“Not if I beat yours first.”

Without warning, I flip Brighton over and lift him into my arms. He’s so light, it feels natural. As my hand hovers over his ass (in skinny jeans, which he never wears), I pause. Brighton’s giggling is music to my ears, but something’s wrong.

What the hell am I doing?

I’ve never looked at my best friend’s ass this way before. Not in tight jeans only a foot from my face. Has his ass always looked so…

Plump?

“What’s going on up there? The blood’s rushing to my head.”

“Shit. My bad.” I flip Brighton onto his feet and run a hand through my hair. “Got carried away.”

“I wasn’t complaining, I…” Brighton blushes. Swipes the curls from his face. Then notices his ruined shirt. “Shiitake mushrooms! Magnus is reeeeeally gonna kill me this time!” He spins around, inspecting himself like a dog chasing its tail. “How do the jeans look? Do you see any rips or stains?!”

“Bend over. I’ll check.”

I meant it as a joke, but Brighton does it and offers me another full view of his ass. I check for any issues. Really, I try to. Instead, I check him out. The way he’s unabashedly bending over for me. Positioning himself in a way that should look silly, yet it ignites something inside me. He’s waiting for me to give the all-clear. I need to stop pretending to inspect and start pretending to see this little guy as my teammate. My best friend.

Not as a hot piece of ass.

Besides, I never check out guys’ asses. Swimmers aren’t known for buns of steel, even if the design of speedos takes the gluteus to the maximus. I’m not even a butt-guy when it comes to girls. Not that I’ve done anything resembling hooking up lately…

“Well?” Brighton asks, staring up at me from between his spread legs. His golden hair hangs free and frames his face like the angel he can’t help but be. He seems less concerned with ruined jeans and more interested in the expression on my face. “Does it look good?”

I swallow the lump in my throat and wonder how flushed my body looks. “Your ass?” The blood’s already rushing to his head, so Brighton’s face deepens to a darker scarlet. “Kidding, B. No damage to the jeans.”

“Small mercies, I guess. But his shirt…”

“That last time a dude bent over for me,” I muse, “I got treated to the hairiest asshole I’d ever seen.”

“Jance!” Brighton straightens and makes a sour face. “I would never moon anyone! Even if they double-dared me.”

“That’s too bad. You got an ass to out-moon all the rest.”

Confusion, surprise, and shyness compete for control of Brighton’s face. His rosy cheeks, big eyes, and plush lips scrunch up. He’s always so animated, from the tips of his toes to the highest curls on his head. No lies, no fronting. I don’t ever want him to change.

…Even if part of me wonders what he would be like with the slightest bit of corruption.

“Don’t ever change, B.” I throw an arm around his head since his shoulders are too low for me. “You can borrow one of my shirts. And I’ll buy a new one so Magnus doesn’t throw a hissy fit. Or whatever angry Swedish people do.”

“Glaring and grunting. It’s bloodcurdling. He doesn’t even have to move or speak. But it’s my fault, so don’t buy him—”

“B, what’s the point of having money if you don’t throw it around to protect your friends from raging Viking roommates?”

Brighton giggles. “It’s more of a silent rage. A seethe. Seeeeeethe. Isn’t that a funny word?” He wobbles on the first step, and my body tenses to catch him. Like we’re some comedic slapstick duo. Biggie Catcher and Lil’ Klutzy. “When did walking and talking get so hard?”

“Well, you’re chewing gum, too. Multitasking is no joke.”

Brighton’s eyes widen. He chews aggressively, then blows a big bubble until it pops. “It’s a miracle Captain Parrish didn’t make me swallow my gum.”

We make it to the top of the stairs and the edge of that constantly throbbing bass beat. “Thank god. It would be a bummer of a day when an eighteen-year streak gets broken.”

An old memory crops up. Feathery and scratchy until it comes into focus. Tiny Brighton chewing six different flavors of gum and bragging that he’s never swallowed gum before. I remember trying to tickle him, to make him swallow his gum. Seems a little mean now, but he ended up spitting the whole rainbow wad into my hair by accident. That led to the one and only buzz cut I received. And to the rare instance of getting picked on. Apparently, some twerp classmates of mine couldn’t appreciate my gargantuan-sized shaved noggin.

“You remember,” Brighton says. “Sorry again about your hair.”

“It’s all good. You’re lucky I never had a taste for revenge and got you back. But I bet you would’ve pulled off a buzz cut pretty well.”

As we move through the apartment, barely noticing our teammates and a handful of non-swimmer athletes in the middle of their partying, Brighton balks at me. “Delia would’ve died. And then come back as a ghost to torment you in all five of your bedrooms.”

“Your mom is so—” My eyes narrow. “I don’t have five bedrooms.”

“But you have more than one!” Brighton shrieks and dashes into my current bedroom, which is a storage unit compared to the one at Plaza del Stringfellow. And to the other bedroom that I outgrew. Last time I checked, Mother keeps it in tip-top shrine state. An ode to my childhood, or when I used to be her pride and joy.

Now I’m something of a nuisance and ne’er-do-well. Shrug.

“Delia lives vicariously through my hair. If you did happen to cut it off in retaliation, her ghost would have found the golden leftovers and made a perfect wig. Can ghosts wear human wigs?”

“Maybe they have ectoplasm wigs? I don’t know.” I shut the door to quiet the music. Not trap Brighton in my room. Or set some kind of mood. I think. “Speaking of fashion, what do you feel like wearing?” I open my closet and flick through the button-downs. “Any chance you’ve narrowed your favorite colors down to black, white, or navy?”

Brighton lingers by my bed like a dog that’s trying to be disciplined. I have no reason to keep him off my furniture, but it’s so funny to watch him squirm. He finally puts a hand on the mattress and leans against the bed frame. Then he steps away. Unbuttons his ruined shirt. “Nope. Still a four-way tie between bright fuschia, teal blue, seafoam green, and cautionary yellow.”

I shake my head at the nonsense and pick something with a little color. The color of pistachio ice cream, in fact.

Three seconds later: “Now I want ice cream,” Brighton says, taking the shirt and wrapping it around his bare shoulders like a cape. “Also, I’m gonna be swimming in this.”

“Should’ve brought your cap and goggles.”

“Har, har, har. At least the cliché of swimmers working swimming into every conversation is alive and well. I guess I could just tuck it in.”

Brighton unbuckles and unzips. As he stuffs my borrowed shirt into the jeans, I catch a glimpse of his splashy underwear. Some kind of cartoon cat and dog battle it out in different variations. I’m curious what the print looks like elsewhere.

Like on his butt.

Am I fucking serious?

“Don’t judge,” Brighton says, fumbling with the buttons. “I wasn’t planning on every guy seeing my underoos tonight.”

Something tightens in my chest. In my voice. “Which guys?”

Brighton shrugs. “Just Magnus. I asked for his help to pick out an outfit.”

“He… dressed you?”

Brighton pauses to look at me funny. “I’m not a doll, Jance.”

“Did he make you strip?” I can’t hide the weird sensation thrumming through my body and words. “Did he mess with you?”

“No, he didn’t. I mean, he did, but I—I asked for his help. He saw my underwear and made a face. That’s all.”

Flustered, Brighton struggles to buckle the belt. My fingers itch to help him. “It just seems weird.”

“As weird as you getting all weird because you think I’m weird for asking my European roommate for fashion assistance?”

“B, you have to be careful around some guys.”

He scoffs at me. Such a strange sound. “Okay, Delia.”

Still struggling, Brighton jerks the belt out and throws it across the room. Shoves the borrowed jeans down to his ankles in frustration. My shirt hangs to the middle of his tanned, smooth thighs. Slim but strong. The perfect shape for a distance swimmer.

Legs that have never looked one way or the other. Until now. When they lead up to those goofy briefs with cats and dogs and a bulge and butt.

It’s a good thing my shirt is so long. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be able to tear my gaze away and throw it into the back of my closet. “Are we fighting?”

“…I don’t know.”

“Do you need help with—”

“No. I mean, thank you, but no thanks.” Brighton audibly gulps. “I know how to belt a belt.”

“I wasn’t making fun of your underwear,” I say. “They’re cute. In a funny way. Funny-cute.”

Can I be any lamer? It’s like all the dumb words I try to hide escape my mouth. I don’t have to pretend around Brighton, but that doesn’t mean I want to sound like a complete goober.

“I, uh, need to use the bathroom.”

As I turn around, Brighton bolts from my bedroom. By sheer luck, he doesn’t trip and fall with his roommate’s skinny jeans wrapped around his ankles. I want to say something, but silence is the only thing that won’t sound stupid. I can’t get those damn cats and dogs out of my head. The way they must look running around on the slopes of Brighton’s ass. An ass that hides beneath my shirt, no one else’s. Maybe I’ll lend him my jeans, too. Just so he doesn’t have to worry about messing up more of Magnus’s clothing.

Gotta keep an eye on that dude, I think, right as I catch my reflection in the mirror. A reflection with the visible outline of a hard dick unable to hide beneath athletic shorts.

Damn. Looks like I gotta keep an eye on that dude, too.
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AS I STARE at myself in the bathroom mirror, I can’t decide which is worse: the thickness in my briefs or the intoxication of Jance’s scent. With his shirt bunched up over the lower half of my face, I inhale deeply. Then I glance down at the cat-dog bulge peeking out beneath the shirt I can’t stop sniffing.

Wait, did I really just run through a party with my pants down?!

Maybe nobody noticed. Only a small section of the hallway between Jance’s bedroom and the bathroom is visible from the living room. If any of those guys saw me, they probably assumed I had some tummy issues. Guys in the locker room are always making poop jokes. They’re probably joking about me right now.

If only they knew…

If only it were simply tummy issues. Not a nose issue. A dick issue. A Jance issue. I have no idea what he must have thought when I fled. But the way his voice changed. The attitude. How he seemed really focused on my stupid, cartoony undies…

It did something to me. And then I caught a whiff from the shirt and—

The bathroom door flies open and almost whacks me. I stumble backward and cling to the shower curtain. As the metallic rings ping, ping, ping off, slowing my descent, I plop into the bathtub. My face obscured by the musky-smelling pistachio shirt. Jeans around my ankles. And the cats and dogs still chasing each other on my bulgy briefs.

“Whoa, is it shower time?” A glazed-eyed guy asks me. Probably a baseball player, judging by his physique. Then I recognize something I wish I never had to see again.

The glint of playful malice. A bully.

Maybe this person is a standup guy. Maybe he’s a good student and friend and teammate. Maybe he’s under recreational influences that warp his judgment.

Or maybe his mean streak followed him from the playground to the college campus. And now to this bathroom I’m trapped in.

The only non-maybe? He one-hundred percent wants to pick on me.

And I’m already laid out and embarrassed.

“Squeaky clean,” the guy says, as he stumbles in and reaches for the faucet knob. I close my eyes before the deluge of freezing water pelts me. At least the stinging in my eyes won’t be an issue. I bite my lip anyway.

Why do big guys always pick on the little ones? Who decided it? Cavemen? Why are all the dinosaurs extinct but dumb-knuckled meatheads still get to win?

At least this experience isn’t so unfamiliar it scares me.

Not like what was happening thirty seconds ago. Not like with Jance. Best friends aren’t supposed to feel this way. Second-best friends, either.

Mercifully the water shuts off, and the big oaf’s laughter floods in. I keep my eyes shut and play dead. Even bears get tired of tossing their dead meat around.

The laughter fades away. Alone again.

Guess that wasn’t so bad…

I count to thirty just to be safe. But before I get there, I sense another presence. I open a single eye.

“What happened?”

Jance hovers over me, caught in a current of confusion. His eyes take in my body, the shower, but I don’t know what to say that won’t sound pathetic. “…I’m okay.”

“No, you’re not. Did someone do this to you?”

He already knows the answer. My hesitancy sparks something in him. I’m trying so hard not to curl up or cry. So much to think about, when all I want to do is disappear for a minute.

Jance finds a clean towel under the sink and wraps me in it. As he lifts me, my arms loop around his neck. A brief feeling of weightlessness soothes me. When he sets me on the floor just outside the tub, I still feel like I’m floating. For just a second.

“Don’t move.”

Like I’m going to jump up and start dancing in these soggy clothes?

Jance bolts from the bathroom into the living room, asking, “What the fuck?” Then louder, “What the fuck?!” A roaring, “What the FUCK?!” Sounds of commotion. The music cuts off. A bunch of deep voices. Some slurred, all protesting. Shoes scuffing. Grunts and expletives. Then shuffling. A door slams.

Am I dreaming?

I pull myself off the floor, careful with each purchase of my hand and step of my foot as I hug the towel to my body. With the amount of self-destructing my balance has done today, the last thing I need is to take another spill. A deep breath and quick self-exam tell me I’m fine. Shaken, stirred, but not banged up. At any rate, a childhood of bullies gave me a callused ego. Thanks, I guess?

“I’m okay,” I say again, easing myself through the bathroom door. I should pull up my jeans. Or dry off my wet curls. But something about stumbling around like this feels rightfully dramatic. Maybe a teammate will have some sympathy and teach me how to defend myself against random jerks. There’s also pepper spray, bear spray, probably butthead spray, too. I bet the stuff for jock itch would work just as effectively in a bully’s eyes. May as well get some knee pads, a helmet, and probably—

“Brighton.”

Jance towers over me in the empty living room. Cups, trash, and askew furniture tell the story of a hastily ended party. Did he do this… for me?

“Sorry. I moved.” I try to say more, but my eyes sting. I bite my lip. No no no no no—

“Which fucker was it?”

I look away and shrug. If I open my mouth, I don’t know what will come out.

“Brighton, who fucked with you? He’s never setting foot in here again.”

There’s a harshness in Jance’s voice that’s out of place. Like birds in space or chickens in the sea. I recognize it, I see it. But it’s lost. Fierce aggression doesn’t belong with soft eyes, wavy hair, and a mouth constantly quirking sideways. Gentle giants aren’t supposed to be looking to pound.

Jance isn’t supposed to be threatening or dominant.

…And I’m not supposed to like it.

“He looked like a baseball player. His hat looked pretty dumb, too.”

A small smile. “Says the boy who was never allowed to wear hats.”

There he is. “Maybe a top hat. That’s roomy enough for my curls. Don’t tell Delia.”

“Are you hurt?” Jance inspects me, turning me by the shoulder, lifting an arm, tugging on the wet shirt. I don’t respond, letting his eyes and hands roam. It makes me feel funny. Like a display rack being spun around. But what am I offering him?

“Peachy keen,” I say. Then I shiver. “I might need to shake like a wet dog though.”

Jance ushers me into his bedroom. Fishes out a bigger, fluffier towel from a drawer and dabs my hair. Wraps it around my shoulders and takes the used towel. Then he starts unbuttoning the pistachio shirt clinging to my torso.

“Sorry,” he mumbles, fingers freezing. “I’m treating you like a doll.”

I look up at him, afraid to tell him that I don’t mind. Because I should. I should mind that I’m soaked and kinda half-naked and a little hot n’ dizzy.

“Guess that makes you the action figure.”

The words hang in the air, neither of us sure what I meant. If I waited to speak with full coherency every time I had something to say, I’d be mute.

Jance says, “Then you should be the one moving my body parts.” He lets that sink in. Grimaces. “I wish I could blame drinking or exhaustion. I don’t know what I’m saying.”

“Blame hunger. Always blame hunger.”

“I’ll toss some pizza bagels in the oven.” Jance’s body turns away, but his eyes cling to me. “I think I’ve got some warm pajamas in the back of the closet. I don’t normally sleep in anything. Uh, anything that’s warm, I mean. I don’t—I run hot. You know that.”

“And I’m always cold. Fire and ice.”

“Dynamic duo. Like pizza and bagels. Wear whatever you need.”

As Jance leaves, I glance down at my half-buttoned shirt. My undies. My jeans that have become best friends with my ankles. I shiver again. What if all Jance’s clothing smells like him? What if I can’t get rid of this funny feeling?

I finish drying off with the towel and fold it neatly onto the back of his desk chair. Then I speed-strip out of everything but my underwear before diving into the closet. I keep glancing back, worried Jance will walk back in and, I don’t know, see me? We’ve worn speedos around one another for years. Why am I suddenly modest?

Finally, I find some flannel pajama bottoms and a fuzzy henley. I double-knot the pants and button up the top all the way to my throat. All that’s missing is socks—Jance won’t judge me for sleeping in socks.

Am I sleeping over?

Yesterday, I was worried about going unnoticed, about watching Jance from afar until time and distance eventually rendered us childhood friends only. Firmly in the past. Not college buddies or good ol’ swim teammates.

Now, I’m worried about… a lot. Thoughts and feelings swirl like a merry-go-round. But the thing is, no matter how disoriented or sicky I feel, it’s still a ride.

And part of me wants to ride it forever. Or until the whole amusement park closes.

“Sockies,” I remind myself, opening the top dresser drawer. And immediately blushing at the sight of Jance’s underwear. They’re big but sleek. Cushiony but with snappy elastic. Running my fingers along the waistbands feels naughty. But it’s just clothing, right? It’s not like I’m trying them on or smelling them or—

Whoa.

I lift up something in the back. I think it’s underwear. It looks like someone cut out the back, though. There’s a neon-colored waistband with the F-word repeated, two stretchy straps, and enough material to maybe cover the front side of someone Jance’s size. What is this goofiness?

I stick the weird underwear back and find some big socks rolled up in the back corner. I slip them on and relish the warmth and comfort. But before I can close the drawer, my finger toys with the F-word undies. They feel dirty in a good way, which is something I can’t really explain. I don’t normally like sexual or raunchy things. It’s just not for me, usually. But that’s how these undies feel. Like, anyone who puts them on turns into a sex… magnet. Yeah, sex magnet seems right.

When I imagine Jance wearing them, my crotch finds a trampoline and launches itself up in my stomach. My cheeks flush. I can’t stop licking my lips.

But what if I wear them?

Rational thought takes a vacation, and my mindless body decides to throw a party. An F-word undies party, as I step into them and pull the waistband up over the flowy flannel pants. They don’t fit, of course. But already I feel like an active volcano. Charging up with heat and chaos. Pompeii better watch out if I find a pair of these several sizes smaller…

“Those were a gag gift.”

I yelp and unsuccessfully hop out of Jance’s underwear. They catch on my foot, I hop on one leg and then crash into Jance. He stabilizes me and kindly removes the undies from my foot while tamping down what’s surely an enormous ha-ha-ha. I wonder if there’s a limit to how much humiliation one can endure before immunity is built up.

“A girl I was sorta dating got these for me,” Jance says. “I’ve never worn them. Well, except one time. This girl—a different one—found them, and I’d already found the tequila that night, and then—I’m boring you.”

“What? No! I live vicariously through your escapades. Girls and tequila and weird undies…elude me.”

Jance spins the underwear around his finger, studying me. “I know for a fact girls are interested in you.”

“Sure. And if I were any smaller, they’d get rid of their Pomeranians and put me in the purses instead.”

“B, you’re more than cute and tiny.”

I resist the urge to check my forehead for a fever. Moments ago, I was freezing. Now, I’m burning up and confused and flustered. And watching the underwear spin around Jance’s finger as his deep voice makes nice-sounding words is throwing me into a tizzy.

Jance stretches the underwear behind his neck. The way his elbows hang down with his forearms and upper arms squeezing together makes all the muscles and veins pop out. He’s not even trying, and he’s flexing. What it must be like to be so big and strong…

“Have you seen any girls lately?”

“I see them all the time,” I say. “They see me. Sometimes we even talk.”

Jance laughs. “No kidding? You ever feel like doing more than talking?”

With girls? “I guess I would. If a girl gifted me a pair of booty-hole undies.”

Jance holds the underwear near my face as if there’s some secret message written inside. Maybe a code for how to be a sex magnet. “B, this is called a jockstrap. Athletes wear them. Not swimmers, obviously, but guys who have to wear cups to protect their balls from… balls. And some people wear them to show off, or if they wanna—”

“F-word. That’s what they’re for, right?” I point at the waistband. “Is that what you use them for?”

Jance makes a face, unsure. “I don’t usually wear anything when I F-word.”

I glance away to blush, but my gaze hits Jance’s bed. It looks sturdy. Battle-worn. It’s probably groaned under his weight as he’s done the deed to however many lucky girls he’s deeded. “Well, when I F-word, I dress up real nice. Suit and tie and everything. Bow tie, since Gunther never taught me how to tie a tie. He doesn’t know how, and the one time he tried to teach me, he choked me by accident.”

“I could teach you,” Jance says, wrapping the jockstrap thingie behind my neck and knotting it over my throat. “Dad taught me a ton of variations. I prefer the Hanover or the Half-Windsor. I feel like you’d go crazy with ties. The prints can be pretty wild. It’d be like wearing your underwear around your neck.” He steps back to survey me. “My dude, you totally pull it off.”

“How is your dad, by the way?”

I know I shouldn’t have asked, but it’d be rude not to. Not when Jance knows that I know that his dad… Dang it, I shouldn’t have asked.

A wan smile replaces Jance’s goofy smirk. His gaze drifts past me and his shoulders slump. “He’s good.”

“I bet he’s so proud his son is passing along the sacred art of jockstrap knots.”

“Yeah,” he mumbles, untying the underwear and tossing them into the closet. “I smell those bagels.”

As I watch Jance’s broad back disappear from the bedroom, I feel the urge to do something reckless. To give him a reason to keep paying attention to me. To invest in something he can really help me with. Desperate times and all that. Otherwise, I’d let this night be its own special, crazy self and not fight so hard to keep these interactions going. But maybe if I—

“I like someone!”

The oven dings. Jance’s head slowly floats into view in the doorway. “Who is she?”

My stomach tightens. My dry tongue wiggles behind the lips of a forced smile. “…She’s a girl. Swimmer. A girl swimmer on our team.”

“Bethany? Sasha? Monica?”

“Uh, no.” Maybe I should have picked a name before committing to an insane plan. Great. “Nope, not them.”

“Good, you just dodged three bullets.” Jance cringes. “That sounded dickish, but they’d probably say the same thing about me.”

“Nobody would wanna dodge your bullet, Jance.”

As if on cue, Jance pew-pew-pews me with his finger guns, and I dramatically, and gratefully, take the hits. Enacting my own over-the-top demise allows me a bit more time to pick the right person. Someone who would go along with me if I asked reeeeeally nicely. Someone Jance wouldn’t already have a history with or opinion of. I know who I want to pick, but she’s already dealing with complicated—

“I think I know who it is,” Jance says, picking me up off the floor and dusting off my imaginary gunshot wounds. “I’ve seen you talking to her. Freshman, dark hair. She’s pretty.”

“Oh, well, I hope she didn’t see you watching and get jealous. Or were you watching her? Am I going to have to fight you over the love of a good, kind woman?”

 Jance holds his hands up. “In honor of the bro code, I would never.” Then he jabs his fingers into me lightning fast, knowing the exact tickle points beneath my ribs and inside my hips. I squeal and thrash, falling out of time and space and into every countless instance of tickle terror that’s come before. Surprisingly, no bully has ever realized that I’m weakest when I’m giggling and gasping. That they wasted so much extra effort on pranks and scare tactics when they could’ve dominated me with a barrage of well-placed finger pokes.

Before I know what’s happening, Jance is heaving me onto his bed and shouting gibberish into my face. I cling to his shirtfront, knowing my out-of-control body will crash into something if I don’t. All the crying and laughing have me lightheaded and giddy. The previous year evaporates in the sun, and all my Jance-memories connect in the warmth. Like his first year at NSU without me never happened. The distance, the sparse texts, the awkward exchanges now belong to two other boys who used to be best friends.

Jance lifts my shirt up and blows a wet raspberry into my stomach. My legs wrap around his waist before my body can skyrocket in all the pandemonium. He almost falls on me but plants his hands on the wall behind me. He thrusts against the side of the bed, making the bed frame groan beneath us.

It’s a sound that singes my insides. A flame catches, and I burn from the inside. I wanna let the fiery feelings take over. To pretend like I’m not pretending that I like a girl so Jance will take an interest in me. But I’m competing with girls and tequila and jockstraps and dudes that high-five over sexual talk and however badly Mr. Stringfellow is doing and probably a million other things overflowing from Jance’s super busy awesome life. I may be tiny, but sometimes there’s just not enough space.

As Jance collapses on top of me with the messy mirth of rowdy, boyish antics, I want him to flatten me completely. Make me so small that he can’t help but create a space for me alone. Between the thunderous beats of his heart, I can live in his massive chest. However long it takes.

Until I can find the words that my best friend really needs to hear.
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THIS IS FUN. Those are the words that keep bouncing around in my head. But no matter how wild they get, they don’t fly out of my mouth. They’re sneaky and tricky, convincing all the other words to escape and be lost in the shrill excitement that pours out of Brighton. If I were ticklish, I’d ask him to do me until the words dislodge.

In the meantime, I need to be careful. For Brighton’s sake. For the sake of our friendship. We’ve fallen into an old rhythm, but the boundaries are in new places.

Plus, I need to prove myself as a damn good wingman.

Right now, though, it’d be nice if I could just fall asleep.

I told Brighton to stay over. He lit up like a burst of sunshine, then tried to play it off like he didn’t want to be a bother. As if my offer had been forced by courtesy or something. And not by the desire to get back to the way things were. We used to have sleepovers constantly. Nothing fancy, just goofing around until we got tired enough to lie down and talk about anything. The midnight hours would creep in, and then we’d pass out mid-conversation, only to continue once we woke and got ready for swim practice. I’d forgotten how common, how expected those times were. It scares me how easily I moved onto campus and kinda shed the relationship. The memories. Thankfully, the husk still fits.

I hope my absence didn’t hurt him…

Currently, he’s splayed out in my bed. He tried for the floor, the living room couch, and even the shower tub (as a joke), but I insisted he hop in with me. It’s not like at home, where I have plush sleeping bags and seven different pillows to build sleep arrangements worthy of Brighton’s needs. Here, he gets half my pillows, sheets, and mattress.

Somehow, of course, he manages to take up almost three-quarters’ worth of everything. It’s the only time he makes me feel small, and he’s not even awake for it.

But boy is he a sight. Mouth open, tongue out, limbs starfishing. The bedsheet bunched up over his torso while his socked feet kick out into nothingness. He reminds me of a dreaming dog. And honestly, Brighton’s the closest thing I’ve ever had to a pet. Loyal, playful, caring. Someone always at your side and easily worried when you’re not around.

I wonder if he feels the same way about me.

Brighton grew up with a dozen pets, and most of them have more than one name. It’s only a fraction of the ridiculousness that populates the Bell household. Meanwhile, in the Stringfellow manor, empty rooms and undisturbed silence reign. It’s not exactly awful. Different, maybe. But it’s home. Quiet conversations behind closed doors and wealthy hallways that stretch endlessly can be a privilege. I’ve never wrangled a pooping parrot or had Mother half-nakedly chase me with a blowdryer and extension cord. Maybe I’d have hated it.

Or maybe I know better than to bitch about privilege and comfort.

“Sausages,” Brighton mumbles, wiggling his nose like he’s sniffing for real. It’s no secret his vegan upbringing has made meat a forbidden fruit of sorts. Including the guilty aftertaste, like when he accidentally chewed through half a baked chicken breast at a swim team banquet. It got a lot of laughs, but his tears punched me in the gut. I remember walking him outside and telling him if he pretended to be a chicken for five minutes, it was like he was absorbing one of his own. Idiotic, maybe. But every language sounds strange to someone who doesn’t share it.

I’m fluent in Brighton. Sometimes even more than I am in English. Especially since I’m in need of a tutor. Or a changing of majors.

“Turkey sausages.” 

He sticks out his tongue like a panting dog. It’s almost too much. As I suppress a laugh, he scrunches up the sheets even more. Curls into a ball. And pushes his forehead against my shoulder. Before I know what I’m doing, I’m on my side and facing him, reaching out to brush his curls back. My fingers freeze. They itch for contact, hovering in front of Brighton’s sleeping face. I’ve never felt weird about casual touches before, so why now? Sure, it’s been a while since we’ve spent the night together, but something so common from our childhood doesn’t suddenly become strained with uncertainty. Yet, part of me continues to hesitate. Every touch takes on a new meaning. Ever since catching him in the trainers’ room yesterday…

Brighton mumbles something. Curious, I lean in. Feel his tiny breaths on my ear. “Tofurkey.”

A violent spasm of laughter grips my body. I slap a hand over my mouth but sounds still escape. Brighton stirs, mumbles some more. Then he grabs the front of my shirt, mistaking it for more bedsheets to hog.

I forgot I was even wearing one. Sleeping in the nude has long since been my default. If I wasn’t alone—friends, not girls—I’d at least have on underwear. Probably athletic shorts. It’s not like I’m trying to show off, it’s just how I’m most comfortable. Yet here I am, wearing an undershirt, shorts, and socks (so Brighton’s perpetually socked feet have some company).

And now Brighton’s nestling into my chest.

And drooling on it.

The urge to laugh rumbles in my chest like an aftershock. Looking down at the soft, innocent head tucked between my pecs reminds me to check if I’m dreaming. I pinch myself, both weirded out and pleased by how comfortable all this feels. There’s a strange rush, the way it gets whenever I carry Brighton away from danger. I’m not rescuing a puppy from a burning building. No heroics, but…

When I’ve swum the perfect race. My body moves through the water with precision and perfection. My muscles are screaming, but there’s no ache. No pain. Only well-spent exertion balanced by inner satisfaction. I don’t need to see the time or know that I got first place. On some level, everything fits right where it belongs.

That’s how it feels to carry Brighton.

That’s how it feels right now, in bed, as I wrap my arm around—

Oh shit.

This time, I freeze with full-on panic. No hesitation. Abort, abort, abort!

But I can’t go anywhere. The bed is against the wall and Brighton lies between me and the bedside. I’d have to catapult from a standstill and leap over him without making a sound or shaking the bed.

Because the alternative is to stay right where I am—to feel what I feel right now…

I hold my breath. It’s the only way to focus all my willpower, which I very much need right now. Because Brighton’s knee is pressing into my crotch.

And I am so fucking rock hard.

Worse, he’s shifting around. Trying to get comfortable, as his soft lips mutter random names of meat. His knee rubs along my meat. I’ve been turned on too many times today without a release. I’m already on edge. Muscles clenching, pulse pounding. Impossible heat filling me from root to head.

Just roll him over. Hell, nudge him away. If he wakes up, I’ll pretend to be asleep. I can’t have him moving against me, not when I’m about to—

Brighton flips onto his stomach and stills. Thank god. I’ve still got a chance. So I edge away by a few inches, squeezing into the wall. I grip myself through my boxer briefs, ignoring sticky precum and untameable warmth to think about puppies and grandmas and taking a shit—my go-to’s for deactivating inconvenient boners. It always works, whether I’m in class or study hall or sometimes even swim practice.

Except this time.

The vague outline of Brighton’s small but firm body. In my clothing. My bed. Sleeping next to me and dreaming of sweetness and silliness, no doubt. Close enough for me to breathe him in, to maybe even—

Fuuuuuuuuuuck.

My cock bursts. I tighten my grip to stop it, but the pressure only accentuates the rolling orgasm. I manage to keep my mouth shut and my big body mostly still. But I’m staring at Brighton through the darkness, feeling my cum soak through my underwear and into my palm. At least I’ve still got my shorts on…

I don’t move. I don’t breathe. I don’t think about what the hell is happening right now. To my dick. To my body. And whatever this strange sensation is coursing through my veins.

Then I stroke myself.

I’m still hard. The warm stickiness sealing my hand to my shaft prolongs the comedown. I lean in and inhale Brighton’s scent. Memorize the outline of his form as my eyes adjust to the dark. A gnawing in my chest urges me to draw him in. To cradle his body and make sure he’s comfortable and cared for.

I pump harder. Remembering how it felt when he grabbed at me moments ago. How he tugged on my shirt. Mumbled all that adorable shit. My fingers itch to snake into his curls and give them the lightest tug, to turn his face up to mine. The soft curve of his red lips. The shine in his eyes when he opens them and smiles at me.

I come again. Even harder this time.

I almost never fucking come twice in a row.

I bite my knuckles. Only a soft groan escapes. Brighton doesn’t even stir.

All of this without a hot girl teasing me. Without any porn. Without touching any damn thing but my dick—still encased in my boxer briefs. Which are flooded, by the way. There’s so much jizz, it’s gonna soak through my shorts and get on the sheets. And what about my hand?! I can’t let Brighton see it.

…Or know that I jacked off beside him. Staring at him. Twice.

And I’m still jerking it!

I yank my mindless hand out of my shorts and up into the air, keeping it above and out of the way. Gravity starts to pull the excess cum along my wrist, my forearm. I’m really freaking out now.

Also, I just busted a nut in bed with my best friend!

It’s so insane, I almost laugh. I keep my mouth covered (with my other hand) until the urge passes. Get a fucking grip, man.

I jerk off in bed all the time. It’s horny territory, always. I can’t even see Brighton, really. I was backed-up, I needed release—his damn knee unknowingly rubbing my cock—

A perfect storm of ridiculousness. Nothing gay. Nothing inappropriate.

Nothing I will ever share with Brighton. Or anyone.

What are you talking about? Nothing happened.

To make sure things stay that way, I lift myself through an extended, one-armed plank. I lock my core and balance, using my messy hand to steady me from above. Then I swing one leg over Brighton’s body and use every ounce of strength and athleticism to suspend my heavy self over his sleeping, delicate frame.

Until he says my name.

He whispers it. Curls his body around it. His lips press out the single sound with yearning. Fire and ice fight inside me, as the strain of balancing my body leaves me wobbly. I wanna hear it again. I wanna hear how it feels against my chest.

I wanna hear how it feels in other places.

Fuck me five ways ’til Friday…

Maybe this is all a dream. An elaborate, lifelike dream that means absolutely nothing once we wake up. Damn you, delicious midnight pizza bagels.

Brighton snuggles my hand—I feel myself falling—

And pitch my body over the side of the bed, crashing down on the floor instead of Brighton. Banging elbows, knees, hips. Even my cock, which is still begging for a third round. I twist onto my back and moan. 

Can this night get any weirder?

“What are you doing?” Brighton asks, rubbing his eyes and watching me from the bed.

I stick my guilty hand under the bed, out of view. Even if it’s dark in here. Taking no fucking chances. “Sorry for waking you. I had to piss.”

“Had to?”

“Still do. I was crawling over you.” I shrug. Hope he can see the ease of my smile. “Tried real hard not to wake you.”

“What’s wrong with your hand?”

“Nothing,” I say. “What’s wrong with yours?”

Even in the dark, even beneath the bedhead of curls, I can sense his big eyes peering at me. Searching. Studying. I’m too scared to look at the situation in my shorts, willing for there to be nothing showing. “I’m fine. Go back to sleep, B.”

“I was dreaming you were about to body-slam me.”

“Sounds fun. I was dreaming about having to pee. Now I do. Excuse me.”

I roll onto my stomach and press up onto my feet. Hurry to the bathroom. When I close the door and flick on the light, I assess the damage. Yep, stains on my shorts. I drop them, kick them into the corner. My boxer briefs are light gray, and they show the full massacre. I peel them off and toss them away, then take the hand towel, wet it, and clean myself off. The process is quick but gets me hard again, unsurprisingly.

This guy. He’s gonna be more trouble than I’m prepared for. He shouldn’t be perking up at all around Brighton. I’m not gay. He’s not gay—well, I don’t wanna assume…

Would Brighton tell me if he liked guys? He mentioned being into a teammate of ours. I think it’s one of the new girls.

Would he lie to me?

As quickly and quietly as I can, I jerk myself through a third orgasm, spraying into the towel and making sure no mess is left anywhere. I continue thinking of nothing and glaring at myself in the mirror. Until my cock softens and hangs between my thighs.

Good boy. But you ain’t off the hook yet.

I wait another full minute to be perfectly safe, grab my dirty clothes, and reach for the door. I can hit the laundry hamper and my dresser in the dark, climb back into bed all normal and shit, and hopefully Brighton will already be back in his deep, cover-hogging sleep.

Wishful thinking.

In the two seconds between opening the door and clicking off the light—

Brighton’s eyes bulge and his mouth falls open. His gasp resounds through the disorienting darkness. And my cock twitches.

That fucker likes to be seen. And he sure as hell likes causing me a ton of trouble tonight.

Bitch dick.
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I SAW NOTHING. I swear. Nothing at all. Nope.

…

Jance is huge. Everywhere.

It wasn’t sexual. It was an accident. I didn’t mean to be so close to the door. I was going to wait farther away so he didn’t bump into me. And then the light blinded me. And then—

Jance was naked. All the way naked.

Like. His penis. Was out.

And sooooo big.

Now, I don’t have an eye for design. I’m not an art major or architect or sculptor. But his thing looks so proportional. And then some. The way it swung when I startled him? Mesmerizing. I wonder how it smells. How it feels. How it tastes.

Uh oh.

Frozen in the darkness, I feel that dogged warmth. A sensation that keeps bugging me lately. It rises in my gut. Feels pleasant but strange. One second I’m on an amusement park ride. The next, it feels like I swallowed a tub of wasabi peas. And my own thing…

My dick. It’s moving.

I rarely touch myself. Okay, I touch. Sometimes a lot. But I don’t really do much more. I kinda know how, but… I don’t usually feel like it. I know the theory of masturbation (and have learned to never say theory of masturbation aloud around anyone again), and I’ve experimented. But it never felt particularly spectacular. Kind of like when you burp and there’s a release and you deflate and feel relaxed. And I’ve never been with a girl, so no one else has, you know…

I can’t stop staring. Even in the dark.

I want to touch myself. Gunther once called it tapping your tempeh after I asked him what beating my meat meant a couple of years ago. That wasn’t even the worst part.

The worst part was Delia’s instructional seminar.

Apparently, it’s possible to be scarred by an informative PowerPoint presentation. Who knew?

I’ve been in locker rooms. I’ve been a swimmer for a long time. I’ve seen things. This shouldn’t be any different. I mean, I’m not sure I’ve seen Jance this way before. And I guess I’ve wondered every now and then, but not like—

“Sorry,” Jance says. I suck in air. He sounds closer. My heat intensifies. Feverish and clammy, I search my dry mouth for words. “You okay, B?” I still can’t say anything. I’m sweating. What do I do?!

This is my best friend. If something ever felt weird before, I would tell him. Heck, saying it out loud makes it seem less awful or confusing right off the bat. Nothing rattles Jance. Mr. Cool Guy. Mr. Go With The Flow.

Mr. Big Penis Naked Guy.

Come on!

“I have to pee,” I whisper. It’s the truth. All that bladder talk riled me up. That’s the whole reason I got out of bed and followed him into the hallway. Did he hear me? “I have to pee!”

Silence. Then a soft chuckle. “I heard you the first time. My hearing still works in the dark, too.”

“I know, I just—I thought maybe you had gone back to your bedroom. I left my night-vision goggles in my dorm. And I don’t have my contacts in.”

Shoot. I know better than to lie. Especially to Jance. Maybe I wouldn’t feel this way if I had been responsible and taken them out like I meant to. Then Jance would’ve been a massive, blurry blob in my poor sights.

Now his naked body is tattooed on the backs of my eyelids.

“You can’t see me?”

I stiffen. His voice sounds right above me, which means his manly chest is inches from my face. The tip of his dick could poke me in the belly button.

I whimper.

It’s an odd noise. I thought only animals made sounds like this. Like the dogs I grew up with. Especially Castle and Rook. Those two are the neediest babies around.

Am I… needy?

With my eyes adjusted to the dark, I pick out the broad expanse of Jance’s chest. So close, my eyes want to cross. I feel something surge through my body and pool between my legs.

I think I’m growing again.

Because of Jance? Why?!

“I didn’t see your thing,” I say. “If you’re naked. I’m not sure if you are.”

“What can you see?” Jance’s voice scrapes low. So low it gets under my skin and reveals a rash of goosebumps. I stop burning up only to shiver. “Tell me, Brighton.”

My undies. They’re way too tight. I’m growing bigger than I ever do, and it aches. Really bad. But not like any pain or soreness I feel after getting out of the pool or leaving the weight room. I don’t want to make the ache go away.

I want to play with it.

I don’t need to untie the pajama bottoms I borrowed from Jance. Even double-knotted, they’re still loose on my hips. I slip my hand inside and hesitate on the strap of my briefs. I want to apologize to the cartoon cats and dogs for stretching them out. This never happens, honest.

For no sane or rational reason, I pull the elastic waistband out—and snap it back. It catches my tip. Feels so good.

I whimper again.

Jance clears his throat and steps away. I feel the air shift to fill his empty space. I think I hear him mutter the F-word. I wonder if my whimpering scared him away. I can’t control it. I can’t control anything.

I wonder if he grew like I did.

“Bathroom’s all yours.” Jance’s voice is distant. I follow it, wanting to say I really didn’t see anything. I didn’t feel anything. I didn’t snap my undies on the head of my penis and send a lightning bolt of pleasure through my groin. Honestly, I didn’t do anything at all.

My chest is full of pleas, but none make it past the thudding of my heart. As I shamble into the bathroom and close the door, I expect to find a stranger in the mirror with a flick of the light. Shadow Brighton. Evil Brighton.

Getting-Hard-Around-His-Best-Friend Brighton.

My new nemesis. My new nightmare.

But it’s only me in the mirror. Bleary-eyed and tornado curls. As I yawn, I remind myself this could all be a dream. Delia swore I once went sleepwalking out to the woods. She wanted to tie me down at bedtime the next night, but Gunther convinced her there were laws against that. She dragged the coziest chair in the house over to my bedside and slept in it for three nights. Made sure I didn’t sleepwalk again.

Without my mom’s watchful eye, how do I know I’m not sleepwalking right now? No woods, but with the way things are headed—I could get lost all the same.

When I straddle the toilet, I peel my undies down and stare at my dick, still longer than it usually is. My urge to urinate is blocked. I finger the stickiness on my tip, then wipe it away with toilet paper.

While I wait to pee, I think of Jance. In bed. Waiting for me? It is his bed. He’s probably already asleep. Did he put clothes on?

Of course, you fool. My imagination is really besting me lately.

But… he had clothes on before. I remember the tiny twinge of disappointment when he put on a shirt and shorts. I appreciated the sock company, though. So, why was he all nude and stuff in the bathroom?

Did he want me to see him like that? All of him?

I start growing again. I’m never going to get to pee, am I? Thankfully, the trauma of Delia’s PowerPoint remains trapped in my memory. I know what I need to do. I’ve done this before, though I can’t remember how long it’s been.

So I start to stroke.

And I think of nice things: swimming fast, playing with my dogs, chasing Frau Feline (who acts like a dog), my grandma’s baking, and candy. I love candy.

Anything but Jance Stringfellow.

I may not know about this kind of stuff, but I know how bad it is to think about him while I touch myself.

Even if the thought of touching him fills me with almost too much happiness.

I’m ready to burst.




~     ~     ~     ~     ~     ~




When I wake up in the morning, I’m hard again. Well, this is unprecedented.

Fortunately, I’m alone. In Jance’s bed. But by myself all the same. A relief. And a bummer. Nothing is one thing anymore—it’s this and that.

I roll onto my stomach and wiggle my hips. That feels amazing, but it makes me want to whimper again, so I flip onto my back and sigh. What am I going to do with myself?

The smell of eggs answers any and all questions. An inviting aroma that caresses my nostrils and rubs my hungry tummy. There’s also a stab of guilt, as expected. I haven’t told Delia or Gunther I eat eggs now. People say that college changes you. I say that experimentation has its place—far, far away from my mom and dad. I’m not changed. Just bad. A bad vegan.

It’s a shame eggs taste so good.

My one and only weakness. Yes, the only one.

…If only. 

“G’morning, sleepyhead.” Jance stands in the doorway like he does every doorway. Arms folded up on the frame, long torso stretched out, and lower half dangling casually. Bare but for some pale blue boxer briefs.

My eyes zero in on his crotch. On the size of his bulge tucked away comfortably but still prominent.

My stomach growls.

Uh oh. Weakness number two…

“Sorry, I’m so used to strutting around like I own the place,” Jance says, pulling out his dresser drawers.

“Please, strut. Don’t change it on my account.” I pull the covers up to my chin. “Unless I make you uncomfortable.”

“You could never—” Jance halts in my direction, second-guessing whatever he was planning to do to me. He reverses back to the dresser and pulls out a tank top and running shorts. “I’m not allergic to clothes.”

The running shorts cover his crotch some, but they’re pretty thin. Still enough definition to distract me. Plus his pecs stretch the fabric of the tank top like they do to every top he wears. My groin heats up. My stomach growls again.

Still sleepwalking, it seems.

And still growing.

“You’re too big for them,” I say, instantly ready to smother myself. Save Magnus the trouble later. “I mean, I think you’ve grown some. Might be time to do some shopping.”

“We’ll go when we replace your roommate’s shirt,” Jance says. “Gotta check the eggs. Come out when you’re hungry.”

“I’m always hungry.”

Jance winks over his shoulder at me. He’s done it before. Not lately, but back when we saw each other more. He’s done it dozens of times.

So why is my body going haywire this time?

I stay in bed and contemplate a myriad of excuses to get away and get out of this shopping trip. Jance and I just started reconnecting. The worst thing I could do would be to start acting weird around him. All our old dynamics feel brushed off and ready to go again. We may not be as close as we used to be, but I feel old Jance as much as I feel new Jance.

Not that I’m going to be feeling him anymore. For a while at least. Maybe a small amount of physical distance is safest. Besides, we used to be joined at the hip. Then we (as in me) suffered through separation anxiety for over a year. This is whiplash. My body forgot his, and now they’re suddenly close again—weird urges abound.

Totally normal.

Not gay at all.

Speaking of gay, I need to find a girl, pronto.

Tilly is going to kill me…

The eggs are amazing. Guilt isn’t a tummy emotion, that’s for sure. No amount of negativity or weirdness can curb my appetite. I decline the offer of cheese and laugh at the mention of mayonnaise—Jance was being serious—while settling on simple salt and pepper. Sorry, vengeful chickens. Please don’t tattle on me to Delia. But they’re so fluffy and smooth and filled with delicious protein. Jance says it’s the milk that gives it the texture. Extra creamy oat milk, he clarifies. So he hasn’t completely forgotten all my usual dietary restrictions. Maybe he only forgot my vegan upbringing. With a glass of OJ and some crispy toast, this is the perfect breakfast.

Sharing it with Jance is too perfect, especially since all those weird urges have subsided. Only breakfast and friendship between us. I’m so relieved, I could fall on the floor and cry.

On purpose, I mean.

Jance finishes his third plate of scrambled eggs and sighs. “So, shopping. Is that your thing?”

Quick! Distract him! Anything! Is this a coded question? Why would shopping be my thing? Should I pretend or…?

I take a breath and smile. “It’s embarrassing, but Delia insists shopping is mother-son time.”

“Hey, you’ve seen my wardrobe. Simple is as simple does. Mother wishes she could put me in anything but jeans and T-shirts.” He shrugs. “I think she resents how fast I grew. Hard to dress a boy who’s twice your size.”

“I think it works for you. The simple stuff. We don’t have to go, I can get a ride—”

“No way,” Jance says, licking his plate clean. Literally. “I said we’d do it, we’ll do it. I just didn’t want you to think I’d know what the hell we were doing. I hope Viking Boy’s shirt has a tag so we can figure out which store to hit.”

“I’ll text him.” As if Magnus and I are close enough to be texting buddies. “I’ll ask him. I should go back to my dorm anyway, get some work done. Maybe we go in the afternoon?”

“Sure, I’ll go hang with Kelby, check on Parrish, make sure—”

Jance’s phone rings. It’s some kind of processional march I think? Loud but somber. Foreboding. Not at all like the ringtone of someone you want to answer a call from. Fittingly, Jance’s face falls. His shoulders slump. “Gimme a sec.”

Jance grabs his phone from the kitchen counter and stalks off to his room, shutting the door with finality. I’m ninety-five percent sure our shopping trip just poofed out of existence like a dream in the harsh light of day.

The harsh light being Mrs. Stringfellow, of course. The ringtone was a giveaway, but Jance’s big body only ever folds like that for his mother.

It’s not my place, but…

I hate to see anything shrink him in the slightest.

“Yo,” a gruff, sleep-raw voice says, nearly startling me out of the chair and onto my ass. The guy barely notices, zombie-walking to the fridge and pouring a huge glass of water before downing it in one long gulp. He’s one of the upperclassmen swimmers… Styles, I think. I doubt he remembers my name.

At least he doesn’t look like he’s in the mood to bully anyone. He does give me a sleepy grin, which makes me feel silly for being so suspicious. But big guys that size rarely come across as friendly with me.

Only Jance. 

Styles is in a mood though. The kind where your body is barely conscious but your thing is wide awake. Maybe he doesn’t notice, but his flimsy boxers are tented with arousal. I stare with fascination, not interest. No warmth in my groin or nervousness in my gut. It’s uncomfortable, but it doesn’t affect me beyond that.

Not even a twinge. Huh.

As he burps (and farts, ew) and walks back to his bedroom, I consider this a win, I think. My body’s not betraying me by reacting in weird ways to every guy, or even most of them. I saw plenty at the party last night. There is someone I feel a bit giddy around, but my teammate Cloud is like, I don’t know, cool. Mysterious and serious. And I like looking at his body, but I don’t feel…

I don’t feel anything like I felt last night.

And the middle of the night. And this morning.

Cloud is a new friend, and Jance is my oldest friend, so why would those sensations be a hundred times more intense with Jance? If anything, I should feel the most normal and comfortable around him. He’s my constant.

I need to conduct an experiment. I’ll think about Cloud doing something sexual, and then I’ll think of Jance doing something sexual. And then I’ll do it again but in reverse order. The scientific method will set me free.

Or maybe I should stop thinking about sex completely.

It’s worked for me pretty much every day of my life until yesterday.

By the time Jance’s door opens, I’ve cleaned up the kitchen and sent a text to Tilly asking to meet up soon. Jance forces a smile, but it chips away at my own chipperness. I force one back anyway. “How’s Mother?”

“The same. I gotta visit today. Sorry, B.”

“No problem-o, J! I’ve got a date—study date. With a girl. We study well together. You know, brainiac recognizes brainiac.”

Jance shoots me an odd look. His eyes get all squinty, and his mouth thins out to a straight line. Maybe he’s still thinking about the gloom and doom of an afternoon with Mother. He snaps out of it and smirks. “Good for you. That big brain of yours deserves some company. Raincheck on the shopping spree.”

“Sure thing. I’m going now, but I’ll see you at practice tomorrow.”

Jance does another half-step in my direction as he did in the bedroom. Some internal force works against him. A hesitancy I’ve never witnessed before. And it only activates when he walks toward me.

…He knows I’m being weird. He senses it somehow.

I want to go to him. Close the distance and give him a big hug to prove nothing is wrong. My arousal is nonexistent, I didn’t see him naked last night, and we’re finally hanging out again. Everything is perfect. Now hug it out!

My feet stay planted. My fingers twist the knot at my waist absentmindedly, until I remember I’m wearing Jance’s clothes. “Oh, sorry! I’ll take these off and—”

“No! I mean, it’s cool. You look comfy. Bring ’em back later. And don’t forget your clothes. Magnus’s clothes.”

As Jance ducks into his bedroom, I wait by the door and bounce on my feet. He’s getting flustered. Jance never gets flustered or anxious or off his game. This is bad. Reeeeeally bad.

Before I know it, I’m out the door and jogging down the stairs, recalling snippets from last night. Getting knocked into the bushes. Jance shoving an angry Parrish onto his butt. Me bending over for Jance to inspect my jeans.

You got an ass to out-moon all the rest.

Some part of me knew what I was doing. Knew he would watch. He may have made it sound like a joke, but it was still a compliment. And my stomach flutters now the same way it did then. So I pick up my pace and sprint out of the apartment complex, trying to outrun these strange urges while the fading scent of my best friend’s musk tantalizes me without mercy.
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I DREAD HOME visits every time. Mother knows. Pretends we’re fine. I pretend, too. It’s the only thing we can agree to without an ounce of conflict. Mothers may know best, but mine doesn’t know the difference between the boy she wanted and the man I became.

It would be easy and childish to blame her. But after Dad got sick when I was in high school, I sure as hell wasn’t ready to fill the void of the fatherly role. So Mother had to take it on, alongside organizing and financing Dad’s care and finding suitable management for the family business affairs. If I’d been a few years older, maybe I’d have been ready. A few years younger, and I would have gotten by on ignorance. Instead, I doubled down on swimming fast, chasing girls, and shitting on my academics.

Mother and I became targets for one another’s frustrations and resentment. It was easy to wear her down to her rawest reactions, so I’d feel justified in provoking her and acting out. Self-awareness shit like that only comes years later, when the damage has been done and the dynamics are stuck in their ways.

Part of me feels guilty for continuing my go-with-the-flow ways. I have no doubt my younger sisters are making up for all my slacking. But there’s something about being the oldest, the sibling who gets to make the first mistakes and face the harshest discipline. Dad’s condition caused so much shifting in the responsibilities, that I was able to duck most of mine and heap them on Mother. Honestly, if I switched my major to business, excelled in school, and got interested in a wholesome, well-to-do young woman, any rift between Mother and I would be sealed in an instant.

But then who the hell would I be? Not Jance Stringfellow, that’s for fucking sure.

Sometimes, I wonder if I’m merely a product of spite. From witnessing Dad’s decline to watching Mother struggle under the added burdens, all I could do was do the opposite of whatever was asked of me.

And Brighton’s the one who had the front-row seat to all of this. Yet, he never asked more of me than I could give. Before, during, or after high school.

Well, not so much after, since I went to Neptune State without him for a year.

Brighton… I can’t stop thinking about him.

Specifically, how quietly chaotic everything felt this morning. Breakfast was okay, for the sole reason that two swimmers can resist nearly anything for the sake of a big meal. Then I felt that urge again. To cross over to him and hug his body to mine. Not just as friends. But something to protect.

Something to claim.

And then he bolted right after. Can’t blame him. We were finding our way back to old habits and familiar feelings, only for things to get complicated out of nowhere. What are those complications? I’m not even sure.

Fuck. I wanna wrap my arms around him and squeeze tight.

And then I wanna lift him up onto me. Lift him up by the ass.

Yeah. Complications.

Mother has always had perfect timing. In some ways, she saves me from awkward situations only to dump me into stiff, painful ones. Trading embarrassment for humiliation. Discomfort for shame. Vanilla for chocolate.

Pistachio is Brighton’s favorite flavor.

I clutch my head and growl, willing whatever thing is inside me to work its way through and be gone. In my head, in my heart. In the blood that pumps into my cock when he rolls around in my bed and mutters in his sleep.

Those silent lips in need of learning a few new words.

I scrub a hand over my face and readjust my clothes. A button-down and slacks. A concession for Mother, even though my body feels itchy and trapped. Especially in its current state. Maybe I am allergic to clothes after all…

“Jancy,” Mother announces, entering the dull, almost antiseptic sitting room. I wait on the couch with restless feet and sweaty palms. “You look unwell.”

“I forgot to dress for the weather.”

“One dresses for the occasion,” she says, gliding into the room with soft steps and a straight back. “Weather is not an occasion.” She fusses with my buttons, doing them up all the way to my throat like she wants me to choke. Or thinks my neck is still branch-like as a child’s and not the tree trunk of a muscle-bound college athlete. “If you weren’t so bulky, proper clothes would fit you much better.”

“All I need to fit into is a speedo.”

Mother makes one of her sounds. A combination of a cry, a sigh, and a scoff. A Motherism. One of many. “I will never understand a sport that parades men around with such little decorum.”

“Well, they tried three-piece suits, but everyone sank in the pool.”

Mother’s face snaps in my direction. Motherism. Her neck and spine must be made of adamantium. “Clever is not your color, dear. I’m simply exhausted after visiting with your father this morning.”

My insides coil as my fists clench. The tension feels lived in. Sitting inside my veins, my muscles, the throbbing pulse in my head whenever Mother brings up Dad. Her excuse. Her reason. Her ace in the hole to put me in my place.

“I do not appreciate that look, Jancy. But I do appreciate your presence. I hope I wasn’t drawing you away from anything important.”

I shrug. “Friends. School. Life. Have you heard of them?”

Mother’s eyes flash. Sunlight reflecting on ice. Motherism. Too late to hold my tongue. Old habits die hard. No need to plan funerals for immortal behaviors. Mine or Mother’s.

“Jancy, do not be flippant with me.” Mother comes close again. Takes my hand and pats it. Then pats my head. “I expected your usual tardiness, so our guest should be arriving soon. She’s quite taken with getting to know you. Treat her with respect, please. At least with more than what you afford me.”

My head spins. My vision swims. I know what Mother’s planned even as my denial rises like a shield. It’s too late, the sword’s coming down. But I’ll be damned if I lose my head without a fight. I rise to my full height and suck in enough air to deliver whatever rash but forcibly polite words I can muster.

And then I wait. Holding my breath. Thinking about the alternative.

What alternative?

I haven’t gotten laid in weeks. I can’t remember the last girl I dated. I’m failing an English course and in dire need of changing my major. Other than swimming and the guys I hang out with, I haven’t got much.

Except Brighton.

Maybe this would be for the best. With him getting close to one of the swimmers on the women’s team, it’s time for me to get back at it. We could double-date. Complain about relationship shit together. Find out who’s the better boyfriend. Doesn’t seem like the worst thing ever.

If I leave out the part where my own mother is fixing me up.

She senses my turmoil and drifts away. I sit back down and try to look presentable. Nice clothes, good posture. Stressed, itchy, confused.

Don’t forget to smile.

“Thank you so much for joining us.” Mother’s voice carries a false melody. The instrument and notes don’t match with my trained ears. Regardless, she sweeps in with renewed energy and hollow sincerity, guiding a young woman into the sitting room. I stand and offer a weak smile and a strong handshake, unsure of what the hell I’m about to say to the person Mother is setting me up with. She hasn’t said as much, but I learned to pick up her unspoken language at a young age. And her doublespeak. She says plenty in both silence and pleasantries. “Carrigan, this is my one and only son.” I widen my smile to match Mother’s. “Jancy, this refined beauty is Carrigan Winchester.”

Carrigan’s sweet smile and delicate face strike me first, but it’s her last name that lingers. In Neptune, the Stringfellows sit on the cusp of old money. The cusp being a ledge hanging precariously close to the upper-middle class. In high-powered circles, we are often talked about in the past tense. The Winchesters are pretty much the midpoint between us and the summit—the Caraways.

Right. And here I was thinking this was about our money…

“It’s a pleasure,” I mumble, struggling to let my outside hide what’s rumbling within. By focusing on the chestnut shade of Carrigan’s hair, the exact shade of emerald in her eyes, and the plump pinkness of her lips, I think I can manage.

Until I catch another flash in Mother’s eyes. “Please excuse my lack of enthusiasm,” I add. “I’m afraid my studies and training have left me with little energy today. Mother knows how much I’ve been anticipating our meeting.”

I glance over my shoulder. Sure feels like a puppeteer’s arm is up my ass. But no. It’s all me. Old habits, remember?

Carrigan blushes. Draws her manicured nails along her collarbone and to the hollow of her throat. Daintily. Seductively? Am I this far off my game?

“Mrs. Stringfellow, my eternal gratitude is in your hands,” she says. “Would it be too forthright if I secluded myself away with your handsome son? I fear I’m somewhat stiff in my demeanor when I feel the pressure to perform.”

Mother’s jaw works overtime to maintain her smile. Every other piece of her is placid. The judge doesn’t like to be sequestered. Neither does the executioner. “By all means, Carrigan. I will go check on our afternoon hors d’oeuvres.” Mother’s eyes stick to mine. A curt nod. “Jancy.”

I nod back, ignoring the tension in my chest. The ache in my face from smiling so long. The sticky heat of my skin clawing at these stupid clothes. “Yes, Mother.”

When she’s gone, Carrigan says, “Fucking hell.”

“Excuse me?”

As I stare, her face takes on a sardonic, devious openness. A spider weaving its web. But I’m not the fly. I’m something to play with—in a good way. “Some intense shit between you two, ain’t there?”

I stifle a laugh. “Anything like you with your mother?”

“Oh, my mother’s a saint—my sister is the bitch. And she just got engaged. Which, you know, good for her. I’m not against it. But she’s filling Mom’s head with full-on marriage brain, meaning I stick out like a sore thumb currently. Or, more accurately, a ring-less ring finger. Please tell me you have some alcohol stashed away.”

Oh shit. I can feel a genuine smile creeping up. “I’m not an awful host, I swear. But I’m rarely here. Mother called me over less than an hour ago. I only figured out her ploy like ten seconds before you walked in here.”

“Fine. I’ll be the one to share. But only because I like you.” Carrigan plucks a flask from within her blouse. “You’re hot, but we’re not gonna bang. And you’re okay with that. I can tell. That’s why I like you.”

I shrug. “Guilty, I guess?”

She shakes her head. Takes a sip. Hands it to me. “It’s something else. Someone else.”

I only open my lips for the alcohol. Then I seal them against any kind of response. I’ve known Carrigan for all of five minutes, but the way she’s reading me…

I’m not ready to have my insides shown to me at the moment.

“So, we’ll do this. The dating. But it’s not real. At all. Nod if you understand.” I nod for her with equal parts confusion and amusement. “I figured this would be more of a favor from you to me, but after meeting your mother…”

“She has strong opinions about everything. Including my love life.”

“Then the benefit is mutual,” Carrigan says. “We keep our mothers distracted and off our backs. Once my sister’s engagement fever dies down, I’ll be in the clear. Probably a month or two. Is that gonna be a problem for your girl?”

“My… girl?”

Carrigan takes another long gulp and hides the flask. “I can read your face like a picture book. Big, colorful, simple. You’ve clearly got someone in mind. Someone who might not like the sight of me on your arm, even if we’re just pretending.”

“If we’re just pretending, does it matter?”

Carrigan eyes me with a mix of interest and wariness. “We are pretending. That means none of these other jokers are gonna know the difference. Maybe consider letting your someone know that difference sooner rather than later. Otherwise… complications happen.”

“The only complication is the one that’s about to eavesdrop on us from down the hall.”

And the one I woke up with this morning.

“If it helps your swimmer brain, think of me—”

“How did you know I—”

Carrigan waves it away. “You think I’d ask a bloke to be my pretend boyfriend without knowing his backstory? As if. Now, your coach. What’s she like?”

“Great. Hardass. Sharp. Knows when to ride us and when to rest us.”

Carrigan claps her hands together. “Perf. Whenever we’re together, I’m Coach Carrigan and you’re my mindless swimmer ready to dive when I tell you to dive.” She leans in, voice dropping. “Or, even simpler—your wingwoman.”

“I don’t need your help getting dates.”

“Clearly, Jan.”

“Do not call me that.”

Carrigan crosses her arms and eyes me up and down. “You’re too scared to swim in the deep end. I don’t know who is in the pool with you yet, but you sure do. Even if you won’t admit it. To me. Or to yourself. Let me help you help yourself, stud.”

With scary precision, Carrigan spins away from me, smooths her hair, and greets Mother before she can see her coming. I stand back in awe, feeling relieved in one sense.

And terrified in the next.

Carrigan may keep Mother and I on decent terms for now, but she’s an entirely different complication. One that’s unfamiliar, unpredictable, and under my skin already.

Whatever happens, I can’t let Carrigan meet Brighton. Not until I figure out how to explain to him why having a fake girlfriend feels safe. Like it’s a buffer against other feelings I still can’t explain, even to myself.

Brighton and I have always had feelings. I’m not afraid of emotions. But when I can’t stop thinking about him, these thoughts, these urges… make me nervous. Best friends don’t make each other nervous.

Or hot.

Or hard.

Right?
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if I wait for the sun to reach the horizon




and you remember what time the tides change




maybe we can walk on water together
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“CAN YOU STOP, please? I legitimately need to finish this assignment. I skipped the intro course and am in a room full of sophomores. You can’t imagine the pressure.”

I sit back and nod at Tilly, zipping my lips that have been running almost nonstop. She has a point. About my chattiness. Not about the pressure. I know that. I feel it. Right now. Growing inside of me and forcing my tiny body to expand its accommodations. This guest isn’t moving out anytime soon.

It’s Jance. Figuratively.

I’m not sure even half of a Jance could physically fit inside of me.

“Sorry, Bri,” Tilly says. “You’re not my physics class. I shouldn’t take out my frustrations on you. I’ve already been having dreams of choking my TA. And I’m not even a violent person. Outside the classroom. But… I’m already over-budget with my feelings-for-a-friend spending. I can’t even play pretend with you.”

“Totally. It was a silly idea. And I’m sure Cloud will—”

She holds her hand up. “That was the past. Cloud and I are fine. Besides, he’s… otherwise preoccupied. I can’t pretend, but I can help. What do you need?”

I take a deep breath and strive to keep things simple. “Things are weird with Jance. We were best friends for years, then lost touch when he went here. Now we’re reconnecting, but it’s… really weird. I think if he thinks we’re together—not like together together—maybe my weirdness will stop making him uncomfortable. So then we can be normal best friends again.”

Tilly taps her pencil. Chews on the eraser. Then sticks the whole thing in her hair. “So we’re passively pretending. I can do that. Don’t tell him we’re dating or whatever. I am in college, and I am getting on top of or underneath a cute guy at some point this semester. No distractions. But, if this will help you reconnect with Jance, then sure. We already spend time together, it’ll be easy. I’ll laugh more, touch your shoulder, whatever.”

I melt into my chair with a big smile. We’re alone in the study room, but I feel like I just finished a huge race in front of a big crowd. “Thank you so much, Tilly.”

“Yeah, yeah,” she waves me off. “Now let me get this done before I snap and choke my TA for real—because I might just like it.”




~     ~     ~     ~     ~     ~




So that’s what we do. The next week passes with no odd sensations or unsettling urges. I don’t talk to Jance much, but I make a point to smile and wave every time we’re near each other. Sometimes, he rubs my curls or pats my shoulder. But we don’t stop. We don’t hug. We don’t linger. I spend most of my free time with Tilly, and usually Cloud, and occasionally Magnus—beyond our quiet time in the dorm room—and things feel good. I’m doing well in practice. At least in the water. The weight room is a challenge, but I’m surviving the longer distance sets in the pool. I’m not kicking ass, but not drowning is basically ass-kicking-worthy in my book. Our first big swim meet is already here, and I made sure to ask Cloud to be my roomie for the overnight trip. Didn’t even let the temptation to ask Jance cross my mind. I mean, it did. A lot. But I resisted. I worry a little bit that I’m using Cloud as a big distraction, but he doesn’t seem to mind. He’s always warm with me, even if there’s a storminess in his eyes. I know it’s not for me. I worry, but it’s not my place to pry.

Not unless I want to let him pry right back. I’m not sure I can share my Jance-sized concerns with anyone but Tilly yet. Not even Delia. No matter how many times she calls me and tells me my chakras are aligned for passion. I think she’s bluffing, but if it’s true…

I’m afraid I can’t handle passion. I can barely handle the increase in my arousal from rare to way-less-rare.

A chakra excuse would only confuse Jance more. Better to keep playing it safe.

So that’s what I do. I don’t even sit anywhere near him on the bus ride. I stick to the front with Tilly and Cloud. If I look back, I only twist my head to the side and use the very periphery of my vision to scope out Jance. He’s with the cool guys, of course. The upperclassmen with their roaring laughter and enormous shoulders. Under Coach Harley’s orders, everyone dresses up for away meets. Ladies in dresses or blouses and slacks. Guys in pressed pants, crisp button-downs, and dark-colored blazers. Mine is Gunther’s from his 32-inch-waist era (that he talks about like it was some sacred time and not simply the 90s) and it swallows me a bit. But it has these crazy, colorful designs on the jacket lining. If it were allowed, I’d wear it inside out. Be a lot harder to button, but I like standing out with bold, fun choices.

Being overlooked takes no effort at all.

The men’s team looks very dapper. I’m still experimenting with my, uh, alternative attraction? I pick a guy and watch him for a short while. Study his body, his face. The way he moves and talks. Except for Jance, of course. Not much data to collect, which is probably a good thing. Most of them don’t notice. Rainer Caraway is all the way in the very back but still catches me looking, flicking his tongue out like a sexual serpent and giving me the heebie-jeebies. Magnus glares until I look away. I really like Styles von Thron’s tie, so I spend a little extra time on him. I notice Captain Kelby leaning really close to Jance, like he needs to whisper something. His lips don’t move, though. His eyes do all the talking. It gives me a funny feeling in my tummy, so I glance away.

Back at the front, I watch Cloud. It’s easy because he’s right across the aisle. His body, at least. His mind is either behind us or far ahead. Even when he’s expressionless, so many words crawl across his tight jaw or sit on his furrowed brow. His muscles bulge beneath the blazer, arms crossed tight over his chest to protect himself. Or contain something that wants to escape. Whenever I feel particularly lost or flustered, I look at Cloud and remember where the deep end is. If I can see it, I know I’m not in it. I’m floating at a safe distance, even as I wonder how far down the depths go.

Cloud looks over, so I hide my face. My cheeks heat with shame for having been caught spying, and my body sweats under the weight of his gaze. I wonder what will happen if I start to feel those weird urges toward him as I do with Jance. Will I have to distance myself from him, too? Am I not allowed to get close to boys anymore? Boys who are so strong and tough but would never do anything mean to me.

“Brighton,” Cloud says. “You okay?”

I flash a quick smile and nod like a bobblehead doll on the dashboard of an off-roading vehicle. “Super duper, Mr. Cooper.”

The faintest smirk crosses his lips, then he returns to his reverie. Maybe those strange sensations won’t pop up with him. He needs a friend. So do I. It’s an exchange as natural as a fresh breath of air. Tilly eyes us both, then winks at me. I giggle and lean my head on the window to watch the scenery whip past until we reach the hotel.

Then we’re off the bus. Room assignments are read and card keys are delivered. I follow Cloud up to our room and wait to agree with whatever sleeping arrangements he suggests. His card gives us trouble, so I try mine and get the tiny green light. “You forgot to say open sesame.”

Cloud shakes his head and ruffles my curls. It reminds me of Jance—who’s at a door down the hall and beside a very stiff-bodied Rainer, who looks like he just got shocked by lightning or something. I duck inside and close the door. Chain the lock, because why not. Cloud offers me the first choice of beds, so I take the far one. If someone breaks in, I don’t want to get murdered first. Cloud could take down a bad guy. I’d probably hide under my bed. If these beds didn’t go all the way to the floor.

Not wanting to pressure Cloud into idle chit-chat, I turn on the TV and start scrolling. I don’t watch many shows, mostly just cartoons or anime, so it’s going to be a never-ending scroll.

Until Cloud sits beside me. “Okay, I’m revoking your scrolling privileges. You don’t even wait two seconds.”

I don’t know why, but I switch channels even faster. “Your eyes are too slow.”

“At least they’re not ticklish.”

“What do you—”

Cloud’s fingers dance beneath my ribs, scouring my weak points. Well, I’m most ticklish between my hips and groins, but nobody’s going to know that. I don’t remember how I know it, even. But I’m shrieking and writhing, spitting out of a version of What are you doing to me?! that sounds like high-pitched, giggly gibberish. Cloud is merciless. Something we both need. A fun, silly distraction.

“What do you mean, what am I doing to you?” Cloud asks, laughing at how wildly my body jerks beneath his tickling assault.

“Can’t breathe, can’t breathe!” I try to dodge and fall off the bed instead, making a perfectly timed, soft thump that hits us both with a laughing fit. I catch my breath and crawl back to the bed. When I look up, I see Jance—in the way that Cloud is beaming and breathing heavily. Déjà vu but not quite. “Are you doing this to me because you like me?”

It’s the wrong question. I know it before all the words are out. Before I suck the wind from Cloud’s sails. “What? No, I’m not gay, I—shit, did you mean like a friend, or—”

“I-I’m sorry! I didn’t think you were, I just…” Shoot, shoot, shoot!

Cloud hops off the bed. “Brighton, I didn’t mean—”

“No, I know!” I say, scrambling to rationalize. To bite my lip because I feel the first trickle of waterworks and I don’t understand why. But my mouth is already moving too quickly. “I only meant, ’cause like, you remind me of someone who used to be like this, and we were friends, and I never really thought anything of it, but then I… I started to, and I…”

No tears! I bite down hard on my lip. Cloud takes a few steps toward me, then backpedals. Just like Jance. I’m repelling the people I care about.

“You’re a good friend, Cloud. I didn’t mean to make it weird.”

I’m not sure I can keep the inconvenient emotions in, so I dash for the bathroom. Cloud blocks my path. Stops me with his hands on my shoulders. I shrink. Suddenly expecting him to shake me. To shake me until I stop ruining all these nice moments I don’t deserve. But he doesn’t. He says, “You didn’t. I did. I’ve never had a gay friend.”

Am I gay? Is that why I’m feeling so weird and struggling with these urges and getting so fixated on whether or not I can be the bestest best friend to Jance?

“Shit, Bri. I’m an ass. Are you even gay? You don’t have to answer that.”

I shrug beneath his grip. “I don’t know. But you’re not the first to assume.”

“I’m sorry, dude.”

I smile. “But you’re the first to apologize. I guess I’m just soft.”

Cloud shakes his head. Leans in. “Sensitive.”

“You sound like my mom,” I say. “And Jance.”

Just saying his name shifts the earth and thins the air. If Cloud weren’t holding onto me, I’d feel a little dizzy. I wish I could talk to him about this more, but something in Cloud’s face, in his body… An energy or unease travels through him and into me. A conduit of sensation but not explanation. Sexual identity is not a topic that will fit between us at the moment. Maybe it’s too personal.

I don’t realize when I sigh, probably overdramatically, until Cloud goes in for one last barrage of tickles. I giggle and collapse into him, pressing into his muscled frame with more envy than appreciation. I look up at him. “Cloud, do you think I could get big muscles like you?”

“Why, Bri? You swim distance. You need that lean endurance or you’ll sink.”

“Well, yeah, I guess.” My hands brush the hard curvature of his chest, so I immediately pull back, ashamed. “People look at you a lot. Girls. And guys.”

“Thanks, but you’ve got a healthy imagination.”

“I see them looking. I look. Sometimes.” Why does my mouth run away like this? “You’re just so strong and tough.”

“Sprinters have to be big. I’m competing with guys who are older, bigger, stronger. That makes them faster.”

I start detaching from Cloud as he pulls me to my feet. “You’re already on a relay. As a freshman.”

“I technically haven’t swum on it yet. Speaking of the big first meet of the season tomorrow…”

I nod and study Cloud’s body. It looks stiff now. Just like how Rainer looked in the hallway. Does my body look like that in times of emotions? “Sleepy time. You’re right. Thanks, Cloud.”

“For what?”

“For being such a good friend,” I say, heading into the bathroom. “Rainer Caraway should stop being a big jerkface and realize how lucky he is.” I don’t know for sure, but Delia does say I am gifted with intuition. She says I’m gifted with too many things to count, but somehow, she never runs out of examples to list. I can’t stop thinking about the way Rainer was staring at us. At Cloud.

“What’d you mean, Bri?”

“The way he looks at you, sometimes. Especially in the locker room. I think he’s too proud, but he needs a friend.”

Cloud laughs. It sounds odd. “Rich people don’t need more friends. And he stays plenty busy with his own life.”

As I fiddle with the bathroom door, I say, “Everyone needs friends, Cloud. But not everyone knows how to ask. Or even admit it.”

Even best friends.

“We’ll never be friends,” Cloud says. His voice goes to a weird place. Not quite derisive. Not quite sulking.

“Maybe you’ll be something else, then,” I say, turning on my electric toothbrush and mumbling, “He looks at you more than I do.”

He looks at you like I look at Jance.

The electronic whir of good dental hygiene relaxes me. I watch myself in the mirror. My body’s not flushed. No warmth of arousal anywhere near my tummy or my thing. Just the lingering rush of laughter and heaviness of serious thoughts.

I shouldn’t be thinking of Jance. I shouldn’t be worried if Rainer is making him laugh or asking him a bunch of personal questions. Or flirting with him—people talk about Rainer’s behaviors a lot, but I know better than to put too much credence in rumors.

Besides, everyone gives Jance attention. It’s not like he’s out there reciprocating every touch and tease. Even if he did, that’s his prerogative. He thrives on physical contact. Maybe he and Rainer are buddy-buddy, tickling each other, maybe even pushing the two beds together and wrestling or—

I spit out the excess toothpaste. Not into the sink. Into the mirror. All over my sour reflection. I don’t know how hard I’m gripping the toothbrush until my hand aches. If even one of those tales about Rainer Caraway is true, he’s bad news for Jance. Yeah, they come from rich families and probably grew up with similar issues and dynamics, but Jance is kind. He’s sweet. Someone like Rainer would take advantage of that.

I’m out of the bathroom and the room without Cloud noticing, without me noticing, until my fist hovers over the door I think leads to Jance and Rainer.

I gasp like a startled sleepwalker. Which, you know, I have been on occasion. Not right now, though. Something is burning inside of me. No cool detachment of sleep or thick grogginess. Only a need to see Jance and Rainer in separate beds ignoring each other.

Maybe I could lure Rainer out of the room and sneak into—

No. This isn’t any of my business. I should be getting into bed, getting a good night’s sleep, and getting the necessary distance away from Jance for us both to perform our best tomorrow morning.

“Socks in bed? Really? I’m not in the mood for secondhand embarrassment.”

Rainer’s voice. So close to the door I leap sideways. Just in case he peeks through the peephole and spies me totally not trying to spy.

“I wasn’t going to say anything about your choice of what to wear in bed, but…”

“Would you rather I take it off?” Rainer asks. “I’m not above tempting straight guys but it’s really not something I like to make a habit of.”

My body shakes. I should run. But also I want to kick the door down. What?

“I think I’m gonna take a piss and pretend you’re already asleep when I get back.”

I flatten myself to the wall as Jance approaches. His heavy footsteps steal my breath. The bathroom door just inside squeaks. Then I hear him relieving himself at the toilet.

And I flash back to last weekend. To the brief light of nakedness. Then the long stretch of darkness.

You can’t see me?

I almost whimper at the memory. As Jance finishes, he sighs. It’s low and drawn out. With the faintest hint of need. I have no idea how I know this, but I do. Not just in my ears. In my body. He makes the sound again. Rougher this time.

Those urges I’ve been so successfully evading start to trip me up again. I can’t remove myself from the wall. I can’t pull back with Jance only feet away on the other side. I don’t know what he looks like. I don’t exactly know what he’s doing.

But when he makes those sounds…

He grunts, and I feel my dick twitch. It should scare me. I’m still not used to this. But I hug my pelvis to the wall and rock my hips ever so slowly. The pleasure I’m supposed to deny stirs.

And this time, I do whimper. Did he hear me?!

My mind is nervous but my body rolls on with delight—until the buzz of an electric toothbrush breaks the spell. I stumble away, fleeing from something dreamy by telling myself it’s nightmarish. I make it all the way back to my room and into my bed, pretending I don’t hear Cloud when he whispers my name. I bury myself completely under all the layers of sheets and covers and refuse to touch myself, even though my insides squirm with need.

It’s my imagination, I remind myself. Then I roll onto my belly and feel the hardness that excites and warms me. My imagination and reality are becoming a lot more difficult to distinguish.

…And maybe I like it like that.
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DREAMLESS. That’s how I like my sleep. Heavy like the dead and waking up to new life. I consider myself lucky—rooming with Rainer Caraway was a risk I didn’t plan for. But Styles, my usual bunkmate, was otherwise occupied and in need of space for a boyfriend booty call. I knew all this going into the meet, so I left my roommate assignment up to chance. Other than Rainer’s expected snark and occasional barbed flirts, it wasn’t enough to rob me of a blessed sleep.

I only think of Brighton when I awaken with a soft pillow tucked against my chest. Otherwise, I’m refreshed. Focused. Relieved. With all the potential chaos swirling about and threatening to overpower my flow, swimming is the one thing I need to be constant. Predictable. And validating.

As far as a first meet of the season goes, I am basking in the beautiful fucking validation, baby.

My 200-yard freestyle felt smooth, with a faster-than-expected time to nab me third place. My 100 free was over in a blink—the best races always blur by. The time was decent. Most exciting? I out-touched a Ferguson University swimmer by two-hundredths of a second. Shit like that makes me feel alive, let me tell you.

All that’s left is the 200 freestyle relay near the end of the meet. Even the uncertainty there—Parrish could no longer hide his injury, and he’s off the lineup—with Rainer stepping into the second leg (and another freshman leading us off) isn’t enough to shake my good spirits. This meet is ours to win. A real sweet start to the season.

Feeling so lightheaded with excitement has me scanning the bleachers for Brighton. Until I realize the men’s 500 free is stepping up to the blocks. And Brighton is in lane one, closest to us. Without thinking, I hop up and squeeze by my teammates, heading for the plastic counter at the end of the lane. With twenty laps to go, every swimmer needs a teammate to help them keep count. To encourage and support them by pumping those numbers into the water before each flipturn.

I’ve always counted for Brighton. The familiarity of it only highlights how long it’s been. Over a year since we last swam together. Since I could cheer for him. Count for him. Watch him psych himself up and work so incredibly hard. It’s the mentality of a distance swimmer. The workhorse. The discipline and commitment over the flashy glory. He never quits.

Neither will I.

So imagine my surprise when someone from the women’s team slips in front of me and plops down at the end of lane one. Dark hair, fine features, and a depth to her eyes that makes me consider what I’m about to say instead of just blurting out the most obvious, simplest thing to say.

“Hey.”

…I guess the most obvious, simplest thing to say would’ve been No!

She glances up at me with a fraction of interest, then flips the plastic numbers around. “Hi.”

“You’re counting for Brighton?”

“I’m counting for Brighton.” Her voice is even and toneless. I can feel her sizing me up, even as her demeanor resembles the stillness of an untouched surface.

“He asked you to?”

She blinks. “He asked me to.”

“Okay.”

“Okay.”

Is she fucking with me?

I stand there like an idiot, towering over her with nothing more to say or offer. Only the counters are allowed on the bulkhead that bisects the competition half of the pool from the warm-up/cooldown area. I’m still standing on the sidelines, essentially, so it feels like I’m as close to Brighton’s race as I can be without actually counting for him.

Shit. Would it be weird if I asked to count for him instead?

The freshman keeps me in the edge of her vision, but her focus is on Brighton stepping onto the starting block. I feel like a dick for not remembering her name. And for standing beside her like I’m expecting her to move or something.

I clear my throat. “Brighton’s my old friend.”

“Swimmers, take your marks,” the starting official announces.

The freshman’s eyes swivel from me to the starting blocks and back. Her head cocks to the side. “Brighton’s my… boyfriend.”

BEEP!

Boyfriend. That’s what she said, even if her face looked funny. Like it was a word she had never pronounced before. Maybe it was her first time saying it. Maybe this is the girl—Brainiac recognizes brainiac—he mentioned last weekend. It has to be. But he never said boyfriend…

“Are you okay?” she asks me.

Why wouldn’t I be? “What?”

“You look like—” She jabs the water with the counter. “Come on, Bri! Let’s go!”

I look down and watch Brighton swim past me and flip at the wall. He resurfaces, breathing just beneath me. Dumbly, I stare after him. Then I remember what I’m here for. “Yeah, B, you got this!”

Too little, too late. I feel foolish. Especially with Miss Girlfriend over here watching me with two parts curiosity, one part suspicion. “Jance, right?”

“Uh, yeah? That’s me, right. Sorry, I don’t—”

“He mentions you a lot.” She weighs her words. Clearly not speaking freely, but also not sure if she should be speaking in the first place. Her hesitancy feels out of place. Am I making her uncomfortable? “Like an old friend. Like you said.”

“Well, I’ve always been older,” I say. “And bigger. By a year.”

Yeah, I’m making myself uncomfortable.

“Oh. So you’re not a senior?”

“Sophomore.”

This time, I’m ready. “Get it, B! Go, go, go!” It’s probably an excessive amount of cheering, what with me being on the edge of the pool and screaming from mere feet away. And he’s only finishing lap three.

If I can’t be Brighton’s counter, I gotta be his cheerleader.

No matter how many weird looks this freshman gives me.

She flips to the 5 and sits back. “Are you dating anyone?”

All the other freshmen on the women’s team whisper or giggle at me. I didn’t realize how much I preferred that until now. “…I am.”

Her eyes shift. She almost looks… disappointed? “Makes sense.” She turns her attention away, but the expression lingers. A slightly bitter aftertaste.

“It’s new,” I add, hoping to better understand her reaction. “Sudden.”

“New and sudden. Good.” Her face softens. “What’s her name?”

…I draw a blank.

Shit.

One of the Winchesters. Carrigan!

“My name’s Tilly,” she says. “Your eyes are pretty. But also pretty transparent.”

“What does that—”

“You’re lucky you’re so good-looking.” Tilly shakes the counter and cheers for Brighton, as I revert back to lame confusion. “People get too distracted to read your face. Huge font, by the way. Or like, a picture book.”

“I don’t have anything to hide.”

A genuine smile spreads across Tilly’s face. “Start the club. Hope you don’t mind being lonely.”

I take a few steps away, feeling like I’ve already met Tilly. The quick, observant wit. Poking and prodding me with the twist of a finger. A less-crass Carrigan. With a direct line to Brighton.

We cheer together but farther apart for Brighton, who flips and nears the 200 mark of his 500-yard freestyle. The distance from me doesn’t slow Tilly’s questioning. “Does No-Name Girlfriend attend Neptune State? We should do a double date.”

“Her name is Carrigan Winchester.”

I sound petulant, maybe. Like a boy out to prove his real girlfriend is in fact real, dammit. Tilly nods emphatically. A slight bemusement in her keen eyes. “By double date, I mean somewhere like Finnegan’s. You know, affordable. If you’re even allowed to be seen out with the peasants.”

“Brighton’s not a peasant,” I snap.

It’s the wrong move. A dick move. She was making a joke, and I shot it down like an unfunny douche. I’ve never let money influence my relationships. Least of all with Brighton. He would never say something like—

Shit, dude. Lighten up. Why am I losing my cool?

And why do I feel so sour? Like piss-in-my-cornflakes sour.

…Boyfriend.

The word echoes in my head. A bad punchline with a setup I wish I could remember. Or forget the whole thing.

But I’m not going anywhere. Not during Brighton’s swim. I cheer for the rest of his race, screaming every time he takes a breath near me. All the way to the final lap, when I follow along the edge of the pool, urging him all the way to the end. Only realizing afterward that I must look ridiculous. And not just to Tilly. To anyone watching, really.

Brighton smiles at me from the wall. His teeth and lips so big and bright. With goggles and a swim cap on, his entire face is one huge, beaming smile.

I release a heavy breath and grin back at him like sunshine.

The rest of the swim meet passes by. Even the close finish of our 200 free relay—winning by only .04 seconds!—falls short of how Brighton looked at me. I can’t explain it. The win didn’t feel any less gratifying, especially with the uncertainty of throwing a freshman onto the relay in place of an injured Parrish. But it wasn’t the moment replaying in my head as I warmed down, showered, and changed into my team sweats.

I haven’t spoken to Brighton yet, but I sense his closeness. His glances from afar. It’s only when I exit the visiting team’s locker room that I notice him chatting with Tilly near the exit. That’s when my stride slows.

I guess this is what being a third wheel feels like.

With no possible way to sneak by them, I pull out my phone to pretend I’m not watching them while waiting for them to notice me. Yeah, you heard me. Jance Stringfellow—playing pretend and waiting to be noticed. Sheesh.

Tilly says something funny. Or maybe Brighton does. They probably share the same brain. Either way, they both burst into a fit of giggles, clutching each other for balance. It’s such a warm, inviting sight. But it itches. It burrows into my ears and hardens like old wax. My face feels weird; I realize I’m frowning. It’s been happening lately. Frowning face, tense muscles, heavy feet. I swam great today, tasted success by mere milliseconds more than once, and yet I’m cringing at the sound of boundless laughter.

Fucking curmudgeon. And Mother’s nowhere to be found. I’m the only one to blame. Just great.

Fed up, I get ready to storm past the two laugh-out-loud lovebirds without so much as a glance—my phone rings. Nobody I know. As Brighton’s teary eyes catch me, I pivot away and answer the call. “Yeah?”

“Okay, first—a grouchy Yeah is for telemarketers and boundary-abusing mothers. Hello or Hiya or even Hidey Ho, Neighbor is how you greet friends. We are friends, aren’t we? Otherwise, I’m pretend-dating the wrong swim bro.”

It takes me a moment to process that fast clip of words. The girlish but husky tone. The spitfire sass that’s sticky as spilled syrup. “Sorry. Hi.”

“Acceptable, I guess.” The voice pauses, and Carrigan’s image finally forms in my head. That’s twice now I’ve been slow on the uptake. “Did they cancel your pool party or something? All those speedos with nowhere to go.”

“Carrigan.” The plea in my voice is strong. I go louder, brighter. “Hey, babe! How are ya?!” It’s too much. I can hear her eyes roll right out of her head. I tone it down. “Great swims today. Wish you could’ve seen me kill it.”

“Take it down one more notch, Mr. Adderall. You’ve never done this before, I know.” Carrigan sighs. “You’ve got no salesmanship. But I’ll help you sell it. Take a pic for me.”

My voice drops. “Uh, of my…?”

“If you say dick, I’m ending this call and hiring a penis assassin. Make it quick, make it cute. You’re clearly showing off for someone, so show off. Stop beating around my bush—how hot is she?”

My mind plays catch up. Can I blame the chlorine? Or post-meet fatigue? “Sorry, can you talk to me like I’m a dumb jock in need of a tutor?” Which reminds me…

“Okay, jockstrap.” I can hear the slight smile in Carrigan’s voice. All is not lost. Yet. “Smile for the camera, tell your friend that your beautiful girlfriend misses you, and then await further instructions.”

Brighton and Tilly are staring. I switch my phone to camera mode and hold it up high, charging up all the megawattage I can spare for a selfie smile. I even tug up my shirt to show off my cum gutters (or whatever the hell doctors and anatomy professors call them) and send the pic to Carrigan. I glance over and say, “My sexy girlfriend’s horny.”

In the silence, I hear the imaginary drums with their ba dum tss.

On the phone: “Damn, Jan. I forgot how much of a prime rib you are. So I’ll ignore the idiocy of that line. But please tell her you’re doing a himbo bit.”

Instead, I want to tell Carrigan I’m not trying to impress any girls.

“Sorry,” I say to Brighton and Tilly. “Bad joke.”

“…I’m going to go check on Cloud,” Tilly says. Brighton almost latches onto her, but she shakes her head. Gives him a peck on the cheek. “See you two on the bus!”

“I wanna see her!” Carrigan shouts from the other end of the call. I hide the phone behind my back, trying to convey to Brighton that this is all a big joke. He’s biting his lip. It’s making me nervous.

A different kind of itch scurries across my skin.

With so much history between us, a shared silence should sit casually. Not ache like a throbbing, stubbed toe.

Finally: “That relay was really amazing. All your swims were.”

“Thanks,” I mumble, scratching the back of my head. “Your 500 was fun to watch.”

Brighton blushes. “You were doing more than watching.”

“Sorry, I—”

“No, I liked it.” He giggles. “It was very motivating. I thought you were going to cannonball on top of me if I didn’t go fast enough.”

“I got caught up in the moment. I was actually supposed to—”

Count for you. What’s the point of telling him something I didn’t do? It’s the thought that counts? If I’d thought sooner, I would’ve been the actual counter. Shown Tilly who needs to be there for Brighton.

As if he’s reading my mind, Brighton’s searching my face and nodding along. Shouldn’t we be on the bus by now? “I couldn’t believe Rainer got on the relay.”

“Yeah, last-minute surprise. Worked out though. Parrish is, uh…” A flash of guilt in Brighton’s eyes. I shake my head. “He was injured before he crashed into you at the apartments. He was hiding it. He got caught.”

“Maybe he had a good reason…” Brighton shifts his swim bag to his other shoulder and unzips it. Fishes something out. “Here you go.”

He hands me a thick protein bar. “What’s this for?”

“To tell all your secrets,” he says. “A protein bar will never betray you. And, you can eat it at the first sign of suspicion and swallow all your secrets back into your tummy.”

I stare at the bar, then at Brighton. “You’re the only person I know who can make ridiculous shit sound logical.”

“Guess it’s the English major in me. Are you still one as well?”

“For the moment.” I flip the protein bar into the air and catch it. My answer causes his face to slip into an in-between place. I’m not sure if I should explain my academic situation more or blow it off. If I asked him to tutor me—

—like I’m a dumb jock in need of a—

I slap my phone to my ear, having forgotten it existed at all. “Sorry, babe! I’m still here.”

Silence on the other end. Brighton ducks away to give me privacy, but I jab him with the protein bar. “You take it, B. You need it more than I do.” I smile and flex my bicep, but he suddenly seems distracted, confused. With a limp nod, he takes the bar without looking up at me.

Before I can follow him, Carrigan screams into my ear, “I knew it!”

I flinch in pain. “That was right in my ear.”

“Which is right where I need to be,” Carrigan purrs. “You need my help. You got it real bad, boy toy.”

I notice Cloud and Tilly meeting outside the locker rooms and heading this way, Rainer trailing not too far behind. No one else is usually later than him. That means it’s time for me to go. “You make talking complicated.”

She laughs. “Or maybe you’re not used to listening. Girls and boys throwing themselves at you make it pretty obsolete.”

“Nobody throws themselves at me.”

“Spoken like a truly clueless hottie.” More girlish, breathy laughter. I’m starting to feel left out by missing all these apparently hilarious jokes. “I get your deal now. I approve. Or, at least, I accept the challenge of steering your clunky, rusty jock ship.”

I push outside into the sunshine and feel a little better. A little heat, a little shine. A day made for relaxing. Worries and cares forgotten like clouds on a blue-sky afternoon. “And I accept I’ll never understand what the hell you’re saying.”

“Screw understanding,” Carrigan says. “Listen and follow. I won’t steer you wrong. Now stop what you’re doing.”

I halt on the walkway, our charter bus in view down the street. Why not? A girl I barely know who’s currently almost 300 miles away is calling all my shots. Maybe she’ll make better choices than I have for the past couple weeks.

Tilly’s gaze lingers on me as she and Cloud pass, followed shortly after by Rainer, who blows me an air kiss with his middle finger. “Carrigan, I need to get on the bus or my ass is getting left at Ferguson.”

“Is Brighton already on the bus?”

The pit of my stomach wobbles. My lips resist my words, but somehow I say, “Yeah, so what?”

An irritated sigh. “My tolerance for bullshit is severely low, Captain Ahab. I know you’re chasing your blond whale, so just trust me and quit acting like a dumbass dude-bro.”

A cloud moves in front of the sun to join my overcast mood. “I’m listening and following. I’m the last one on the bus now.”

“Good. When you pass Brighton in the aisle, say nothing. Turn to the closest guy, touch him, say something nice. Keep moving. Now hang up. I have errands: tequila acquisition, a mini Brazilian wax, and coming up with a good excuse to get out of Mother-Daughter-Sister-Bitch brunch tomorrow.”

As much chaos as I’m courting by listening to anything Carrigan says, it fills me with the slightest bit of excitement. A temporary pass to be reckless. I’m not at the controls anymore. Let someone else worry about it. Can’t blame me.

Before I can hang up as I step onto the bus, Carrigan adds, “And don’t ever reject a gift like that again. Protein bar, study notes, messy blowjob. Even morons know better. Bye, Jan!”

I never told Carrigan I wasn’t a moron. Guess I didn’t have to.

I never told her how I feel about Brighton.

Guess I didn’t have to.
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THE PROTEIN BAR tastes dry and chunky. I force it down and chug from my water bottle. I don’t feel any bigger, but it beats the alternative of inhaling cans of spinach. Been there, done that.

Still tiny. Soft. Weak.

Sensitive.

I know Jance didn’t mean anything by it. He’s never made fun of my size. Not even in friendly banter. He’s offered to help me bulk up at times, but it’s not something he’s pushed. Ever. And yet, he looks the way he does. So do the other upperclassmen. So does Cloud. When I look at myself…

I finish the bar and stare out the window, ignoring how heavy and pointless it feels in my tummy. Guess I should’ve told it some secrets first. Now all it’s doing is judging me for eating it. No secrets, no muscles, no point. I slip my hands under my team shirt and grope different parts of my torso, searching for definition and hardness. I’m lean, and my tan enhances that. I can—and do—eat all the sweets I want while still being able to count my abs. I should be grateful. People say you are what you eat. I’ve been told I’m sweet.

But I never, ever eat string beans. So what gives?

A flicker of heat remains in my chest. Before we even left Ferguson University, Rainer was all up in our business. Something is definitely going on with him and Cloud. But when Jance walked by and touched Rainer right next to me—I had an out-of-body experience. One in which I floated up and away, while my body became a volcano. And then Rainer called me an angry chihuahua and implied I had a secret lover and—

I’m seeing red just thinking about it. It was only twenty minutes ago. I’ve never regretted being raised a pacifist. Except for that exact moment. I may be small, but plenty of animals take down foes twice their size.

I wasn’t afraid of Rainer. I was afraid of me.

Violent urges. Sticky, hard urges. Confusing urges about the person I used to know as well as I knew myself. I’m scared the surprises will keep coming.

And I’ll no longer recognize myself.

Maybe that’s a good thing. This dating charade (that wasn’t supposed to happen, but Tilly understandably panicked) won’t last. Jance has a new, sudden girlfriend named Babe. I’m a college swimmer and an English major and Cloud and Rainer are hiding something and, and, and—everything is already changing.

Everything but the Brighton in my mirror.

Gritting my teeth, I reach into my swim bag for my travel-size protein powder. It’s meant for quick recovery after practice or a meet. I drank my shake in the locker room. But it’s not enough. Protein is the essential macronutrient building block for increasing muscle mass. So I dump two scoops into what’s left in my water bottle, shake it up, and force the thickening contents down the hatch.

Tilly glances over at me but says nothing. She does that a lot. Her eyes do so much talking. I down the last of the shake and smile. Her eyes say I don’t believe you. But she smiles back and looks away.

We stop at a sandwich place on the way back to campus. Hayes, one of the graduate assistant coaches who’s even bigger than Jance, collects orders. At the last moment, I change my mind about the veggie delight option.

Meat. Protein. Muscles.

“The Mighty Morphin’ Meat Rager,” I say, reading off the menu on my phone.

Hayes looks like he’s about to laugh at a joke. Then he realizes my face isn’t funny. Not in the least. “Got it, Brighton. Chips or fruit cup as a side?”

Tilly almost says something. The words fight her lips, her tongue. Her whole facial expression works to contain the judgment, the concern, the question.

Aren’t you a vegan?

Vegetarian, technically. Thanks to the versatility and appeal of eggs.

Ex-vegetarian, I think, as I bite into the lumpy sandwich. Too many meats to count or name. I’d rather not know the victims. I’d rather feel the protein filling me up and filling me out.

At one point, I think I’m crying. But it’s just the splattering juices flecking my cheeks with each massive bite. Meat is messy.

By the time we’re back on campus, my tummy is not happy. Maybe it’s guilt. I’ve indulged outside my vegan restrictions before, either by accident or a one-and-done transgression. But this is the first time I’m sticking with it. Even little by little, I still feel the change stirring within me. A slow-motion betrayal is still a betrayal. Even if nobody knows it but me (and the meats).

I try to rest, try to study, but Rainer intrudes. He’s doing some kind of performative gesture that has something to do with Cloud. I can still feel that sharp edge of anger close by, so I try to blow him off. Magnus helps, surprisingly. Magnus, who seems to disappear when he’s not stone-faced staring at me or choosing a precise, brief moment to come to my aid. I live with the guy, and the more time that passes, the more his mystique grows. Something is going on—I could say that about almost everyone around me lately. So I don’t ask. I don’t tell. I go to bed early to give him some alone time.

I dream of being chased by a meat monster. It calls me meat lover as it devours my lower half. It should be a nightmare. But it’s like a bad joke.

I wake up too early, sweaty and bored. In the bathroom, I pull my shirt off and inspect the mirror. I flex. If I get really close to the mirror and squint, my right bicep looks a little bigger.

Soon, I’ll have to cut off all the sleeves of my shirts.

I go to the student-athlete gym. It’s Sunday, but I’m too restless to rest. And all the mirrors tell me I’m too tiny to take a day off.

I agree.

An hour later, I soak up a hot shower in the swim team locker room. I soap my body and trace along every curve, dent, and dimple of muscle I can find. I pretend my hands aren’t my own. They’re bigger, rougher. Exploring my body and pressing me into the hard, slick tiles on the wall. Before I know it, my soaking wet undies (with cartoon flamingos this time) are stretched with arousal. I didn’t bother removing them. It’s so strange, to feel this way. This heat. This need. I peel my underwear off and drop it to my ankles. So I can stare at myself. The thickness. Throbbing. Needy. I don’t even touch myself. The thought of strong hands on me, pulling and pressing. My dick twitches. Arousal continues flooding my stomach.

I need to know. For sure.

I recall that night outside Jance’s bathroom. The way the light struck his chiseled body. His darkened face. How those twin lines cut from his hips to the trimmed hair surrounding his dick—the size, the shape, the heft.

I lick my lips. My body’s hotter than the shower now. Sunshine heating lava. A desire that’s erupted into the inescapable light of day. No return. No denial.

I touch myself. I wrap my fingers around my length. Tight enough for friction. Loose enough to slide from the root to the head. The more I do it, the harder, the faster I go. Thinking of Jance. Catching me. Tickling me. Towering over me in the naked darkness. You can’t see me?

I can see everything.

Everything I want.

The orgasm pop-pop-pops like a firecracker, as sudden and sharp as a scare-turned-thrill. A geyser of flame lifts up my insides and burns my veins, driving high-pitched, nonsensical sounds from my quivering lips. I clutch at the wall, afraid my jelly legs will give up against gravity. My body shudders, and I splatter the wall with ejaculate. I stumble backward and lower to my knees. To catch my breath. To collect my frayed, scorched thoughts.

Jance. Jance. Jance.

A collection of repetitions. I know what I just did. I know what it means. The stain on the wall tells me so. So does the flush in my skin and the semi-hardness lingering in my thing. I let my fingers dance along my arms. My chest. My abs. They dip lower. To my balls. Lower.

I stop. Alone in the steamy showers, I want nothing more than for my best friend to see what I’m becoming. To know what I will be.

To taste what’s inside me.

It’s always been there, and now, it’s coming out.

My feelings for Jance—huge, unstoppable, messy and daring.

Everything I am not. But I will be, right?

The Jance in my mind says, You better fucking believe it, B. 




~     ~     ~     ~     ~     ~




Change is a lot like a guard dog; its bark is worse than its bite. Castle and Rook can howl like no others, then lick you silly. Change scares you, makes you consider turning away, backing off.

Then, on the other side of the bite, it’s more like a sloppy dog kiss. Thanks for paying attention. Thanks for giving me a chance. Now throw the ball, human.

I’m throwing the ball—and I’m catching it, too.

I’ve never been a fan of lifting weights. Swimmers tend to complain about the land-based requirements of our training. Most detest cardio. Especially running. I love to run. So for me, my complaint has always been the gym. Dumbbells, barbells, squats, bench press, machines. Like I’ve been told many times: distance swimmers don’t need to be big.

But now, I love it. The change is here to stay. Woof.

I’m not swimming as well at practice, but my body is growing. Hardening. Bulging. I may struggle to finish a long set or have to drop to the back of the distance lane or accept a slower 500-free time at our second swim meet, but the mirror is starting to make me smile. A tough, ripped reflection. Not by most standards. But by mine—the soft, sensitive Brighton I’ve always been—the stranger in the mirror is looking more familiar. When he flexes, his biceps, deltoids, and triceps all stand out. A plumpness to his pecs. A thickness to his thighs. I no longer care if anyone catches me staring at him—at me. In the gym, in the locker room, in my dorm bathroom. It’s working. I’m getting bigger.

Two weeks feel like two months. Like Big Brighton has always lived inside Lil’ Brighton. A reverse nesting doll. Same old rosy cheeks and round face. But bigger everything else, popping out as if it’s been waiting impatiently.

And best of all… Jance notices. He doesn’t say anything. Doesn’t have to.

I watch how he watches me.

It excites me. Arouses me.

The bigger I get, the smaller my confusion and worries seem.

And then, almost three weeks since I committed to meat, muscles, and protein, Jance finally says what I’ve been waiting to hear for longer than I can remember:

“I almost don’t recognize you, B.”

No. Not that. This.

“You’re looking pretty swole, big guy.”

A heat wave washes over me, flooding me from head to toe. Arousal, pride, and giddiness nearly overwhelm my system, but somehow I keep an easy smile and a casual shrug. “I’m still below my goal weight.”

He shoots me an odd look. “Wanna partner up today? Styles is taking a make-up exam.”

Another surge of fiery delight. I’m practically bouncing on my toes. But Big Brighton doesn’t squeal. Doesn’t act silly. Instead, I slink past Jance and say, “Only if you promise to give me a thorough workout.”

I don’t wait for his reaction. I pick the weight rack in the corner and stack plates onto the bar, preparing for the first set of clean and jerks. When I’ve got the bar ready and at my feet, Jance whispers, “You feeling okay?”

I stare at us in the mirror, his concerned reflection high above my unbothered one. “Don’t I look okay?”

“Brighton.” Our eyes lock. Our bodies close in enough to share warmth.

“Jance.”

“You’ve been acting…” His gaze falters. He sighs. “Never mind. Let’s do this.”

I grip the bar and lift it off the floor. With a grunt, I yank the weights up, focusing on explosive power to lift them up while dropping my elbows beneath the bar, then pressing it overhead. Then I reverse direction, letting my arms hang down with the bar against my thighs. I finish seven more reps, watching my body in the mirror. To keep my form safe and smart. Proper technique and all.

And watching the way my muscles dance with exertion.

Wanting Jance to watch them, too.

We switch positions. As he adds weight, my stomach tightens. I’m nowhere near as strong as Jance, but if he’s going bigger, harder—so am I.

I step to the side. Otherwise, I can’t see around Jance. His size dwarfs mine in the mirror, and I can’t help but study the way his veins writhe. How his meaty muscles bulge and flex. His face strains with effort, and even that excites me. As easy-going as he is in life, he still puts one hundred percent into his training. Even though he could coast by on talent and size.

For a fleeting, dizzying moment, I wonder if he’s trying to impress me.

We switch again. I add weight. It’s trickier this time, so I focus more. Take my time. Try not to be distracted by the two boys in the mirror.

“Come on, B. You got this.”

I grin and bust out the final few reps—the last one fights me. I struggle for a moment, and Jance spots me close. Presses his body to mine just slightly while supporting some of the weight.

I’d be lying if I said I didn’t pretend to struggle a bit more.

Jance helps me finish the last rep and lingers, his musky scent mixing with fresh sweat and clean deodorant taking hold of me. Enveloping me in an olfactory caress that may as well be two fingers hooking my nostrils. I close my eyes and inhale.

“I love the way you smell.”

Jance immediately pulls back. His big body stiff and on edge. Eyes narrowed at me. I giggle. “What? Now I can’t make jokes?”

He rubs the back of his neck. “Sorry, I…”

“Apologize after you finish your last set.”

Jance stares at me for a long moment. I can’t begin to explain how the scrutiny feels. So, I slide around him, staying close and behind, as I wait for him to get back to it. We’ve got plenty of exercises left. I poke him in the lower back. “No time to dawdle, J. We’re falling behind.”

When we finish, we’re both exhausted and sweaty. I’ve been pushing myself in the weight room for almost three weeks now, but today has been beyond my max. I can feel my rotator cuff protesting by the end, burning and whining as it fails to get me to back down. I didn’t match weight with Jance, but taking into consideration the difference in our mass, I think we came pretty close. He might even look more winded than me.

Or maybe that’s just his look of quiet consternation.

I crave it. The way I’m surprising him. Reminding him that no matter how long we’ve known each other, he’s never going to have me completely figured out.

A little misunderstood. A little underestimated. Makes me feel like I’m growing. Gaining. Changing.

In the locker room, the guys rush to get into practice speedos and collect their swim bags. Coach Harley has a short fuse for tardiness, and I normally agree. But I take my time because Jance is moving slowly, too. For the first time ever, I strip off my underwear at my locker. No more cartoons. Simple black briefs. I like the way they complement my quads and hips. As I fish my speedo out of the locker, I hear Jance drop his water bottle. The way it clatters on the hard floor sends a jolt of adrenaline through my body. I don’t need to look to know he sees me, even if he’s trying not to. He won’t look, but he wants to. I can taste the desire in the air. Erotic, undeniable.

As he slams something into the back of his locker, I pull my speedo up and knot it before looking over and asking, “You feeling okay?”

Jance snatches his swim bag off its hook, slams his locker shut, and hurries by me with a quick glance. “Yep.”

Then he’s gone. I gather my things and allow myself a single, pleasure-filled giggle. I’ll probably get chewed out by Coach Harley for being late, but some things are worth a public reprimand.

Watching my giant of a best friend squirm is definitely near the tip-tippy-toppy of my list.

Now to find out what’s even higher…
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A SHIT SESSION in the weight room is followed by a shit practice is followed by a shit night class. I should really care more about a finance course if I’m gonna switch out of being an English major. I should really not care about whatever kind of personality transplant Brighton has been receiving these last couple of weeks. I even google traumatic brain injury without knowing, but the internet won’t give me any helpful answers. So I go to the next-best source.

Carrigan.

More makeup, fewer clothes, and hair that I can only describe as sex-yanked complete the transformation from when I first met her with Mother. Carrigan’s energy is a whirlpool, and no matter how close or how far, she sucks me in. I often remind myself how lucky I am that she’s not trying to seduce me.

Even the greatest swimmers couldn’t withstand a sultry, crass whirlpool.

“Think of me as your sister,” she blurts, lying in my bed with her feet in the air while adjusting her fishnet tights.

“I’d rather not,” I say, gathering my clothes. “We agreed to make this less weird.”

“I never would’ve pegged you for a prude.”

An irritated sigh scratches my throat. A sound I rarely used to make until recently. “If not wanting to be ogled while I’m naked makes me a prude, then call me fucking Prudence and let me change in peace.”

“Relax, do you see a gun to your head?”

I dig through my underwear, pausing briefly at the FUCK jockstrap curled around my fingers. I shove it in deeper and pick the most bland pair of boxer briefs I can find. “Remind me why you’re here?”

“I don’t like my protégé to be stressed out.” She drops her legs and swings herself off my bed. “And that big body of yours is a tightly wound coil if I’ve ever seen one.”

“I’m not stressed out. And I’m not your protégé.”

“And I’m not here for charity. Or attitude. I’m here to get you laid.”

I slam my drawer so hard the dresser bangs against the wall. “Not interested.”

Before I can hide in the bathroom, Carrigan says, “I know someone who would just hate to hear those two words.”

I flash back to the weight room, the locker room. Brighton’s behavior. His body. His words. The way he wore the most basic underwear and so nonchalantly dropped them when we were the last two in the locker room. His full, round ass. The way his voice clawed at me while saying, You feeling okay?

Something’s wrong. I know it in my gut. In my head and in my heart. Even if other parts of me wanna feel things very differently. The thought of my hands on his shoulders. Fingers in his hair. Quivering lips and arched back and—

“Fuck!”

Carrigan blinks. Rides the silence while I lean on the doorframe like an overworked asshole. “Jance. It’s just sex.”

“I’ve had just-sex.”

“And now you can have just-gay-sex.”

“Brighton isn’t gay,” I whine. I don’t bother saying the same about myself, ’cause honestly all of my identities are up for grabs lately. “He’s dating a girl on the team. She’s smart and clever and helpful and—”

“A lot like me, I bet.” Carrigan hits me with her best Cheshire smile. “You and Brighton are two peas in a clueless pod. Hilarious. But one of you needs to wake up and smell the pheromones.”

“Stop telling me to fuck my best friend.”

“I have never once uttered those words.” She perches on my desk and crosses her legs. “I’ve danced around them, but you’re the one who just pinned them with a spotlight. I think it’s time to ask them to dance.”

“There’s something wrong with him. And I think it’s because of me.”

Carrigan gags. “How noble. And self-centered. That cutie-patootie is in his first year of college and finding his best self. You don’t have to agree with it or like it, but you damn well better respect it. A boy like that needs to try on a lot of outfits before he knows what he wants. Well…” Her eyes skim over my body. Her smile, devilish. “Before he knows how to get what he wants.”

“I don’t disagree, I just… I’m not used to not knowing him. And not knowing myself.”

“Think of how great that is, Stringfellow. You don’t have to know. Just be. Figure the rest out later. Later as in not tonight. You need to get ready for our date.”

“Carrigan…”

She dashes from my desk to my closet. “Double date, stud. I’ll make sure I give you a perfect lead-off.”

“Was that a swimming reference?”

“Maybe. There’s gonna be four of us. Sounds like a sexy relay. But instead of water sports and swimsuits, I’m thinking…”

Carrigan grabs a few items from my closet, then rushes over to my dresser. I groan before I even know what she’s doing. Because I already know her. “No, seriously, Carrigan.”

She stuffs the clothes into my chest and snatches away everything I already picked. “You’ve got twenty minutes, Jan. Then we’ll take some selfies, swap perfume and cologne, and show up to the restaurant a cool ten minutes late. And you better be wearing everything I picked out. Trust me, I know what I’m doing.”

I don’t trust Carrigan. I don’t trust myself. I’m not even sure I trust Brighton anymore. As I step into the bathroom and strip, I plead to myself in the mirror. “Whatever you do, please don’t fuck this up.”




~     ~     ~     ~     ~     ~




The restaurant is French, and apparently so is Carrigan, because she speaks the language with flair and ease. At least to my untrained ears. Still dressed as a punk-rock sorority sister, her demeanor and diction shift into one of refinement and warmth, creating a charismatic contrast. The maître d’ and waiter both stumble over themselves around her, and Tilly is even more taken aback. I can see a little-sister, schoolgirl crush blooming in real time. I’m grateful for all the distractions. I’m desperate for them.

Since I audibly moaned the moment I spotted Brighton.

I covered it with a cough, but Carrigan hit me with the side eye. Even she seemed a little startled by Brighton’s appearance. It is, after all, the first time they’re meeting. And none of my descriptions could do him justice. At least, this current version. I’m not even sure I can call him Brighton anymore.

There are words I know not yet, but they whisper under my skin all the same.

“Merci,” Carrigan says, finishing our order and shooing the waiter away. “Damn, I bet that dude would trade a twenty-five percent tip for a chance to go down on me.”

Brighton and Tilly’s heads spin. It’s a whiplash I’m quite familiar with now, and it makes me feel a little more grounded with Carrigan in my corner.

But then my eyes drift back to Brighton and his outfit…

The shirt is shimmery, almost sheer, and the color of the Merlot Mother often enjoys at dinner. The fabric fits snugly, more like a second skin than constricting. Enough buttons are undone to show off the new striation in the center of his chest and a peek at his upper abs. A thin, gold chain hangs below his collarbones, catching both the light and my attention.

The dress pants are charcoal black, encasing Brighton’s lower half like a svelte but muscled hug. He’s sitting on his ass, so I can only imagine what the pants are doing there. I still have time to prepare for it, so I don’t come off as a gobsmacked moron. At least, I hope that quality isn’t already showing on my face.

A belt, watch, and shoes match with the same shade of mahogany, completing the ensemble in a way that keeps my eyes constantly moving. Even partially obscured by the table, his image teases me. So close but out of reach.

And his hair…

Some kind of product. A mousse or pomade, I don’t know. It tames his curls. Gives them a messy, crunchy look. Tips the ends down his forehead and almost in his eyes, which occasionally flick in my direction with their heavy, full eyelashes. Maybe he’s wearing mascara.

But worst (and best) of all… is the smell. Fuck me, it’s like a homecooked meal freshly prepared at the end of a day spent working out and starving. I’m pretty sure my stomach growled at some point. Did he go to the mall and try on cologne just for this dinner? Or have I simply never noticed his scent in this way before? If I close my eyes and deny all the visuals, that scent is still more than enough to entice me. I can’t even focus on what Carrigan ordered for the table. I just want a taste of—

“Brighton,” Carrigan says. “Jance has told me so much about you.”

“He has a lot to tell. We’ve known each other a long time.” Even his voice is darker, stronger. A fingernail tracing beneath my jaw and taking my pulse. “And still there are things to learn.”

“Where do you go to school?” Tilly blurts, earning a soft smile from Carrigan.

“I have a degree in economics from Waverly. And a minor in French.” She gestures at our surroundings. “I’m considering an MBA at the moment. Or perhaps law school.”

Tilly nods. “That’s so, so cool.”

Brighton pats her leg under the table. “Simmer, girl.”

I stare at him. Even the softness in his face looks more chiseled now. Someone stuck the Brighton I knew in a kiln and gave him an unrecognizable glaze. He’s not just growing, he’s changing. I can’t understand why—maybe it’s none of my business.

I distract myself with bread, slathering it with olive oil and stuffing it down my throat with ease.

“Don’t fill up on bread,” Brighton and Carrigan say. They glance at one another with polite smiles.

I gulp and lick my lips. “I got plenty of room to fill.”

Neither of them responds, and I can’t read their smiles. Are they the same? Why is everything so mysterious and unspoken? I know this is kind of a fancy restaurant, but dammit. Can we act like we’re college students?

“Don’t hold it all in on our account,” Brighton says. “Your face wants to speak.”

“My face wants to eat.”

“We’re here to get to know each other, babe,” Carrigan says. “Conversation is the seed of companionship.”

“Maybe I don’t feel like sowing all the seeds.”

Brighton leans back in his chair. That golden chain shines on his lean-muscled chest. “What do you feel like, Jance?”

“Meat,” I say, receiving three confused looks. “Why are you eating it now?”

Brighton shrugs. “If I never explore things beyond the way I was raised, how will I know I’m being my true self and not just the person my parents want me to be?”

Sounds like the over-worded version of something I’ve said to Mother. “But you’re vegan.”

“Am I, Jance?”

Something grinds inside me. A stick in the spokes. Nails on a chalkboard. This isn’t Brighton, and it’s starting to piss me off. “You’re a vegan who eats meat, yeah.”

“Babe, that would make him an omnivore,” Carrigan chimes in.

“Whatever,” I snap. “Abandon your beliefs. That’s what college is all about, I guess.”

“Or,” Tilly says, sensing the mounting tension and inflecting her voice with a soothing quality. “Expanding how we see ourselves. How we see each other. Molding, emulating, experimenting. This is the time. Brains are still developing. Identities are still forming.”

“So are those Magnus’s clothes again or some other guy’s?”

Carrigan kicks me under the table, but I barely feel it. The way Brighton smiles at me… I feel that. It’s the way I imagine a shark would smile when its dinner unknowingly swims into its path. “You don’t like them?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“So you do like them.”

“I didn’t—” I stuff more bread into my mouth. Carrigan kicks me higher in the leg, digging her pointy shoe into my calf muscle. I flinch but ignore her. Keep chewing. “You look like you’re playing dress-up.”

“Undressing a doll is the only way to change it.”

I choke on the last swallow of sticky bread. I force it down and shift in my chair, suddenly hating my own outfit. Not only because it looks bland next to Brighton’s, but because everything is too tight. Itchy and uncomfortable. The way I usually feel when Mother passes judgment.

Why the fuck am I feeling this way around Brighton?

“I think you look nice,” he says, almost sounding charitable. I’m wearing a pale blue button-down and crisp khakis. At least Carrigan let me stay simple. It’s what I’m wearing underneath the pants that makes me flustered.

Especially when Brighton’s gaze lingers on me.

I’m reminded of what I’m wearing with exact certainty because I feel the material stretching at my crotch. “I dressed myself.”

“I had help.”

I turned to Tilly. “Did you pick out these clothes for him?”

Carrigan jabs her heel into my toes, and I nearly yelp. Tilly shakes her head, as our salads arrive. I’m not even sure I’m hungry hungry anymore, but Carrigan pecks me on the cheek and whispers, “Shut up and eat, you idiot.”

So I do. Like an idiot. And did Brighton lose another button? When he leans over his plate, there’s such an expanse of smooth, soft and tanned skin that I imagine my hands caressing it. Pushing apart the front of that stupid, showy shirt and claiming these new muscles of his within my greedy grasp.

I watch his lips as he eats. How his tongue darts out and licks. Those too-dark eyelashes flutter. The way his Adam’s apple bobs as he swallows. He’s definitely wearing mascara. He definitely undid another button. He’s definitely trying to drive me wild.

It’s fucking working, all right.

“Excuse me,” Brighton says, dabbing his mouth with his napkin and stepping away from the table. As he leaves, Carrigan flashes a look at me that says, I dare you to follow him. My feet nearly walk away without me, so I grip the chair tightly. Carrigan nods her approval at my resistance, then chats with Tilly. I don’t hear anything. I stare at Brighton’s empty chair, needing to know why he is acting so strange. Why he is abandoning the silly, sweet, blond-curled goofball I’ve known for the last decade?

And why am I losing my shit every time his gaze taunts me?

“Gotta piss.”

“Jance,” Carrigan warns. “Tell Tilly about how you’re thinking of changing your major.”

“I’m thinking of changing my major,” I say, not looking at either of them.

“From English? Like Brighton, right?”

If this Brighton is even still an English major.

“I guess. It’s just not working.”

“Then maybe,” Carrigan says, “You should share your options.”

“I said I gotta piss.”

Carrigan uses her tried-and-true method, but this time, I dodge her kick. I’m already on my feet, pushing away from the table and dodging everything in my path toward where I think the restroom is. Or maybe Brighton went outside to make a call? I’ll try the restroom first, then loop back and—

I slam into Brighton the moment I step into the side hallway. He stumbles backward—I lunge forward. I don’t quite catch him, but I steady him. My hands on his shoulders. Fingers digging into the firm but supple flesh beneath. His dazed look fades the moment he catches me looking at it. “Trying to recreate the past?”

“What the fuck does that mean?”

Brighton bristles at my harshness. I didn’t even mean it to sound that way. It just came out. Before I can apologize—

“It means I’m not a fucking damsel in distress.”

…Wait.

I did not hear that right. Did he just—

Now I feel like I’m the one about to lose my balance. The Earth has to be spinning off its axis if Brighton Bell is cussing in my face.

I realize I’m still holding him by the shoulders. Part of me wants to shake him until this hard, cool act of his falls to the ground. The other part of me wants to pull him to my chest and squeeze out all this uncertainty and weirdness.

Apparently, a third part of me exists. It wants to massage Brighton’s shoulders. “You’re tense.”

“Because you keep looking at me like I’m an alien.” He glances down at his shoes. “Or a lost puppy.” Then back up at my face. “Something fragile and weak.”

“You’re not weak, B.”

“Not as weak as you,” he says, staring straight into my soul.

My fingers have tucked into the edges of his shirt, teasing the firm skin beneath. The gold chain continues glinting at me. Demanding I look at Brighton’s pecs, his throat, his lips. I stop massaging and pretend I’m fixing his shirt. Straightening it, smoothing it out. Rebuttoning it. I do up enough buttons to hide the gold chain. Brighton remains motionless the whole time. Then he says, “What are you scared of?”

“Uh, at the moment? You.”

“Maybe you should be.”

Brighton reaches up and unbuttons my shirt, reversing what I just did to him and balancing us out. He fans his hands out, tracing his fingers along my collarbones. Dragging them down the slopes of my pecs and skimming my nipples. As he steps back, my cock reaches for him, tenting the front of my khakis.

He keeps his gaze locked on my face. I’d cover my crotch if the motion wouldn’t bring his attention right to it. “Who dressed you?”

“I’m not a doll.”

“Brighton,” I growl. “Who dressed you?”

His chest swells. He licks his lips. An uncertain smile. “Magnus. I asked for his help. Again.”

“Did he touch you?”

Brighton makes a face. “What does that even mean?”

I crowd Brighton against the wall, not giving a fuck if anyone walks out of the restroom doors. “Did.” I slowly undo his buttons. “He.” All the way down to the very last one. “Touch you.”

My fingers hover above his belt buckle. My throat burns. My body aches. My head feels like a balloon and an anvil at the same time. My bulge nearly presses into Brighton’s upper abs. And below it…

The telltale sign of arousal pushing out against his dress pants.

The sight doesn’t make sense. His. Mine. Inches apart and both swollen with need. Desire. Things we still can’t name.

Brighton’s fingers touch my belt, and my cock twitches just beneath it. We both see it. A soft intake of air. He tilts his face up to mine. Eyes wide. Lips wet. A familiar innocence in his face takes my hot blood and adds fire to the flames.

The sound of my belt buckle scraping undone is a gunshot—I’m off to the races. And away from whatever this is. Turning, taking off, staying in my lane and on my course as I flee through the restaurant, slapping my credit card on the table beside Carrigan without slowing, darting around tables, pushing through the front doors and out to an unexpectedly balmy evening that wrings the heat from my body and the sweat from my pores.

Carrigan drove us to the restaurant, and it’s at least a few miles from my apartment. But I need the exercise. The distraction. The space to throb and yearn. Phantom fingers on my chest. Wide eyes and wet lips. My dick aching and my belt buckle bouncing.

And a profound longing eating away at my heart, as I put more and more distance between my frenzied, fearful breaths and the attractive, alluring stranger posing as my best friend.








  
  
  13. BRIGHTON

  
  










FUDGE. Fudge! Fuck!

I multitask in the restroom mirror, biting my lips and wiping at my eyes, fixing my hair, struggling to button my shirt, and telling myself to breathe.

It’s a miracle I’m alone. I’d feel sorry for whatever poor soul stumbles into my mess when all he needs is to relieve himself.

By the time someone does walk in, I’m a semblance of a human. My eyes are red and my shirt is buttoned up to a near-choking level. But with a little more water, my hair looks better. Another breath, then my smile looks less forced.

I check my crotch for probably the hundredth time in five minutes. Everything is normal again. Not that it matters. Not that things will ever be normal again.

Jance saw. He looked right at it before I even realized how embarrassingly erect I was in these dumb, fancy pants.

He was big, too.

Could I be sure? Jance was big that night in the light (and the dark) but not aroused. Those khaki pants looked pretty tight. Maybe the angle or the way he was standing or—

You felt the warmth.

I was only going to inspect. To take a quick peek at his underwear. To tell if he was normal big or turned-on big. Turned on by…

By undressing me.

That’s what did it. I mean, I was already feeling things, lots of things during the evening. In spite of how hard I tried to ignore them. And then when he had me against the wall without touching me. That growl. Those rough fingers deftly moving to expose my body. The body I’ve been building so he would do things to it. 

That had made my thing ache harder than ever. If he had kept going with my belt, I think I would’ve made a mess right then and there.

But he hadn’t. I had. I did. I undid his belt.

And I think his dick moved for me.

It all happened so fast, but my mind conjures the memories in slow motion, painfully detailed. How his chest felt so strong when I rubbed my palms across it. How his eyes hooded when he said he was afraid of me.

How my mouth craved a taste. Of anything. All of it.

The arousal is already returning, and the only thing I can think of doing is throwing a tantrum. Like when Delia banned sweets in the house for a week after catching me chowing down on her famous pecan-and-date cookies she made for her gardening club.

I nearly went crazy back then.

Now, I don’t know what I am.

Sex, I think. I am sex? I want sex? Or just…

Sex. Jance.

Jance and sex.

I push down on my growing bulge, willing it away. Not even an awkward look from another patron is enough to make it go away. I stamp my foot in annoyance, then exit the restroom. By the time I’m back at the table, I’m more put together. Our meals are on the table. Tilly and Carrigan wait for me. When I sit down, they glance at each other. Jance’s chair is empty, as expected.

“We discuss the shitshow after we eat,” Carrigan says. “And after dessert. My treat.”

And so we do.

The meal is delicious, even though I’m wrecked and have no idea what half the things are that I put in my mouth. The dessert is divine. I’m full and content—even with the urge to cry or scream.

Carrigan pays for everyone’s meal (with Jance’s left-behind credit card), and then we’re out in the parking lot, where it’s too warm and the air is too still. I remember my shirt is buttoned up to the throat, but I can only undo a single button before I’m feeling Jance’s fingers in place of mine.

“Thank you for dinner,” I whisper, barely hearing my own voice.

“Whatever this is,” Carrigan says, as she waves her fingers at my appearance, “Isn’t bad. It may feel like a misfire, but the idea isn’t wrong. Back to the drawing board for the execution.”

I’m not sure what she means, and I’m too wrung out to even speculate. “Why are you being so nice to me? You don’t even know me.”

“Sweetie, you don’t even know you at the moment. But you’re absolutely adorable. So think of me as one of your little swimmer friends. Except I like to swim in pools of cute, dumb boys in need of direction.”

Not even Tilly can figure out this one. Our two brains together are useless here, so she takes my hand in hers. “Thank you for dinner. And the lovely company.”

“Oh, honey. If I had room, I’d take on girls, too.” Carrigan flips her hair and pulls out her phone, dialing as she saunters away. “Be safe, kids!”

And with that, Tilly and I are alone. Full stomachs, empty heads, and confused hearts. I feel ridiculous in my outfit and want to get out of it immediately. Apologize to Magnus for wasting his time and assistance.

“You look good, Bri,” Tilly says. “Whatever happened, don’t put all the blame on yourself. Jance was weird from the very beginning of dinner.”

I sigh, rubbing my tummy full of guilty meat. “If I’m so desperate to change, does that mean I hate myself?”

Tilly takes both of my hands and presses them to my chest. To my heartbeat. “Feel that? It means you’re human. Being human means you’re rarely satisfied, almost always changing. Sometimes the change is growth. Sometimes it’s simply a collection of differences. No one is expecting you to stay the same. Not even Jance. Change is scary, but scary doesn’t automatically mean bad. It’s the good things that are most terrifying when we don’t think we deserve them.”

I absorb her words as we climb into Tilly’s car, an old-model, slightly rusty minivan. We rarely have more than three bodies in it, so there’s always a lot of extra space. Like it’s waiting for us to add to our numbers. “How are you so wise?”

“Because I spend so much time living through others,” Tilly says. “Giving advice is a thousand times easier than taking it.”

I wonder if I’m a giver or a taker. If there are always two choices, right and wrong. Every moment with Jance is stitched into a path that will lead us closer—and one that will drive us apart. Being with him has never been this difficult. Did we switch paths along the way? While he got used to college and I finished high school, did the gap that’s always between us grow indefinitely? A chasm is widest when you’re floating above it, unable to believe you’ll reach the other side before the fall.

Maybe we’re already falling, and the chasm is deeper than it is wide. No water below to slow the descent. To swim. To float.

Falling forever in the space we can no longer share.

I bend over, clutch my head, and moan.

“Headache?”

“Thinking too much.”

Tilly nods and puts the minivan back in park. Mimics my body position. “Same.”

We suck in deep breaths and moan together, loudly and pitifully and hilariously. Thank god for friends, right?




~     ~     ~     ~     ~     ~




When I get back to the dorms, I pause outside Cloud and Rainer’s room. I listen discreetly, too embarrassed to press my ear to the door and really listen. I’m not nosy; I’m curious. I care about Cloud, and I want to make sure everything is okay.

And sometimes the sounds that come out of that room are very much more than okay. I blush just remembering some of them.

Nothing tonight, though. So, I move on to my own dorm room. But the door opens before I can reach it.

Captain Kelby pops out, looking frayed and stressed. And a little roughed up, like maybe he had to get physical to make his point. Captain Kelby is always making points. Most of them are reasonable. All of them are loud, direct, and sometimes forceful. I’ve never met someone more serious, except maybe Magnus. But in a completely different way. Captain Kelby is like the fun police. Magnus is like the… I-couldn’t-care-less police. If the two of them were fighting about something, it would have to be sooooo dire and dry.

“Hi, Captain Kelby.”

He startles, fully awake but still stuck in a fading dream. He peers over at me, then fixes his hair, his shirt. “Good evening, Brighton.”

“Did you win?”

He tucks in his shirt. “Excuse me?”

“You look like you were in a serious argument or a fight.”

Captain Kelby glances at my door, then at me. Shakes his head way too hard. “Preposterous. I would never stoop to base aggression. A heated debate, perhaps, but…” He trails off, looking away. Into the very recent past, maybe. “Some people just won’t be helped.”

“Does that mean we stop trying?”

His mouth opens. Closes. Opens again. “I’m not sure.”

I’ve only known Captain Kelby for about two months. Not once have I heard uncertain words cross his lips. It’s freaky. Everyone’s a little (or a lotta) off their game lately. Captain Kelby keeps fixing his appearance, but he looks fine. He’s fidgety but not leaving. Is he waiting for something? “Are you waiting for Magnus?”

“No.” He clears his throat. “We finished our conversation.”

“Okay, well, can I get into my room then?”

Captain Kelby glares like I’m making a joke at his expense. Until he realizes his big, nervous body is blocking my entry. “My apologies, Brighton.”

But he doesn’t move. Or stop smoothing, tucking, and fixing.

I expended all my assertiveness tonight, so I’ve got nothing to do. Nowhere to go. Not even enough energy to ask him nicely. His eyes catch on me once more. “Why are you dressed like that?”

“Oh, I… Do I look bad?” I hate the way I sound. Like I said, whatever devil-may-care energy I had—completely depleted.

“No, you look like… Well, it’s a very… I’m not sure if…” Captain Kelby gives up and scrubs both hands over his face.

“They’re Magnus’s clothes. He helped me get ready for a date with… I went out with Tilly. To a really fun French place. La Petite Mort, I think.”

Captain Kelby’s eyes widen. “I highly doubt that was the name of the restaurant. Unless this was a… club of sorts?”

Serious people are the easiest to tease. Not that I would ever dare tease Magnus. With Captain Kelby distracted, I squeeze by him and reach for my door. He steps away, but not before leaning in toward me. “You smell like him.”

Before I can respond, he shakes his head again, bids me goodnight, and hurries off through the back exit of the building.

I think Magnus smells amazing. Like a sexy laundry hamper, if that makes sense. I would never ever tell him that. But I did talk him into lending me a spritz of his cologne with the outfit. I really don’t know why he tolerates or helps me—I’ll never complain. If I could maintain one ounce of his coolness…

When I open the door, it bumps into my roommate. Apparently, I’m not the only guy who lurks around doors with a listening ear. “Sorry. Didn’t see you there.”

Magnus grumbles and heads for his desk, acting unaffected. But there’s a tension to his movement not usually present. A half-flex, ready to pounce. Certainly not on me, which would mean…

“Did you crash and burn?” he asks, not looking at me.

“Maybe? Definitely a fiery explosion. More train collision than plane going down, I think.”

A small smirk on Magnus’s lips. Scandinavians and their winter-dark sense of humor. “A disastrous date is better than a boring one.”

“Then this was a ten-car pile-up. A whole restaurant filled with rubberneckers watching me flail and fail.” Except Jance and I had been alone. That’s what made it so intense. I quickly unbutton the borrowed shirt before the phantom excitement can reclaim my body. I strip down to the borrowed underwear, feeling like a fraud because every single thing on my body tonight was borrowed from my roommate. Even the gunk still mattifying my wild curls.

“Keep them,” Magnus says without a glance. He’s writing in his journal. If there were ever a more tempting and dangerous artifact within reach…

Besides Jance.

“Cool. You can keep mine.” I’m referring to the pair of brightly colored undies featuring a comical chase between a tortoise and a hare that I traded Magnus for the sleek, black briefs currently hugging my hips. When Magnus made the request, I didn’t think twice. It’s not sexual. He probably finds it hilarious, knowing that his scary, deadpan demeanor is secretly connected to such a silly piece of clothing tucked out of sight.

Bad boys can’t act out to be different. That’s expected. They have to be clever.

I pull on my pajamas and crawl into bed, knowing I should wash my face, brush my teeth, and probably scrub my hair. But everything feels heavy and hard. Minus my comfy bed and PJs, of course.

“You followed my instructions, but something went wrong. Why?”

I stare up at the ceiling, searching for the words. “Because what I’m doing is wrong.”

“Is it wrong to want another man?”

“No, no, I mean…” I roll onto my side to look at Magnus, but he’s still writing. Sometimes I wonder if he’s Medusa in disguise, and if he’s actually protecting me by limiting the full intensity of true attention. Seems strange that someone made of stone would also be able to do the same to others. “He’s my best friend, and… and he was kind of a dick tonight. He kept saying I changed or I wasn’t being myself. But people try new clothes. Sometimes they act differently. And he was so hung up on the idea that you dressed me…”

Magnus scoffs. “You are his doll. He does not like to share.”

“I’m not a doll,” I whine. “I let you dress me—I borrowed your clothes—because you’re the coolest guy I know. And a cool guy would know how to overcome strange feelings toward his best friend.”

“Your admiration is misguided.” Magnus shuts his book. “No man is above his urges for long. Otherwise, he is no longer a man.”

I think of Captain Kelby with his flushed face and clothing in disarray. I bite my tongue on that image. “He wanted me. And it scared him.”

Magnus finally looks over. The lamp from his desk cuts across his hard face, making him more handsome and more frightening. “How did you feel?”

“I wanted him. And it scared me.”

“You are sure?”

I nod, the bedsheet tucked up to my chin. “Yeah. He was about to burst out of his tight khakis.”

For a single moment, reality skips a beat and Magnus flashes a genuine smile that makes him look like an innocent boy. Even more so than my own naïve, boyish grins. “I was referring to your feelings.”

“Oh.”

I slowly sink below my covers, reminding myself that at least I didn’t tell Magnus about my own bulge. That guilty, undeniable arousal that felt so sure, so damning. So close to Jance’s.

If we’re both about to burst, why does it feel like distance is the only thing that can save us?
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I STAND OUTSIDE Brighton’s dorm. My button-down is soaked with sweat and sticking to my skin. My cock is rock hard, fighting my slim-fit khakis with every throb. I can’t stop running my hands through my hair or rubbing the small amount of scruff on my jaw. My throat is dry, my feet ache from walking so far in dress shoes, and I haven’t been able to stop thinking about unbuttoning Brighton’s shirt. That borrowed shirt. I’m never letting another guy’s clothing touch his body.

I stare at the sign with his name on it. The letters are arranged in the shape and glow of a lightbulb. Stupidly, I peel it off the door and fold it into my pocket. My hand bumps into my cock and I moan, quickly switching the pilfered sign to the opposite pocket.

I’m a fucking mess. Go home.

But I don’t. I wait outside Brighton’s room with my head heavy on the hard surface keeping us apart. My phone vibrates in my back pocket. Carrigan has been texting too much. Styles sent me two. Nothing from Brighton, of course.

And then I hear quiet, deep laughter.

The kind that would come from someone like Magnus.

My blood boils. I grip the doorknob. Don’t give a fuck if it’s locked.

Go with the flow? Go with the fire.

I slam my shoulder into the door, creating a sharp echo in the long hallway. Out of all the idiotic things I’ve done lately, tonight is turning into a greatest hits of sorts. I need to leave. Right now.

Instead, I smack the door with my open palm. Not a knock; a resounding blow. Banging my way in. Little pig, little pig…

I briefly consider rearing back and driving a kick into the door. My legs are strong as fuck. I don’t give a shit.

What the fuck is happening?

Thankfully, the door opens before I pursue my next course of moronic action. Magnus fills the doorway with a death stare. I’ve never itched this badly for a fight—the urge heats every inch of my skin. Knuckles flexing, jaw clenching. Something tells me a guy like Magnus doesn’t just beat your ass—he fucks you up royally. Even if you’re bigger and taller than him. He looks damn scrappy.

The last hour was supposed to cool me down, and all it’s done is wind me up. Maybe getting my ass handed to me would shut up the madman at the controls in my brain. The asshole screaming B-B-B-B-B-B-B-B-B-B!

“B,” I yell, right in Magnus’s face. He doesn’t flinch. Doesn’t blink.

And then I see it. Fuck.

Magnus’s sweatpants are askew. Between the hem of his shirt and the waistband—a bright blue tortoise no doubt being chased by a fucking pink hare.

Out of all the things worth being enraged by—cartoon underwear should be nowhere near the top.

And yet, here we fucking are.

I don’t care if I have to rip them straight off his ass. No guy gets to wear Brighton’s underwear. Enough of this clothes-switching shit. It’s like Magnus is trying to corrupt him, to turn him into something cold and hard. To deny all the things Brighton is: silly, sunny, sweet. A boy made of skinned knees and giggles. Golden curls, smooth skin, and a slim, sun-kissed body.

And colorful cartoon underwear. Nobody else is like him.

I hate that he’s trying to be somebody else. If Brighton can’t be Brighton—

Where does that leave me?

Who the fuck am I lately, anyway?

“What’s wrong, Jance?”

Brighton peeks around Magnus. His curls are still obscuring his face, but at least they’re more messy. Like they should be. His eyes are big and bright with nervousness. It twists my stomach that he’s hiding behind his roommate. That my behavior in any way could… scare him.

He was the one who fucking scared me tonight.

Brighton tries to scoot by, but Magnus blocks him. By some undeserved miracle, my fist doesn’t smash into the Swede’s face. I’m shocked as anyone that a shred of my self-control remains. Enough to keep me from hitting my own teammate.

Even if said teammate is standing between me and my boy.

My Brighton.

Fuck, when did I get so possessive? Maybe that earlier googling for traumatic brain injuries and personality changes was more for me than for Brighton. I’ve never been this way—with a girl. Or a guy.

But haven’t I always been this way with Brighton?

Ever since that playground douche Otis the Obnoxious pushed Brighton on the tetherball courts. When I carried him to the nurse’s office that day, it felt like fulfilling a destiny. Even my young mind could understand that I was acting with purpose. To protect someone who needed protection.

What if Brighton doesn’t need protecting?

Or worse—what if he needs protecting from me?!

“Sorry,” I mumble, stepping back and putting my hands up. “It’s nothing.” I turn to the nearest exit, grateful Brighton’s dorm is so close to the back of the building. As I escape like the pathetic fool I’ve become, something bumps into me from behind. I almost stumble. When I turn, I prepare to take on Magnus. Maybe he’s pissed at me for disturbing his evening. Maybe he’s protecting—

Fuck, I can’t even think that thought.

But Magnus is in the doorway, death stare unchanged.

It’s Brighton who’s in my face. “How can you say that?!”

What did I say? “Say what?”

Brighton literally jumps into the air to slap at my shoulder. “Nothing?! This isn’t nothing! This is everything!” He jumps again and punches me in the chest. It’s like being attacked by a flying squirrel. “All this ruckus means nothing to you?!”

“What am I supposed to say?”

Brighton gawks. That mouth, those lips distract me. I wanna feel them. I wanna fill them. To taste and be tasted. It’s all I can think about.

Until Brighton nut-taps me.

It’s so quick, a flick of the wrist. My dick is trapped sideways, leaving my balls vulnerable. The pants are so tight, it’s an easy shot—and the backs of Brighton’s fingers nail their target. Fucking bullseye.

I go down to both knees with a high-pitched groan. I’ve never wanted to come and cry at the same time.

But here we fucking are, man.

“I’m so sorry!”

A panicky Brighton tries to, I don’t know, pat my balls? Make sure he didn’t deflate them? He’s reaching for me, and I’m still hard. Also in pain. So I can barely squirm away. And these goddamn pants. Fucking thanks, Carrigan.

“I’m fine, B.”

“But I just nut-tapped you!” He keeps trying to pull my hands away from my crotch to inspect. “I’ve never nut-tapped anyone before! I’ve been nut-tapped. There was one time during winter training junior year, and Mitch the Snitch got me so bad that I had to hide in one of the stalls to cry.”

“I’m not gonna cry.”

“No, I guess not,” he says. “I always do and you never do.”

“Not everything has to change.”

“Some things do, Jance.” He finally pries my hands apart. “Oh.”

“It’s the pants,” I lie. “They’re tight. They rub against me. I can’t control it.”

“So before, outside the restrooms, that was because…?”

Just tell him. Tell him these pants would make any guy look horny.

But the way Brighton’s staring at my crotch with such awe… The way he almost always looks at me, any part of me… The intensity of his gaze. The warmth of his attention. I feel myself twitch. There goes any chance of lying.

“It wasn’t because of this?” His fingers touch my belt buckle. I twitch again. “It wasn’t because of me?” His soft fingers graze where my tip lies hotly along my hip bone. “Tell me it’s not because of me, Jance.”

I don’t even feel my balls anymore. I’m on my ass, legs bent and spread, with Brighton crouched between them, leaning close and exhaling hot breaths into my face. My hips buck, slowly but surely. That’s as close to an answer as I get. Brighton’s breath catches. That sunshine gaze pours down to my crotch, then up my torso and to my face. I get a whiff of his cologne again, reminding me how ravenous I felt earlier in the night. Now, I’m wondering if that’s Magnus’s doing, too. I hate it. I want Brighton to smell like me. I wanna wipe away every scrap of Magnus that’s polluting the purity of this boy.

And then I want him to take me apart and wear his favorite parts of me like treasured keepsakes. I wanna do dirty things to this clean boy. I want him to find his inner filth and take it all out on me.

I want, I want, I want—

What does Brighton want?

“Tell me, Jance. Please. I can’t take much more of this.”

Suddenly, we’re both on the move, dragged by the scruffs of our necks like two scrapyard mutts caught messing around where we shouldn’t be. Magnus shoves us both into the dorm room. “Ten minutes. When I come back, this is over. Or it is elsewhere.” Then he slams the door in our faces.

I’m still at a loss for words. But Brighton has enough to fill us both up. He backs into the foot of his bed, drawing my attention. “Does Carrigan know you’re here?”

“No, but… I think she would be able to guess.” Off Brighton’s confused look, I rub my face and sigh. There’s no way for this to come out that doesn’t make me look like a coward or a dick. “Carrigan’s not my girlfriend as much as she is my… wingwoman.” Brighton’s confusion intensifies, and I can’t look at him. “Our moms know each other. Carrigan’s been trying to avoid the pressure of her sister’s engagement. And you know how Mother is—getting with Carrigan is the only thing I’ve done lately that’s pleased her. It’s been fake since the beginning, but then she found out about you and she’s been… meddling. In a good way. I guess.”

“Meddling with you? Or us?”

“We miss things, B. We know each other so well, some things hide in plain sight. To an outsider, it’s painfully obvious. And Carrigan takes great pains to badger me about this endlessly, so…”

Brighton stares down at his feet, scuffing the carpet. “So the double date was her idea?”

“Yeah. She’s very invested in the meddling. And I, uh, I let her. I mean, I listen to her. ’Cause if her advice helps…”

I don’t know why it’s so hard to admit, but the more I reveal, the fewer words I can find. Usually, Brighton is chatty enough to fill all the silences. This one lingers, taunting us both until—

“Tilly’s fake!” Brighton covers his face. Peeks at me through his fingers. “I don’t know why I shouted that. She’s not fake, she’s basically my best friend here—besides you. But she’s not my girlfriend. I asked her earlier, she said no, then she panicked with you at the first meet.”

“You asked her earlier? When?”

Brighton goes back to scuffing. “When I started to think things… feel things about you. Things that scared me. I thought a distraction would give me time to sort through them, you know? A safety net. Otherwise, those feelings would get bigger, bigger than you, even. And I was afraid they would get in the way… of us. Our friendship. Our history.”

I nod, understanding in spite of my spinning head and burning vulnerability. “So we both had the same fears, the same reactions, and the same ridiculous ploy to avoid confronting those fears and feelings?”

Brighton smiles, lighting up the room. “Great minds think alike. Even when they’re being dumb and silly.”

“You could never be dumb, B. But you are the silliest boy I know.” I close the gap between us with steps that feel more like floating than walking. “You’re also the sweetest, softest, sunniest, smiley-est…” He radiates a warm sheepishness that draws me in. “You’re smart enough for the both of us. And after this fake-dating debacle, I need all the brainpower you can spare.”

“Yeah, yeah. Brighton the Brain. You never let me forget it.”

“Actually,” I say, pressing into him as he looks up at me. “It’s now officially Brighton the Sexy Brain.”

Brighton gasps. Then tilts his head back as he exhales. A smirk grows on his parted lips. “I’m wearing Magnus’s underwear. We traded. So I could also be Brighton the Cool Brain tonight. How does that make you feel?”

…Like I’m about to rip them off and rip them apart.

“Show me,” I growl. If there’s a thermostat in here, some asshole just turned it up ten degrees. “Now.”

Brighton unbuttons his pajama top and unties the bottoms. He slips them both off. Reveals the underwear I hate with a fiery passion. “Take them off.” He does, casually letting his stiff cock pop out. The tip glistens with precum. I instantly want to lick it clean and wait for more.

But I don’t. I walk over to Brighton’s dresser and fetch the cat-and-dog underwear. My favorite. I kneel before him, still tempted like hell to taste his arousal. He steps through the leg holes. I pull the briefs up and snap them on his hips. I caress his slim but strong thighs, letting my fingers roam up to the swell of his ass cheeks. Letting them slide under the briefs and press into the plumpness.

“Are you scared?” Brighton asks.

I glance up at his soft face and hooded eyes. He sways slightly. Maybe he’ll swoon. My arms are ready. Even if he looks so enormous from this angle. “Yeah. I’m scared. I don’t wanna hurt you.”

His brows furrow. “There is no other possibility less likely to happen than that.”

“I’ve hurt you before. I came here. I left you behind. All those times you reached out…”

“You were busy.”

I kiss one smooth thigh. Then the other. The heat of his hard dick nudges my forehead. “Busy forgetting you. Not on purpose, but…” I knead his ass with both hands, rocking his hips forward. His cat-dog bulge brushes my face. The warmth is comforting. Enticing. “I thought I was helping. I thought it would hurt more if you wanted me and I wasn’t there.”

Brighton bites his lower lip. It normally turns me on, but now I see it for what it is: he’s trying not to cry. Am I hurting him right now?

“I held you back,” he whispers. It’s the quietest he’s ever been. I shouldn’t be able to hear, but his words hit my heart and ears with equal impact. “Everybody loves you. Everybody wants you. Why do you waste your time with me?”

A single sob escapes him and stabs me through the chest.

I pull him to me, lifting him off the ground and into my arms. Stripped and hard and vulnerable—all I can think of is that sound. How badly I want to erase it, to make sure he never has to make it again. I cradle his perfect body, then lay him on his bed. I crawl into bed with him, keeping my arms wrapped around him as I squeeze him tight. I hate that my cock is jabbing into him, but I don’t know how to separate my arousal and my affection. I don’t need anything from him—only that my words, my actions don’t hurt him. Soft, sensitive. Silly and sweet. I fist his curls as gently as possible. Tilt his face up to mine.

“I would waste forever with you, B.”

He stops biting his lip. He licks them. Then presses them to mine.

My best friend kisses me.

I kiss him back. Hard enough that I think I might cry.

But nothing will stop this kiss.

Brighton rolls on top of me, straddling my body and clutching the sides of my face. He’s hungry. So fucking hungry that he’s going to devour me. His tongue is playful. Lips soft, then rough. They bloom against mine. He moans and gasps into my mouth. Allows me little pieces of him to swallow and savor.

Then he tears open my shirt, spraying buttons off the wall and onto the floor. He darts from my neck to my shoulders to my chest, sucking, licking, kissing. Hot and wet. A little teeth. So unexpectedly aggressive and mind-blowingly erotic. He bites into the meat of my pec while swirling his tongue over my sensitive nipple. Drags his nails down the opposite side of my rib cage.

I never knew how badly I wanted to be attacked by a sexy flying squirrel. Fuck, I already feel like I’m gonna come harder than I have in forever.

Our forever, now.

I’ll burst for him. I’ll hold it in for him. I’ll feed it to him. I’ll feed it to myself. Whatever he wants. However he needs it. Why was I ever fucking scared of this?

Because sex is fun.

Love is fear.

I banish that last thought. Brighton’s mouth makes that easy. But I know it’ll be back to haunt me. It only pretends to leave me. I’ve seen it in my own home. Carried it with me here. Love is—

“What do you want?” Brighton asks with lust-soaked eyes and sex-red lips.

“You. Fucking you, B. I want you.”

“What do you want me to do to you?”

I cup his cheeks. “You’re doing everything I want and more. Right now.”

“Can I… Can I…?” He licks his puffy lips. I kiss them immediately, because I fucking have to. “Can I see you?”

“I’m right here.”

“I mean, can I…?” He backs up on his hands and knees, then lowers his body between my legs. He gazes at me over the huge tent in my pants. “I lied before. When I slept over. When I saw you, I… I said I couldn’t see you. But I could.” He nuzzles into my crotch. “I can’t stop thinking about how big you were. And now…” He presses his face between my legs, speaking in vibrations straight to my overjoyed cock. “Now you’re reeeeeally huge.”

I can’t form words. I nod hard enough to shake the bed. I don’t even know if I can hold it in if he takes his time letting me out. He gazes down with his tongue out, panting. Needy. Unbuckling, unzipping me with agonizing pacing and pleasure-filled precision. Like he’s fucking unwrapping a present he’s been waiting all year for. A little drool trickles from his lips, and I clench everything within me to hold on for one. More. Fucking. Minute.

Brighton gasps. When I look down, a devil’s grin splits his cherubic face. “The F-word jockstrap.” He runs his fingers along the waistband, letting his nails tease my hot skin underneath. “Fuck,” he purrs. Giggles. “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. I want to say it as many times as it’s written.”

“B, I don’t think I can last that long.”

He looks up at me with a question. Finds his own answer. “Oh, you mean…” He rests his cheek and ear on my swollen cock, listening for a countdown. “You’re about to make a mess?”

“I’m about to explode.”

“Because of… me?”

I nod through the straining, not wanting to rush him. But also not wanting to come until he’s ready. Until he wants me to. Any way he wants.

With wonder in his hazy eyes, Brighton tugs the measly scrap of cotton away and frees my cock. His eyes light up as it rockets free, bobbing with newfound freedom. He places one hand just below the head. And a second hand at the base. “Jance…”

“Yeah, B?”

He says nothing more. That glazed look. Red, red lips. Tongue pushing out of his mouth. He applies some pressure. Swipes a thumb over the leaking tip.

Then he licks his thumb and tastes me. “Fuck.”

I don’t know whether to laugh or moan. Either option is too close to kicking off the release I’m desperately containing. Then Brighton sticks out his tongue—and touches it to my cockhead.

“Fuck,” I cry. His innocence, his delicate touch. That fucking curiosity and excitement are too much. I’m not used to this being so tantalizing, so cautious. It’s unbelievably sexy in such a torturous way. I don’t want it to happen without him being ready. I need it to be perfect for him.

“I… I don’t know what to do.”

“Whatever you want,” I say. “I don’t—I’ll love it all. You’re already so—” My hips buck, nearly falling off the razor’s edge and into the bottomless orgasmic bliss. “I’m so close, B.”

Brighton nods. Finds his serious face. That cute concentration with pursed lips and a furrowed brow. He stares at my dick as he works it, twisting with both hands and moving them together up and down my shaft.

Then, he spits on it.

The sound is so filthy. Never in a million years would I have expected—he does it again. The saliva seeps between his hands and my cock, quickly coating my length. “Show me, Jance.” He strokes harder, tighter. “Show me right now.”

I throw my head back and thrust my pelvis. His voice penetrates my insides and liquifies them. All my resistance, all my edging comes undone. I give in to what I want. What he wants.

What we both want—even if this is risking things we can’t begin to explain.

I cry out as my orgasm hits. So does Brighton. I’m thrashing beneath him like a bull, hoping my body doesn’t overpower his. I can’t see. Only feel. The hot splatter of my cum along my abs and chest. Brighton’s warm weight riding my thighs. I hear his surprise and need. I taste the overflow of desire in the air like a static charge. Am I still coming? Are we still on the bed?

Is my best friend really jacking me off right now?

When the wave of pleasure ebbs, I’m left sweaty and disoriented. Smiling like a lottery winner. And laughing like a lunatic. I feel Brighton’s weight lift off me, but I’m too much of a puddle to say or do anything. I’ve never come like that in my life. I can’t remember the day or year or who’s the president. The only truth I know is that I feel fucking amazing. All because of Brighton.

Let the future worry about itself. I can’t be bothered right now.

We can’t. Because we can.

“Is this normal?” Brighton whispers.

I reach for him, still blinded by the afterglow. My fingertips brush curls. “Nothing to be ashamed of, babe.” I meant to say B, but I—

A sweet giggle like a siren’s song. “No, silly. Your ejaculate. It’s everywhere.”

“Oh.”

Our eyes meet and we crack up. I almost pull Brighton to me, but then I remember this is all so new to him. He might not feel comfortable with the messiness.

Brighton leans over me. Dips his tongue into my belly button and drags it up my stomach, between my pecs, all the way to my throat. “I’ve always had a sweet tooth.”

I grab his face and kiss those perfect lips. I love tasting myself on him. Now I wanna taste him. It can’t be that different a skillset from eating pussy. I’ve never gotten any complaints, and he’s never been sucked off before, I’m sure of it. I want him to feel the way I—

“Is it okay if I wait?” he asks. “I’m not sure how I want to do it. An orgasm, I mean. Can I wait?”

“As long as you need, B. When you’re ready, I’ll do anything for you.”

Brighton blushes and hops off the bed. “I don’t know what’s going to happen. But I’m not scared anymore.”

“Me too.” There’s a catch in my voice I hope he doesn’t hear. I’ve never felt the need to learn how to be a good liar. Playing pretend is a completely different ability, and that one I inherited anyway. “Not scared.”

“I’ll get you a towel. Don’t go anywhere.”

I stick out my limbs like a cum-covered starfish with its dick out. “Nowhere else I’d rather be.”

Until Brighton darts into the bathroom—and the dorm door opens wide.

Magnus stares at me and sighs. “Your place. From now on. Forever.”

I cover my junk and offer an apologetic smile. “Deal.”

Magnus backs out and slams the door shut, as Brighton’s head pops out of the bathroom. “Oh no! Did he just—Magnus is going to kill me!”

“Don’t worry,” I say, swinging my legs onto the floor and strolling over to Brighton. The way his hunger instantly reappears and feasts on me gets me hard again. I take the towel and brush his curls back. “I’ll protect you, B.”
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i don’t need to touch the sky




when your heart and mine




already float peacefully upon its reflection
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THE NEXT WEEK floats by. Carrigan and Tilly are unsurprised but equally supportive of the latest developments in mine and Jance’s relationship, as well as nosy and especially curious about our sexual chemistry—Tilly alluded do this while Carrigan flat-out asked questions that made me blush something fierce. Aside from that, they’re relieved that we no longer have any more shenanigan-filled double dates in our future.

Somehow, during all this, I manage to attend class, keep up with my assignments, and maintain my level of training at practice. Even with Jance filling my head so fully, I’m convinced we swapped brains. Whenever I think of him hard enough, he appears. When our eyes meet, I feel lightheaded. We don’t exchange many words or touches because the connection is already overwhelming. Proximity turns my insides gushy and my thoughts mushy. I’m on a rollercoaster with endless loops. No matter how dizzy, how whiplashed, how wind-slapped I feel, I never want it to end. I never want to get off.

I mean, I do want to get off. If you know what I mean. I think. I’m still trying to figure that part out…

Being sexual still feels… new? I may know how to ride a bike, but my body isn’t so used to it yet. The sensations, the urges. The way I burn and burn and burn until I’m a wick in a sea of wax—and that’s only from thinking about Jance! Replaying that last moment together. How his massive body came undone. The huge mess he made. That I made him make.

There’s so much more I want to do to him. I just don’t want to go in too hot, too inexperienced and disappoint him.

“Hey,” Jance says. My body stiffens and melts at the same time. Saturday morning practice is over, most of the locker room has cleared out, and I’m still standing at my locker with a towel around my waist and my speedo in my hands. “Need some help?”

“Yes.” With what, I have no idea.

Jance reaches around me from both sides, bracketing my body with his. He presses into me from behind, gently. While I mold to his shape, he organizes my locker. Reaches into my travel bag.

And pulls out my fresh undies. Today’s selection: cute little sharks with nom nom nom speech bubbles.

“Fucking adorable,” Jance growls in my ear.

It’s right then my arousal peeks through my towel. He doesn’t even have to touch me. His voice, his closeness do things to me. They make me want to do things. Dirty things.

But we’re in the locker room and not completely alone, so Jance hands me my underwear. I step into them, adjusting my dick as best I can before hanging up my towel. Jance waits while I pull on the rest of my clothes. I go slow, smiling. Knowing he’s watching me from behind. The giddiness makes me giggle. When I finally finish, we’re alone. He cups my armpits and lifts me off my feet. Pins me to the lockers ever so carefully.

And kisses me. Long and hard and wetly.

When he sets me down, I nearly pounce on him and climb my way back up.

“This week has been awful.”

I bite my lip. “What? Why? What happened?”

His fingers run through my hair. Stroking, tugging. “Trying to focus on school. On swimming. On… family stuff. And I just can’t. I can’t focus on anything.” He pulls my head back and whispers into my lips. “Anything but you, B.”

“I’m a little distracted, too.”

“I can see that.” His voice drops so low, it’s around my ankles, dragging me down into the depths of desire. His hand brushes my crotch, skimming over my dick. Thumb hooking into my sweatpants and tugging them lower, revealing the outline of my bulge. The swimming sharks stretching. Nom, nom, nom.

Jance’s other hand slides down my lower back. Slips under my sweats and cups an ass cheek. He rubs and squeezes. “Do you know how sexy you are?”

I suppress a sigh. Even with his hot-gravel voice, this is still Jance talking. My best friend that I’ve seen in enough embarrassing situations to have blackmail on him for life. My best friend through his middle school awkwardness, high school popularity, and now college dominance. All that he is, and all that he can have. And he’s here with me, whispering and lusting while his hands grope me and his eyes undo me.

I barely know what sex is. I’m not sure what love is. And this? This is more than a best friendship. More than the boy who’s carried me through skinned knees, eaten my mother’s vegan dinner experiments without ever complaining, and run through my neighborhood countless times to chase down Rook and Castle every time they saw a stray cat.

Lost in my thoughts, it takes me a moment to realize my sweats are around my ankles. My shark undies around my knees. And Jance is slowly swiveling me, deciding between my front and my backside. His hands are hot on my skin. His hunger is a wave of heat. When he looks up at me with a pleading face I’ve never seen, he says, “I want you to feel how you make me feel.”

“I…”

A flash of panic in his eyes. “Fuck, I’m sorry. I’m an idiot.”

“No, no, no!”

“You’re exhausted from practice and I’m treating you like a piece of meat.”

“Jance, I didn’t say—”

He backs away and plops onto the bench between the lockers. “I’m not sure what’s happening, B.”

I go to him—and trip on my sweatpants bunched around my feet. Because of course.

Jance catches me. Always.

We stare at each other. I drag my lower half closer, so I’m not lying in his arms. I stand tall, getting a rush from being able to tower over him like he always does me. He stays seated, looking up to maintain our locked gaze.

I bend slightly to kiss the top of his head. Then his lips. When he leans back with a sleepy look, I say, “I’m not sure, either, J. At least we’re in the same boat.”

“Lost at sea.”

“Ready to be shipwrecked on a deserted island.” I pull up my sweats to meet my undies, then stop. My dick, sticky-tipped and bobbing, dares me to do something unexpected. I stroke myself a single time, collecting the pre-ejaculate in my hand. Then I lick my palm while staring down at Jance. “You already make me feel so much.”

Jance grins and tugs my sweats and undies up the rest of the way, tucking my hard thing away and kissing my lips. He sucks my tongue into his mouth and moans at the taste.

We part with easy smiles. No shipwreck yet. “Come over tonight. I’m cooking for you. Vegan style.”

“Jance, I’m eating meat now, you don’t—”

A fingertip to my lips silences me. Rough skin on soft. His finger slips into my mouth. Did I suck it in? Did he dip it in? I swirl my tongue around it, feeling foolish. Wetting it up to the second knuckle. Thankfully, Jance’s face never hides anything. I suck harder, clutching his wrist. I do a quick mental calculation of how many Jance fingers would equal one Jance dick. The equation makes me nervous and excited. Maybe there are exercises to increase the flexibility of one’s jaw?

“At seven-thirty. Not a minute sooner.” Jance pulls his finger out and kisses me. “I have to get started. Do you mind if we have a little company tonight?”

“Who are you inviting? My mother?” I joke.

Jance’s eyes widen. He forces out a small laugh. “Styles and his boyfriend, who goes to Southern. I haven’t said anything about us, I just thought…”

“That would be lovely. Maybe they could teach us a thing or two? Just from observations.”

“Trust me, they’re shameless. You don’t wanna learn. You won’t wanna observe. But they’re good people when they’re not trying to be inside one another.”

I make a face. “Figuratively, yes?”

Jance shrugs and shoots me a sly grin. “You’ve been warned. Styles likes you, and I bet Alec will love you. Seven-thirty!” Then he darts out of the locker room—and darts back in for a quick kiss. “Sometimes, I can’t believe this is us.”

When he leaves for real this time, I touch my lips. Is this all going too fast? Or has it been agonizingly slow and inevitable since we were boys? I don’t want to wait to explore all that’s between us, even if I feel unprepared. Jance has the muscles, the experiences, the sex. Whatever the sex is, Jance has it. I’m sure of it. Is it something you learn? Or something you share?

Because when I give myself to him, I want to give him everything he deserves.

I want him to feel how he has made me feel for so, so long.




~     ~     ~     ~     ~     ~




This time, I get dressed without Magnus’s help. I don’t borrow any of his clothes or products. I don’t even ask for suggestions. Do I hold certain items of clothing and walk by his field of vision as he reads in his bed? Sure. Does he respond with indications of yea or nay as I try on different outfits? Not really.

When I’m finally satisfied (and on the verge of being late), he sighs and shuts his book. Dips into my closet to pull out different shoes and a belt, tucks in my tank top, and undoes all the buttons of my shirt over it. I look in the mirror and smile. “Thank you.”

“Don’t come back,” Magnus says, hopping back into bed. “Until the morning.”

“Oh, I don’t think it’s like that. It’s just dinner. Two other guys are joining us.”

“Pack your little overnight bag. Please.”

I stare at him blankly, waiting for the realization to sneak up behind me and hit me on the head. “Oh! You don’t want me out, you want someone else in.”

Magnus doesn’t respond, of course. Hides his face behind his book. Hides his feelings behind his indecipherable body language. I don’t have time for an inquisition, so I hurry into the bathroom to collect some toiletries. I stuff them in my little backpack with some comfy clothes. I hesitate with my pajamas, wondering what will happen if I purposely forget them. Maybe I’ll just sleep in socks and undies?

“Bye, Mags! Have fun with your date!”

I’m out the door at the sound of his irritated sigh, slinging my backpack over my shoulder and jogging at a slow pace. I can’t afford to walk and be late, but I’m not about to run in these shoes and fall several times on the way to Jance’s.

His apartment is just off-campus, and I make good time. Like, ten minutes early. Maybe my definition of late isn’t exactly textbook, but when someone’s expecting me to be somewhere, anxiety is jetpack fuel. I slow down at the stairs to catch my breath, wondering if a light sweat will activate the sample tester of cologne I got yesterday. Magnus said it smelled fine. He says most things are fine. Or he says nothing at all. But I trust he wouldn’t let me walk around smelling like the wrong thing. I would’ve just borrowed his cologne like before, but no—Jance made it clear how he likes me. With no part of my roommate or any other boy attached to me. Even borrowed cologne that smells heavenly.

I’m too excited to wait, so I knock on the door. I adjust my pants and my shirt. Fix my curls with my fingers. Try to check my breath by exhaling into my hand and smelling, but it doesn’t work.

When the door opens, I flash my biggest, happiest smile.

“Oh, look at my beautiful baby!”

Delia, in all her henna-haired, crystal-wearing, billowing-skirt flurry, consumes me in the tightest hug imaginable. The kind where a mother would reabsorb her child back into her body if she could. I forget about breathing. I eschew embarrassment. I don’t question or deny or even dream of whining Mooooommmmm in the way that any son in need of his space would say.

I let my mother have her moment. So that the flow of time will eventually find its motion again.

…And maybe I’m getting a little emotional, too.

“You are more gorgeous each day,” Delia says. “Gorgeous and handsome and glowing. You’re radiant, Brighton. My beautiful baby.”

“Delia.”

“I just can’t believe how much you’ve grown. Look at these little muscles. Are you eating too much protein? And your face! Thank goddess you haven’t touched your curls or you’d be a butch bison in no time.”

“Delia.”

“And now you’re on an adventure to discover your body. Sharing it with a boy. Your heart, mind, and soul are no doubt in the mix. Oh, he’s so lucky to be in your shine. I bet all the boys, and the girls, perhaps—they watch you like the sun charting the day through the open sky.”

“Mooooommmmm!”

Delia blinks with a frozen smile. Her lips the color of a dozen rubies. Her eyeshadow, too. A piercing gaze, sharp with love and pride, pins me in place. “Yes, my beloved?”

“Um, I love you, I’m happy to see you—why are you answering Jance’s door?”

A long, unchanging pause. Then, the dawn of a realization. Delia’s eyes bug out and her lips thin. She looks around in mock confusion. “Is that where this is? I must have gotten turned around looking for your residence hall.”

“We’re technically not even on campus.”

“We’re not?” She looks around again, really milking the whole mystified expression. “In my day, we didn’t have campuses. Education was boundless. Learning was free and full-bodied. You kids today have so many dividers and boxes. It’s hard for us ancient ones to keep track.”

“It’s okay, Mrs. B. We’re busted.”

Jance appears behind Delia, and I swoon. I try not to notice my mother doing the exact thing or wonder what that says about us. He steps outside and draws me into a hug. It’s calm and friendly. Then he squeezes me with just enough erotic edge to make me wonder how closely Delia is watching us. She’s practically cooing in my ear. “Oh, my beautiful babies.”

“Thank you for your help, Mrs. B. Will you be joining us?”

“Nonsense,” Delia says. “I was merely a guiding presence. You did the work. You’re doing the…” She brings her multicolored nails under her eyes, catching the impending waterworks. “I will not be staying. No need for hovering clouds when sunshine is so precious. Come here, Brighton.”

Delia steals me away from Jance and buries her face in my curls. Inhales deeply, like she always does, and rubs my back in mysterious geometric patterns. “Your aura is so pure and translucent right now, sweetie.” Then she whispers, “When you want to get it a little dirty, make sure you are always consenting, using protection, and communicating your needs throughout every sexual experience.”

At least that was all in a whisper. Small mercies. “Goodbye, Delia. I’ll be home to visit soon.”

With a kiss on my cheek and one on Jance’s, Delia whisks herself away with teary eyes and a beaming smile, leaving behind hints of lavender and patchouli. And a silence that turns into a fit of laughter the moment she’s far out of earshot.

“I’m not a good cook, so I called in reinforcements,” Jance says, drawing me into his body again. The slightest thrust, pressing his hard angles into me. “Two minutes into our greeting, she asked me if I was satisfying you sexually.”

I hide my face in his chest. “I think she has like ten crystals that are basically a team of private investigators following me around. She always knows things.”

“Oh yeah, she knew. And she warned me that if I stained your beautiful soul, she’d make sure my karmic retribution comes back tenfold.”

“Which is definitely not how that works, I think.” I follow Jance inside. “She’s always been a little protective.”

Jance winks at me. “Takes one to know one.”

When I step into the kitchen, I inhale familiar scents. I’m immediately brought back home, and a pang of regret hits me. I’ve only visited my parents and pets a few times these last two-and-a-half months. I’ll have to make a point to get home again before November. But the guilt fades as I watch Jance in the kitchen. I know Delia definitely took control and probably limited him to helping in the least significant ways possible, but this was his idea. A home-cooked meal. My favorite.

“Blackened tempeh, crispy green beans, and rice with a bit of spice,” Jance says. “Would you mind setting the table?”

As I search for the plates and silverware, I can’t stop inhaling. My mouth waters. My heart beats with a beautiful ache. Part of me wants to savor this moment as long as possible, not touching the meal until I solidify every detail and feeling in my memory. I finish setting the table as Jance wraps his big arms around me from behind. “In my perfect meal, it would just be one big-ass plate with you lying in the middle.”

“Jance, you think I would be enough to feed a boy your size?”

His hands roam and grope. Squeeze and pinch. I feel him growing against my lower back. “Every day I’m hungry. Every day I’m full. Just being around you. Just touching you.” I arch my back and tilt my face up to him. He cups my jaw and grazes my lips with his. “I wanna throw you on this table right now.”

“Are you serious? Right in front of my salad?”

The stranger’s voice shocks me. I disentangle from Jance and grab onto the nearest chair, pretending I’m innocently about to take a seat even though it was so obvious what was happening.

A tall, lean guy with messy hair and keen eyes strolls in. His glasses, skinny jeans, and loud-print, oversized button-down tell me he’s more of an artsy-smartsy kind of guy. If I wasn’t so busy being embarrassed, I’d be excited to befriend a non-swimmer.

“Relax,” the guy says, sniffing the dish of tempeh chunks. “I like to watch.”

Jance scoffs. “Like I haven’t walked in on way worse with you two.”

“And thrill me, it does. Every time.” The guy drifts around the table, eyeing me. “So cute, just like he said. But don’t go the meathead route with all the muscles. You already look peachy.”

I curl inside myself a bit. “I’m trying to put on some mass. To swim faster.”

“You swimmers and your need for speed.” He reaches for me. “I’m Alec, by the way. Since our host rudely neglected to introduce me.”

Jance catches Alec’s hand inches from me. Alec sighs. “I was simply fixing his shirt that you rumpled.” He smiles at me. “Feels good when they act all protective-glass-y, don’t it?” Alec flits away and grabs a vodka seltzer from the fridge. “Let me go get my better half. He may be the athletic one, but I always manage to tire him out in bed.”

As Alec disappears into one of the other bedrooms, I say, “Well, he seems friendly.”

“He’s a lot.” Jance brings the rest of the food to the table. “And when he’s with Styles, they’re a lot.”

“Maybe some people think we’re a lot.”

Jance pauses. “Have you told…?”

“I, well, was I not—”

“No, no, no. I was just curious. I’m not hiding anything.” He grins and comes back around the table. “Well, I’m hiding some things, since we’re not alone right now…”

“Does your mother know?”

Stupid. Stupid, stupid, stupid. It just slipped out, and now Jance is caught between the truth and his response. Not sure how different those two will be, but it’s clear he hasn’t told her. Does he need to? Delia probably knew somehow before I did. Mrs. Stringfellow, on the other hand…

“She knows what she needs to know,” Jance says. “Or, what she wants to know. But no… I haven’t told her about us yet.”

I sorta know where he’s coming from, but the unspoken pieces are still too jagged to handle. Jance’s weirdest moments always concern some means to appease or elude his mother and her all-knowing interest. “Uh-huh. Maybe it’s not dinner conversation.”

“Sure. The food’s all ready, so let me get the other two before they go at each other again.”

Before Jance can move, the closed door to Styles’s bedroom thuds violently. He rolls his eyes and shouts, “We’re eating with or without you!” Two more thuds followed by hushed whispers.

Jance makes me a plate and sets it in front of me. I grab his hand as he pulls away. “This is really special. Reeeeeally special. Thank you, Jance.”

“You’re really special.” He leans over the table. Towers over me as his mouth descends beneath my ear and under my jaw. Lips, teeth, tongue on my neck. “Reeeeeally special.”

By the time Jance makes his own plate, the bedroom door flies open and Alec struts out, taming his hair in vain. It refuses to look anything but sex-tugged. “Just working up an appetite. Not that I need to tell a team of human garbage disposals.”

“Hi, Brighton.” Styles waves and closes his door. He’s built almost exactly like Jance but with a buzz cut and harder facial features. His smile is soft, though. A secret the rest of his intimidating form isn’t aware of. His big body moves toward Alec like a magnet. His hands itch to touch, to grip, to rend. He rubs his boyfriend’s shoulders, then forces him into the chair with another soft smile. Fixes plates for both of them. “You’ve been looking strong in the water. You might have to start leading one of the distance lanes soon.”

I blush and play with my food. “Maybe. I’m just trying to get stronger.”

“Tsk, tsk, tsk. No shop talk at the dinner table, boys.” Alec takes a bite of tempeh and startles. “Huh. Nutty, savory. I was expecting yucky. No offense, Jance Pants.”

“No offense to Brighton’s mom.”

“No offense to Mrs. Brighton’s Mom.” Alec takes another bite. “Little B, how does the vegan thing work when you’re burning fifty thousand calories a day?”

I stab a chunk of blackened tempeh and swirl it around through the rice. “I’m not really vegan.”

“Oh? Vegetarian?”

I shake my head. Delia always hated when I played with my food. How had her crystals not told her I was playing with meat now? “I still like all the food, I just, uh, I eat a lot of meat now.”

Alec waggles his eyebrows at me. “I bet you do, Little B. I bet you do.”

“No, not like that, I mean…” My red-hot face has nowhere to hide. “I’m building muscle, I need a lot of protein.”

“Ah, extra protein. So you’re a swallower.”

Jance and Styles both kick Alec under the table, and he nearly rockets out of his chair with a yelp. “Okay, okay! My god, I get it. Do you see how innocent he looks? I can’t help myself.”

Styles jabs some green beans and sticks them into Alec’s mouth to shut him up. “I can see the gains. There’s a college guy on my club team during the summer, he’s vegetarian and super jacked. It probably takes a lot of planning and meal prep, but if you wanna do that, it’s possible.”

Every bite of food plunges into the pit of guilt in my stomach. “Maybe.”

When I look over at Alec, I study his body. He’s not even an athlete, I think. Yet he’s got lean muscle in all the right places, almost as much as me. And he’s so much taller. He catches me looking and smirks, so I drop my gaze back to my favorite meal. Back to my past. Old Brighton tastes the same, but the new me wonders how long it’s going to take to fill out my body. To look less like an Alec and more like a Styles.

To give Jance a body that can match his own. Not one that needs to be coddled or protected. One that can be roughed up. One that can push back. To make a collision of muscles and strength.

Something small and innocent is only a novelty for so long.

Alec finishes his plate and sucks deeply on his fork. “Is there dessert—he asked, knowing full well swimmers can only cease eating once they are ingesting chlorinated water and fumes.”

“There is. It’s homemade—”

“Pumpkin pie,” Jance and I say. Of course there is. This meal is so, so special, and I’m letting a sour mood distract me from all my gratitude.

“Your mom brought it over. It’s chilling in the freezer.” He turns to the other two boys. “Give us a minute. I need to chat with Brighton real quick.”

Alec’s mouth opens; Styles’s hand clamps over it. Then he kisses his boyfriend on the forehead but keeps his hand in its place. “Go. We’ll wait.”

I follow Jance into his bedroom, nerves tingling from the top of my head to the tips of my toes. Happy conversations are usually out in the open. Scary or secretive or sad stuff gets discussed in smaller rooms. I try not to read Jance’s mind or think about how my stomach feels. Inevitably, my thoughts drift back to Alec’s comments. He seems mouthy but observant. Maybe even intuitive. If he, a boy I just met, can know how slow I’ve been to engage in things with Jance, then maybe—

“I like how you dressed yourself today,” Jance whispers, turning me by the shoulders to face his mirror. He kneels behind me. Scrunches his limbs and muscles to make me look bigger in comparison. “But I’d like to remove your shirt. Is that okay?”

I nod, forgetting how to breathe through the thickening swelter rising through my body. In the mirror, I watch Jance peel away my pastel button-down. He squeezes my shoulders, my upper arms. His hands slide beneath my colorful tank top and massage my pecs. I shiver every time his rough fingertips tease my nipples. “May I take this off, too?”

I nod again, and he rises only to lift the tank top over my head. Then he drops down again, plants a kiss near the base of my spine. “Will you watch yourself in the mirror for me?”

“Only… myself? You don’t want me to touch you?”

Jance shakes his head. Traces my vertebrae with his lips. Mumbles into my back. “I want you to watch what your sexy body does to me.” His hands grip my hips. Fingers splayed under the waistband of my undies. “Can I please pull down your jeans?”

When I nod a third time, the excitement leaves me dizzy. Nearly panting. I watch him undo my belt and zipper, then slowly lower my jeans. They catch on my growing bulge; I didn’t realize how aroused I was getting. No cartoon undies this time. Just soft blue briefs, the color of an early morning sky. Jance rubs his face along the outer curve of my butt cheek as he lowers my jeans to my ankles. He runs his palms along my calves and quads. Kissing or nuzzling different spots. I keep trying to look back and down at him, knowing I’m supposed to be watching myself in the mirror. “Jance?”

“Yes, baby?”

His voice sounds like it’s in outer space. Speaking to me from a dying star. Husky but tranquil. Dark but warm. He kisses up the back of my leg. His teeth gnaw on the edge of my briefs.

“I’m going to get bigger. Like you.”

Jance’s eyes open for me. Hooded with lust. But also with something heavier. Melancholy. He’s never supposed to look like that.

“B, you already are bigger. You’re bigger than me. If your body was as big as your heart, as big as your mind, you’d have to quit swimming. You’d be too big for the pool, baby.”

I look away and bite my lip. The mirror hides nothing. The tears are tenacious, but so are Jance’s hands and mouth. He sculpts my body with his touches. Makes me his clay as he pores over every dent and dimple along my frame. Kisses my biceps. Licks my abs. Sucks on my earlobes.

Then he brushes his lips over the spot between my collarbone and deltoid. His eyes peek over my shoulder at our bodies in the mirror.

“It’s not about the size or the shape,” he whispers. “It’s the story.”
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IT’S A PRACTICE in self-control as much as a study of behavior. The way my body aches. The way his body responds. The mirror is so I can watch him watching himself. I’ve watched him watching me—it’s such a turn-on, but it’s familiar. It’s safe. The fear is in his face. He doesn’t see what I see. And he wants me to see what’s not there. To invite the imagination to replace reality.

All of this tumbles around in my head, a prewash stage of unlaundered thoughts and insights. From dirty to clean. But what if there’s no difference? What’s the point of all this uncertainty and tension if dirtying the cleanest parts of ourselves brings us the most pleasure?

“It’s the story,” I repeat. “Where yours meets mine.”

I run my hands all around his perfect, lithe, smooth body and wonder if he can feel himself like I do. The delicate strength. The hard softness. How his eyes and his lips do things to me. And his ass. Fuck, his ass…

But it’s the brain. The big, Brighton-sized brain that peeks out through those wide eyes. Through the furrowed brow and bitten lip. Emotions he fights. Feelings he won’t share, even though I’d swim through them no matter the depths. “Will you read it to me? Your story.”

“I… I’m not sure what you’re asking.”

I laugh. “You make me feel too smart for my own good. Shit makes sense that’s not supposed to. I’m simple, remember?”

“But not stupid.” He shivers in my grasp. His cock twitches. His breath hitches. “Never stupid.”

“Right. Which is why I’m picking up on all this energy…”

“You sound like Delia,” Brighton says.

“Your mom knows her shit. And she can talk the entire time without missing a recipe step or forgetting an ingredient. She had plenty to say to me. I didn’t tell her, but she—”

“She knew,” he says. “She always does. She told me to communicate my needs.”

My body rises, flush with red-hot possibilities. Slippery promises of desire. A burning that neither starts nor stops, only lingers like white noise. Until Brighton draws attention to it. How quickly my body responds to his touch, his words, his looks. Has it always been this way?

Have we been communicating our needs in silence, unaware of one another’s depth and destiny?

My head continues to feel like a washing machine. I cling to Brighton’s body for support. To taste his sweet skin for reassurance. “I’m always listening, B.”

“I wish I had something to tell you.”

“You do,” I say, kneading my thumbs into the meat of his ass and watching his muscles dance along his arched back. “I can see it, I can feel it. I taste it.”

“I’m not like you, I’m not…” He turns away from the mirror and faces me. But he won’t look down at me. “I’m not like you. I’m not sexy.”

As big as I’ve always been, I’ve rarely been in fights. I’ve intimidated a bully or drunk asshole on occasion, but most fools know to pick on someone their own size. But Brighton’s words drive an invisible fist in my gut. I’m already low to the ground, and I almost double over. The strain in his voice leaves me gasping for air. Mad at myself, mad at the world. Fucking pissed at whatever happened to deny this beautiful boy a confident sense of freedom.

He’s biting his lip again. All I can think of is punching the closest thing that can withstand my force. That can absorb my rage. Instead, I run my hands up his hips and stomach. Up through the new muscle mass in his chest. All the way up to his rosy cheeks, where I caress a face that hurts and heals me with a change in expression. “Then tell me I’m fucking stupid.”

“What? Why?! No.”

“If I say you’re sexy, and you say you’re not, that makes me stupid. ’Cause you have always been the smartest. The most knowledgeable. So if you’re not fucking sexy—tell me I’m fucking stupid.”

Brighton leans into me. I rise enough to match his height, my arms encircling him tight. “You’re not stupid, Jance.”

“And you’re not not sexy, B.”

With a needful moan, Brighton pushes his face into mine. Steals quick, desperate kisses. Molds his body to mine. No longer differing in size. Only two halves of the same whole. The heat of his need and attention is plenty satiating. Along with the small smile he adds as a bonus. “Thanks.”

“Don’t thank me. Thank the truth.” I reach down for his pants and draw them up his perfect legs. “Now let’s get back out there before the dinner table becomes a sex stage. I don’t want our dessert to witness what I’ve heard through the walls.”




~     ~     ~     ~     ~     ~




Styles and Alec have clearly gone at it to some degree, but the only signs are their flustered looks and heaving chests. All food, clothing, and furniture remain the same, so we finish off the dessert without hesitation. Brighton seems rosier. Still quiet, but at least his face is open and calm. He nods and laughs and occasionally looks at me with an expression that twists my heart and my cock into a single knot.

“We’ll clean up,” Alec says. “You boys go enjoy your second dessert.”

Brighton stacks all the plates. “Nonsense. Jance helped with the cooking, I will help with the cleaning.”

“Jance was present for the cooking. Back me up, Sty. Would you say he helped with the cooking?”

Styles stretches out in his chair. Runs a hand up the back of his boyfriend’s shirt. “He helped more than you’ve ever helped in a kitchen.”

“I provide company and commentary. Those are priceless commodities.”

“I’ll teach him,” Brighton says, carrying two armfuls over to the kitchen sink. “Or he can provide me with company and commentary while I clean.”

“I have so much to teach you, my ball of curly purity.”

I clear my throat. “Let’s keep the corruption to a minimum. So we can max out the cleaning.”

Alec shrugs, then shivers beneath Style’s roaming, massaging hand. His eyes drift over to Brighton in the kitchen. His lips curve in a way that makes me nervous. “Take it from me, J-man. You may think you know someone. But it’s so much better to discover a bedeviling surprise.”

“Go pretend to be useful,” Styles says, ceasing the soft touching and instead nudging Alec toward the kitchen. “Jance and I are gonna take a walk.”

“Maybe later. I’m gonna hang here and—”

“Wait to follow him back to his dorm?” Styles asks. “You can’t watch over him the whole time. I wouldn’t call Alec a good influence, but he’s harmless.”

“Like UV radiation,” Alec shouts from the kitchen. “You won’t know you’ve been burned until it’s too late.”

“It’s not that,” I say, searching for an excuse when it very much is that. “Brighton’s sensitive. He doesn’t know him.”

“Brighton,” Styles calls out, “I give you permission to punish Alec if he doesn’t follow your instructions. If you splash him, he’ll melt.”

“Jance, I give you permission to push Styles into oncoming traffic. Even if it’s only one of those tiny scooter things.”

Styles stands and puts a hand on my shoulder. “He’ll be fine. They’re both brains. Let them tire themselves out with book critiques and scientific discussions or whatever the hell smart people get off on.”

We make it out the door and down the stairs before my separation anxiety kicks in. I ignore thoughts of Alec flirting with Brighton. Touching him, telling him dirty jokes. Whispering things that might make him blush. Or make him curious.

“Looks like even our fearless captain got lucky last night,” Styles says, nodding to the other entrance, where Kelby wanders in. Even at a distance, I can see his mussed hair, the mismatched buttoning of his shirt, and the way he’s walking funny. Like someone dislodged the stick that’s usually up his ass. It’s a good look, one that brings me some relief. The guy works too hard sometimes. A top candidate for the miracle work of getting laid. I just hope it’s something he can get regularly.

“Good for him. Looks like he needed it.”

“Speaking of getting laid…” Styles lets the unfinished sentence hang over my head, but I keep walking. “How tight is our little blond freshman?”

A fire lights my knuckles and smoke rises in my chest. I’m not quite sure what the urge is demanding, so I keep my face away from Styles’s. To hide my reaction. And because I don’t wanna see if he’s enjoying the question or not. We’ve swapped stories about fucks before, especially early last year when I went a little wild swimming in pussy but…

I realize I’ve been grinding my teeth at a standstill. Styles eyes me, then scratches his buzzed head. “Yeah, I probably deserve to get punched for that.”

“It’s fine.”

“Really? ’Cause the way your body just snapped to attention right now… I get it. This is different. In my defense, Alec is a bad influence. But only when you’re fucking him. And fucking in love with him.”

I take a breath. “I don’t want him making Brighton uncomfortable.”

“He won’t. Most of it is a front. Crassness as self-defense or something. He tried explaining it to me once, but I shoved my tongue down his throat and then pounded his hole senseless. Psychology’s not really my thing, you know?”

“Why are we out here, Styles?”

“Maybe I’m biased since me and my guy ride the long-distance train, but the way you’ve been around Brighton—you’ve got insane proximity every day of the week, so it’s kinda unavoidable. This is more of a warning—give him space.”

I feel the fading fire flare up again. “Am I paying for your relationship advice by the hour or by the word?”

Styles chuckles. It’s a sound that usually soothes me. Why should it annoy me? “Jance, man. You’re swimming upstream now. Going against the current and all. I know you two are childhood friends or whatever, but were you always this uptight about him?”

“I’m looking out for him.”

“And who’s looking out for you?” Styles laughs again, then stares at me. “Shit, man. You really look like you wanna hit me.”

“I don’t.”

“I can take it,” Styles says. “Actually, it’s pretty hot when I encourage Alec to dish it out. I’m stronger and tougher, obviously. But the role reversal gets us both off.”

“Now I wanna hit you.”

Styles laughs louder, and this time I join in with a smile. My body loosens. He claps me on the shoulder and steers me out of the apartment complex. “Like I said, Alec’s rubbed off on me. But I’m serious. If you treat Brighton like a Hummel figurine—he’s got that look for sure—then you might be denying him a side of himself that could surprise you both. The way he’s been looking at you… He’s hungry. Don’t starve him, sure. But don’t overfeed him, either. Just help him work up an appetite. And let yourself be the feast.”

I chew on that information, amused but intrigued. “There is no way Alec isn’t talking through you right now. Are you wearing a wire?”

“Hey, even us dumb jocks pick up on things when the brains are busy. If you wanna get Brighton out of his head, you gotta be sure he knows how to make you lose your mind.”

As we stroll around the block talking swim team shit and the occasional gripe about our classes, I think about the way Brighton admires my body. About the way I’m trying to help him see his own body. If I can make him feel strong, maybe he’ll start to realize he is strong. He is sexy. He’s so much more than an adorable boy with a great ass and fistable curls. So much more than his sweetness and sensitivity.

Styles and Alec have gotta be right. If I don’t give Brighton space and encouragement to grow, to change. Then I’m stunting us both. It’s only corruption if I’m protecting the parts of him I selfishly want to keep the same. If I let him bloom, I grow, too.

There’s no reason to hide the sun from its own light. Not when there’s more than enough warmth and heat for the both of us.

Back at the apartment, we walk in on Alec whispering into Brighton’s ear. Their bodies are too close. Alec’s full lips spill words that make Brighton giggle. My chest tightens, but I push the feelings away. When Brighton sees me, his face lights up like a campfire in the winter.

Alec gives him a little shove out of the kitchen. “Stylish, as a newly converted homemaker, I demand you take me out tonight so I can shed the burden of domesticity.”

“Translation, we’re giving you some alone time,” Styles tells me. “Fine, baby. But I get to dress you up to the nines. Get over here, wifey.”

Alec leaps into Styles’s arms and locks his legs around his boyfriend’s midsection. As they plunge into the far bedroom, Brighton presses into my side. “Dinner and a movie in bed?”

“I’ll grab my laptop. Do you feel like laughing or crying?”

Brighton runs his nails up and down my ribs while standing on his tip-toes. “I feel like screaming.”

I’m about to pick him up and squeeze him. Instead, I let myself drift lower. Only a few inches. Brighton’s nails dig into me through my shirt. “Scary movie it is.”

We head into my bedroom. I prop up my laptop on the edge of the bed and pull up a streaming site, while Brighton fishes out two pairs of undershirts and athletic shorts. He strips down to his underwear without looking at me. I almost knock my laptop onto the floor. He hops into the shorts, then pulls on the shirt. Then yanks it off, folds it, stuffs it back in my dresser. “I’ll make some popcorn.”

While he’s gone, I shed my dinner clothing and wear the shorts, folding and stuffing the undershirt just like he did. I find two pairs of socks in the very back of the drawer and put one on. I leave the other pair on the dresser for him and crawl into bed. I kick the covers to the very end of the mattress, already too warm without them.

When a shirtless Brighton and the smell of microwaved butter return, I scroll through the horror genre and try not to salivate. “Any requests?”

“Nope,” he says, jamming a fistful of popcorn into his mouth. “I don’t really know scary movies.”

“Sure you wanna watch one?”

Brighton dives into bed and spills popcorn on me. He doesn’t apologize. He just leans down and sucks up each popped kernel from my bare stomach.

Looks like I’m already scared stiff.

“I am,” he says. “I might like them.” He snuggles into my side and fits perfectly. I wait for him to inhale three more handfuls before I reach for my first. “It’s okay to be scared.”

“Some people think it’s fun.”

“Some people think it’s sexy,” he muses, tossing the popcorn into the air and catching it with his tongue. Each time, he jerks his whole body with the movement, grinding into me and shaking the bed. “The being scared part, I mean. Not the hauntings, disemboweling, and phallic imagery. It’s cathartic. Like surviving a really long, really hard swim practice.”

“Sounds like we’re the audience for that. Did you bring another bag for me, or am I getting your crumbs?”

As an answer, Brighton rolls on top of me and sits up. My body flushes with arousal, and I do my best not to lose myself in the lust. Brighton picks individual pieces out of the bag and feeds me. His hips rock the slightest bit each time his fingertips slip past my lips. “Still hungry?”

I don’t know what to say, so I lie there with a big, goofy grin on my face. Brighton sucks each of his buttery fingers. Pop, pop, pop, pop, pop. Then he rolls off me and curls back into my side, placing the bag between my body and the wall so he has to reach over me. He dries his wet fingers on my abs. Electricity crackles down to my groin and up to my face. I feel stretched out and exposed. Increasingly turned on. While he’s acting like he doesn’t even notice.

Brighton sucks his fingers a second time. “Butter. I’m being bad again.”

“Bad boy,” I whisper. My ability to form words is declining quickly. Keeping my mouth shut will only work for so long. When I’m this hungry.

Brighton picks a movie, and I try to focus on the screen. Before the first jump scare, he’s dropping popcorn on my body and licking it up. He does it so casually, I’m afraid I’m gonna groan when the ache gets too great.

We’re twenty minutes into the movie when more popcorn spills near my hips. He licks it all up and kisses dangerously low. All the way at the waistband of my shorts. He looks back at me with glazed eyes and soft lips. “Sorry for making a mess.” He settles back into his spot next to me. Pushes his mouth into my ear. “The mess I’m going to make.”

Brighton licks my ear, and my head nearly rolls off my shoulders. There’s a loud noise from the movie—an off-screen decapitation, it seems—and Brighton startles, sealing his body to mine. I feel his beating heart and his hard dick. I reach around and grip him just above the ass, to hold him to me tightly.

“Don’t tell me you’re scared.”

The glow of the screen illuminates his hazy eyes. “I’m not scared. I’m protecting you. Can’t you feel it?”

I nod. “It feels amazing.”

“In horror movies, being handsome and muscular rarely saves you.”

“Then I guess you better stay out of them,” I say, squeezing a handful of his pec. “I don’t wanna lose my protector to a slasher or a ghost.”

“I’m tougher than I look. You, on the other hand…”

Brighton reaches down and finds my cockhead without looking. Runs his thumb over the sensitive slit and creates friction with the shorts and underwear. I gasp in surprise and pleasure. Very nearly moan right in his face.

“Horndogs need all the help they can get.”

Brighton’s merciless. I writhe for him. The moan comes. I don’t recognize the sound. Or the look on his face. Elastic confidence. Unbreakable. Able to stretch beyond its means. He grins when I moan again, practically out of breath. “You making me your next victim?”

“You’ll survive. After I’ve seen you squirm.”

With a quiet giggle, Brighton releases me and lays his head on my chest. I try to catch my breath. Thrilled to the point of almost coming undone. But waiting desperately for more. Clearly, his cleaning session with Alec included some kind of advice or encouragement. I guess my walk with Styles did the same. Maybe they planned that shit. Maybe we need a little direction from a couple who’s already been there, done that.

Are we a couple? A couple of best friends. The way our bodies respond doesn’t change the way our hearts beat.

And mine is beating like it’s underwater in the middle of a race.

Even while we lie still, watching some streaming original about a haunted kitchen (or maybe an undead chef?) and letting our bodies remain hot and hard together, my thoughts move to the beat of my pulse. Thoughts about Carrigan, about Mother. About our swim meet against conference rivals North Valley, which is right before Thanksgiving break.

I have to get this sorted before Thanksgiving.

For Brighton’s sake. Until Mother knows—accepting or otherwise—I won’t be able to give myself to him fully. I wouldn’t want him to know how Mother disapproves. Of everything. Which is a real feat, since her approval rating of me is still in the red. He’d never understand. His mother sends him horoscopes. She makes him gluten-free, dairy-free, all-organic care packages. She dances under the full moon to send him all the celestial energy he needs to pass exams and swim fast races.

And find a boy to call his own. That’s what Mrs. B said in the kitchen. A boy whose name he has always known.

Then she turned away and complained about cutting onions for a meal that had none.

“Where are you?”

Brighton’s big eyes hover in the darkness, catching laptop light. He dips his face under my jaw and kisses my neck. Up to my ear. Down to my throat. Repeats his question into the crook of my neck.

“I’m trying to figure out if the chef is a zombie, a ghost, or a serial killer.”

Brighton makes a face. “There’s no chef in this movie.”

I drop my head back onto my pillow and laugh at the dark ceiling. “You caught me. Guess I’m elsewhere. Sorry.”

Brighton shuts the laptop with his socked foot, bathing us in darkness. Only the faintest hints of moonlight seep through the bedside window. As my eyes adjust, I feel his body shift. His hands take my wrists and place them over my head. Over the headboard. Then his fingers draw down my forearms. My upper arms. Through my armpits and down my rib cage, scratching skin at the very end.

“Come back to me.”

That ever-present throbbing intensifies. A hot spring overflowing from my crotch. Flowing in all directions. I float. I sink. I shiver.

“Come back to me,” he says again, tugging my shorts down and off, throwing them across the room. He kisses me through my briefs until I’m twitching.

“Brighton, you don’t…”

I take a moment to remember what Styles said. I won’t hurt him. I won’t hold him back, either. He keeps kissing, lapping his tongue along my length and tasting me through the wet cotton. I grip the headboard and gasp. Fuck. What the actual hell did Alec say to him?

The perfect lips carve a slick, warm path up my torso and to my face. “Don’t tell me what I can’t do. You know me better than anyone ever has. Or ever will. But you don’t know everything I can do. Not yet.”

Brighton’s teeth drag along my jawline, back down to my neck. This time, he sucks hard as he kisses. He uses teeth. He claims a piece of me. Teaches me not to underestimate him, as a filthy moan pours out of me.

His lips suddenly in my ear. “Come back to me. Then. Come for me.”
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I FEEL LIKE a rocket ship. Soon, I’ll be floating through space. Dancing among the stars. And then, I’ll reenter the atmosphere and burn up as a meteorite crashing down to the earth. That’s how I feel.

I think Jance is Earth. Or maybe he’s the Sun? If I’m flying too close, it’s too late. Damn the wings made of wax. If I fall, it’s where I belong. As long as I feel Jance beneath me, next to me, inside me—the rest is history. Or the future, unknown and untouched.

“Fuck, B.”

I’ll shut up now.

“You’ll do that for me, won’t you?” I ask Jance. He nods. So eager. “But not before I tell you to. Show me your self-control.”

And I’ll show you my bravery.

I have no idea how this is going to go. I refuse to let this be an out-of-body experience, but my mind is so desperate to float above us. To criticize or condemn. I don’t know what I’m doing. I’m too inexperienced.

I know what I fucking want.

That’s what Alec told me after he cleaned his single plate. That’s what you need to say. Not to him. Not to anyone else. Only to you. Do you know what you fucking want, Brighton?

I want Jance to come so hard he cries.

…Is that a thing? Okay, I want him to come so hard he screams my name. Like he needs me to catch him. To lift him off his skinned knees and carry him away from all his fears.

And I want him to make a huge mess. Like before.

But this time, I want to clean it up.

“Tell me you understand.”

A smaller moan. “I understand.”

I kiss his lips. Stroke his cheek. “Good boy. Now hang on to that headboard. It’s going to be a bumpy night.”

“Yes, sir.”

As much as I melt in Jance’s protective embrace and sweat when his big body holds mine, I can’t help but vibrate with delicious uncertainty. He’s supposed to be in control. He’s supposed to be strong and tough and confident. Yet…

Feeling his hard muscles quiver. His breath stutter. Knowing I will parse out the pleasure until his need is too great. That I alone will unravel him into perfectly portioned pieces. Commanding him to move. To writhe. To float out before I drag him under and breathe him in. Makes me feel so powerful.

Who cares if I don’t know what I’m doing?

I know what I fucking want.

I slide down his body until my face is back in his crotch. His musk is a shot of caffeine making me jittery. I cling to his hips and drag my cheek along his length. In the dark, his size is endless. Insurmountable. But when I feel it, when I taste it, I know it’s not scary. It’s what I want.

It’s what’s going to make him cry out for me.

“Do you want me to suck your cock?”

I feel the bed shift with his nodding. I tongue the outline of his thickness, then add, “You have to speak up. Use your words. I want to hear you.”

“B, please—” He catches his breath. “Yes. But only if you… I want it. So fucking badly. I wanna feel your perfect mouth, B.”

I toy with his waistband. “Have you thought about it before? Hands on my head. Fingers grasping my hair. Thrusting as deeply as you can.”

Jance croaks out the strangest sound. Clears his throat. “I think about you all the time. I can’t help myself.”

“You’re right,” I say, snapping the waistband. Then, I peel it down inch by inch, gasping as his girthy size pops out into the moonlight and slaps his lower abs. “You can’t. But I can.”

“Please, B. I fucking want you.”

I swallow any lingering doubts and hesitation to make room in my throat. The mood is charged. Darkness saturated with mutual need. I don’t have to be perfect. I can use my words. And Jance is already leaking.

He wants this so badly it almost makes me giggle.

But I refrain. I lower my face and press my lips into the base of his dick. I googled enough how-to’s on blowjobs to teach a class. I understand the theory, the techniques. By making it so practical, I feel efficient and prepared.

As I slowly kiss my way up to the head, I realize how good this feels for me. And not just the way Jance’s breath darts out of his mouth in tiny bursts of panting. It’s the smoothness of skin over hard-blood thickness. It’s the vein I follow up the side of the shaft with my lips. It’s the heat in my face and the scent of arousal in my nose.

I stop at the tip and swirl my tongue around the pre-ejaculate. Jance moans as I lick at the sweet-salty spill. His whole thing twitches. His body bucks beneath me. I grip his length in one hand for lazy stroking, and my other hand roams his outstretched torso to map the muscular terrain in stolen moonlight. I use my nails on the hot flesh of his stomach and my thumb underneath the sensitive part of the head. Each little earthquake of pleasure rolls through his body, urging me onward. I love reading the signs in his body. I can taste how close he is to coming undone.

So I pull back for just a moment. Holding his dick in front of my face while I stare at him. He’s slack-jawed and soft-eyed, head lolling as his expansive chest shudders with jagged breaths. He can barely focus on me. His impending orgasm demands all his attention.

“Look at me, Jance.”

The second his eyes clear, I wrap my lips around his head. It’s challenging and awkward, but I keep my gaze locked on him while I slide my mouth down and back. I can only fit half his length inside me, but I keep my fist working the lower half at his base. Twisting and stroking. Relaxing my jaw, my tongue, my throat. When I gag, my eyes water. Jance’s body hitches and he moans. He reaches for my face.

“So fucking beautiful.”

I gag again, and this time the tears feel real. The intimacy fills me up more than Jance’s huge size. It’s not just down my throat, it’s in my pores. In my veins. My heart beats with the intensity of his expression. Even through the haze of pleasure, the handsome planes of his face all point in my direction and reflect my own desire.

He wants me as much as I want him.

“Fuck, I’m gonna come. B, I’m gonna—”

His body rises on a wave. I pin it down and pump his shaft, moving my mouth up to the head to free some space to swallow. I decided I would try it. That I would do my best.

I look up at Jance a final time. My lips are sore but sucking. My jaw is tired but relaxed. My head is spinning but happy. He bites his lip, then throws his head back into the pillow with a gravelly groan.

Jance explodes in my mouth, instantly filling it with his desperate release. I do my best to swallow and keep sucking, moaning into his cockhead as the cum overflows. He keeps shooting, every pulsation flowing through my face. I have to pull away to finish swallowing—the last shot splatters me in the face.

I can’t explain why, but I’m smiling. I’m red-hot, but not from embarrassment. I should be grossed out or annoyed, but being messy—only right now, only with Jance—feels like what I’m meant to be.

He immediately sits up and inspects my face, still breathing heavily. “Shit. I didn’t mean for that to happen. Are you okay?”

I press my face to his and kiss those worried lips. I let his tongue clean the inside of my mouth and taste his own mess. He goes at it for a long time, until we fall onto our sides and he caresses my face. “At least it didn’t get in your curls.”

“Can’t be any worse than that awful paste I used.”

Jance kisses my forehead and wipes off the rest of my face with a tissue from the bedside table. “Still shining. Still smiling.”

“I guess I always enjoy a good workout.”

As we cuddle, my own arousal warms me. A comforting reminder that this sex stuff is still working for me. Even if I’m the one doing most of it instead of receiving, I know Jance will be more than ready once I’m ready.

…I just hope I can make as big a splash as he does.
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BY THE TIME November creeps closer to Thanksgiving, I still haven’t told Mother about Brighton. Or, more specifically, me and Brighton.

The other week she handled the news of my amicable parting from Carrigan with a controlled amount of disappointment. At this point, my failure to meet expectations is an expectation all in itself. There wasn’t much room for explanation when the most obvious reason was we were never really together in the first place. It’s bad enough to let Mother down. To deceive her feels extra risky.

As I sit for my latest visit with her, I consider the ways in which my being with Brighton will set a new standard of disappointment. It shouldn’t make a difference, but this time, it won’t just reflect on me. It will be on Brighton, and I won’t allow any signs of disappointment to reach my boy. Mother’s never been particularly fond of him, and if I’m being honest, that’s always been a big wedge between us. I don’t think I realized it when I was in high school, but my relationship with Brighton was a means to skirt so many of my familial ties and obligations. When I couldn’t be there for my family, he was my buffer. Mother would never admit it, but I think she was jealous of him… or me? Of us having that type of relationship to create our own world. I know it’s ridiculous, and adults and children have two very different sets of experiences and responsibilities…

But maybe I kept those parts of myself from Mother and funneled them into Brighton. Parts that might have strengthened my relationship with her at a time when all the circumstances and shittiness seemed hellbent on creating friction and confrontation. 

“Your father asked about Carrigan today,” Mother says so casually it makes me grind my teeth. Of course she would find a way to relay my latest shortcoming to Dad. “I explained to him that you were unable to forge a true relationship with her. He seemed quite upset afterward.”

“He didn’t even know her.”

“But he knows you, Jancy. He loves you and wants the best for you, the same as I do. The decisions you make have impacts that reach beyond your own awareness.”

I keep my voice even. Barely. “Like me not dating a girl with a rich family might have impacts on Dad’s health?”

Mother stiffens, but her voice stays as even as mine. “Please don’t twist my words. I would never imply such a thing. But your father worries about you. He doesn’t understand why you live your life so cavalierly. You’re young, that’s inescapable, but at some point, a capricious lifestyle will leave you unsatisfied and unmoored. Better to plan for the responsibilities of the future than avoid them until it is too late.”

“And when is too late? When I turn twenty-one? When I graduate? When you randomly decide? I go to school, I swim, I come here. What responsibilities am I avoiding?”

Mother says nothing. She’s either worn out or can’t come up with an answer. Her silence is rarely a sign of defeat, but I don’t see the wheels turning behind her eyes. Her gaze rests in her lap.

“I have to get back to campus and meet my tutor.”

“Your father and I want you to be happy.” Mother wrings her hands. “I suppose that’s our responsibility. But you don’t… share things. With us.”

“I’m happy.” It comes out with an edge, so I relax and think of Brighton. His body tucked into mine. His curls in my fists. His smile and laughter tickling my skin. “I’m happy.”

“But not with Carrigan.”

It’s not a question. It’s an invitation. A chance for me to come clean. Not just about Brighton, but about how he makes me feel. The fear and uncertainty we had to work through. The protectiveness, the possessive streak that courses through my veins. The way he brings out my caring side, even as he takes me apart in a mess of lust and satisfaction. The piece of my childhood that has been the most constant and dependable. A reminder of who I was; a declaration of who I am; a promise of who I can be.

All I have to do is say his name. Nothing Mother can say will unchain how tightly my soul is bound to his.

And Dad… Even if Mother’s telling the truth and he really did like the idea of me and Carrigan…

“We’re friends. She’s cool with it. So am I.”

“Friendship is often the precursor for a lasting romantic relationship,” Mother says.

And I smile. Genuine. Embarrassingly big. “Ain’t that the fucking truth.”

Mother flinches at my wording but holds her tongue. She looks away long enough to tell me I’ve been dismissed.

“I’m going to be late to my tutoring session.”

Mother nods. Waits as I head for the foyer before saying, “I don’t think your father will make it to Thanksgiving.” She lets the words chill my blood before clarifying. “Make it to Thanksgiving dinner. His attendance was more likely when he was in better spirits before. But I won’t push him. I do expect your attendance, Jancy.”

“I’ll be there, Mother.” And then, as I take my leave: “And I won’t be alone.”




~     ~     ~     ~     ~     ~




“We really have to study,” Brighton gasps, pulling away from me with his lips deliciously red and cheeks so rosy. “I made notecards and everything.”

“I can see that.” The colorful notecards filled with loopy handwriting lie scattered on the table. The table that I laid Brighton on to devour him. With his sweater pushed up, his jeans undone, and his hair wild and golden, he’s almost too much for me.

More than I deserve, really.

As I suck on his nipples and grip his ass, he claws at my back and moans into my ear. We’re in a private study room in the library, so no one’s going to barge in on us. But we only have it for an hour. At least half of which I’ve spent distracting every one of his efforts to focus on my tutoring.

I strip off Brighton’s sweater and yank his jeans down to his ankles. I kiss each of the silly-looking penguins waddling around on his underwear. Especially the ones on his hard dick and hot hole.

“Jance.” He’s breathless and flushed. Never sexier. “You’re being a bad student.”

“I swear I’ll take the notecards home. I’ll get at least a B-minus on my next paper.”

“That’s not good enough.”

Brighton sits up and grabs the back of my head, fingers coiling in my short hair. I think the amount of times I’ve done this to his curls is rubbing off on him. He tugs with the perfect amount of pressure, pulling my head back and exposing my throat without yanking on my scalp. I smile up at him, amused. But he shakes his head. “I don’t tolerate poor discipline, Jance.”

When Brighton takes control and has his way with me, I can’t help but feel on the verge of laughter. I’m rock-hard, sure. Energized in the face of his stillness and sternness. Maybe it’s the reconciling I have to do between the soft, bouncy Brighton and the one that only comes out to play in our sexiest moments. It’s almost like a role reversal. I get to experience his usual lightness and submissiveness. 

I haven’t floated the idea of us going farther than we have—we could lie next to each other naked and not touching and that would still be more than plenty—but he’s yet to give me a chance to put all the attention on him. To wind up his tight little body and then unspool it in a mess of pleasure and stickiness. I’d do whatever he desires. Suck him off, eat him out, finger him. I know it’s something he wants, but I need to make sure I’m ready when he wants it. And if that moment doesn’t come…

At least I get to enjoy being manhandled by a beautiful boy half my size.

As he continues to clench his fist in my hair, his other hand travels down my torso. Traces the muscles beneath my shirt. “What is it with you and tutors?”

I chuckle. “You got the body and the brains.”

“So do you,” he says, knocking on my head. “When will you believe that?”

“I believe you believe it. And, I believe you were about to do some disciplining.”

Brighton dips into my neck but doesn’t kiss or bite. Only his hot breath coats my skin. His roaming hand finds my nipple and twists it through my shirt. I rise in surprise and pleasure, but he keeps me in my place with his other hand in my hair. I watch my bulge grow beneath my sweatpants. Brighton does nothing more. Until my breaths become heavier. Sharper. Need blasts through my body and makes me squirm.

“There’s little to do about your lack of self-control,” he whispers.

“I can control myself.”

A small smile. I feel it as Brighton’s lips press to my throat. “Is that what you call throwing me on the table and trying to rip my clothes off?”

“Maybe I was curious about today’s underwear. The penguins are very cute.”

“You’re not even wearing any,” Brighton says, pointing at the shameless outline of my nosy dick in gray sweats. “You wanted to distract me.”

I shrug. “Guilty as charged. What’s the punishment?”

“You’re sentenced to thirty more minutes of mid-twentieth-century literature,” he says. “Once I collect my wits and my notecards.”

As I help him do one of those tasks, I occasionally kiss the back of his neck. His shoulders. And maybe brush my bulge against his stomach as I reach past him for a notecard. He pretends to ignore it. Then he runs a single finger along my length. I grind into him, pinning him to the side of the table. “Can’t help it. I’m hot for teacher.”

“It’s a good thing I’m not your actual professor. You would learn absolutely nothing.”

I rock my hips as his fingers toy with the drawstring of my sweats. “But I’d have perfect attendance and pay attention to every second of every lecture.”

“And I’d make class participation a hundred percent of your grade.”

As he squats to tug my sweats down and watches my cock spring free, his eyes light up. He moves closer, letting my heft rest on his face. It makes me feel so big, so turned on. He smiles up at me like that. “And offer you all the extra credit, too.”

Brighton’s always been a fast learner. As erotic and adorable as it was to watch him navigate his first time with my dick, now he gives me better head than I thought possible. I come so hard, and he swallows me to the last drop. Then he lets me taste myself on his tongue. Every time, it’s magical. Right now is no exception.

As he kisses me with the aftermath of my release still slick on his lips and tongue, I realize he is the teacher. Showing me how easy it is for us to switch between dynamics. One moment, he’s dominant. He’s got me pinned and edged. The next, he’s wildly craving me. Swallowing me as I come like a fountain. I can’t wait for him to surprise me with more.

When he finishes packing up before our study hour is over, he shakes his head at me. “You need to pull your pants up. We have to leave.”

“Only if you pull yours down.”

“I’m serious, Jance.” Brighton slings his backpack over his shoulders. “They come in and check on you if you don’t sign out within five minutes. These rooms are popular.”

“Please? I wanna see the penguins again.”

Brighton rolls his eyes but smirks as he shoves his jeans down. “What kind of teacher am I for rewarding bad behavior?”

“The hot kind.” I kneel at his feet, doing my best I’ve-been-a-bad-bad-boy face. It probably looks ridiculous, but oh well. “Can I kiss the one right there?” I point at the barely visible head of his dick. “Then I promise to apologize to the lady at the desk for signing out late.”

“You are my worst student by far.”

Fighting his smile, Brighton does the cutest shake of his hips to give me the go-ahead. I kiss the penguin with its ice skates and scarf. A big, sloppy kiss that doesn’t stop until Brighton’s cockhead starts to grow against my lips. Then I pull away and grin up at him. “And you’re my sexiest professor by far.”
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I LIKE BEING in control. If I’m out of control, I might perform poorly. Part of me knows I could never disappoint Jance; the other part of me—my arch-nemesis Brighton the Overthinker—whispers plenty of ways I could screw things up. What if I don’t enjoy giving myself to Jance? What if it feels cold or dull and doesn’t instantly make me feel hot and bothered? What if I can’t get off and I humiliate him?

Delia once said guys take sex really personally. When I asked Gunther about it, he said sex encompasses a multitude of acts, positions, and emotions.

An infinite amount of ways to do it wrong, apparently.

When I’ve got Jance in my mouth, it’s challenging. It kind of hurts. But it fills me with pride and excitement. Like I’m reflecting his sexiness and strength back at him—because I am sexy and strong. I can worship his muscles and fawn over his big thing, and I see how much that turns him on.

His instruction manual is a single-sided, laminated card.

Mine is the size of a research paper printed, stacked, and waiting for peer review.

So I keep the attention on Jance. On his body, his dick, his pleasure. The same reason I prefer swimming distance events: I can go at my own pace without anyone having to worry about me.

But this isn’t the 500 free. Or the mile. Or any swimming race. This is my best friend, my boyfriend, and I need to trust in our relationship. By opening up and letting him explore me, we could find uncharted territory. Or buried treasure. Or stolen booty.

I know I overthink things. I like to think everybody knows that about me.

Jance certainly does. He says my brain is my superpower. With great power comes great… responsibility to accept my sexuality. Even when it feels scary and uncertain.

In the time since our fruitless (but fun) first tutoring session, I’ve been analyzing my sex plans well beyond overtime, trying to figure out when I want to give myself to him. We’re still tutoring, and I’ve managed to make progress with him. Beyond notecards, even. I always wear my silly undies in case he strips me and wants to kiss cows, sheep, or the penguins again. When he’s not too horny, he’s a good listener. And smarter than he thinks, just like I always tell him. Classes and training are intensifying, so sometimes we’re too tired to fool around and we just lie together. Sometimes I make him be the little spoon, only for me to feel like a koala clutching its favorite tree.

As the swim team heads into the weight room for our last session of the week before our big meet this weekend, I pause and smile at myself in the mirror. I can hardly believe the muscles filling out my reflection. I’m still short, still somewhat tiny compared to the bigger guys—but I’ve got bulk, definition, and vascularity. And it feels like I’m getting stronger each week. I even had to borrow a few shirts from Cloud that he found in an untouched box in the back of Rainer’s closet. When Jance noticed, I made sure to tell him they’d been donated. And whenever I’m walking around his apartment in just my underwear, he whistles at me every time.

If I can get a liiiiittle bit bigger, especially in the chest and upper arms, then I’ll let him do whatever he wants to me.

“Think you’re going to have to go up a size,” Cloud says, joining me at our weight rack. “That shirt’s looking awfully snug.”

“I can’t wait to be a medium. Maybe by next year, I’ll be a large. I’m almost up to a hundred and fifty on the scales.”

Rainer strolls by and scoffs. “Just don’t cut your hair. You’ll lose fifty pounds.”

I can’t think of anything clever to retort, so I just ignore him. But Rainer lingers and adds, “Also, thank you for saving me the trouble of donating my old clothes. I’m glad the less fortunate can fit into my middle school wardrobe.”

“Ease up, Rainer,” Cloud says.

“Suck my cock, Sunny. Maybe Bri Bri here can watch and pick up some tips.”

I push past Rainer to pick up my weights and say, “Tip number one, the bigger the mouth, the smaller the dick.”

“I’d love to see you choke on—”

Cloud pulls Rainer away and sends him off with a hushed whisper. I fight the smug smile spreading on my face. I have no idea where that comeback came from, but I’ll take it.

“Sorry, he’s going through some stuff.”

I finish adding the last weight plate and glance back at Cloud. “Guess that means you are, too.”

He shrugs. “It’s complicated.” He moves in to spot me while I squat. “How are things with Jance?”

While Cloud and Rainer seem to be alternating stink eyes and puppy-dog eyes for everyone to see, Jance and I are far less theatrical around our teammates. Cloud only knows because I told him. And really, I left out most of the more-than-best-friends details. Tilly gets almost all of them, and Magnus tunes me out half the time, but Cloud… He’s always got heavy shoulders and a bent back. I don’t want to add to his burden by dumping any of my romantic or sexual stuff on him. Not when Rainer Caraway is a two-ton sack of lust-sticky gold. “He’s my best friend. There’s not much left to figure out. We’ve known each other forever.”

“People change,” Cloud says, helping me return the bar to its starting place. “I’ve watched you change.”

“Better not let Rainer catch you watching. He might get even more jealous.”

“Right there, see.” Cloud adds more weight plates. “The Brighton I met in August would have turned beet red just now.”

As I spot Cloud for his reps, I try not to think about what he said. Why is everyone so concerned with changing? Knowing someone doesn’t stop as people grow. There aren’t recycled versions of ourselves. No program updates that override all previous patches. Every change is cataloged and cumulative. Cloud used to hate Rainer. Now he apologizes for him. Cloud is still Cloud. Same as Jance is still Jance, regardless of where our relationship stands. Our best friendship existed last year in spite of our distance. And this… extra part of us, this best boyfriend friendship may have hidden its presence between us for who knows how long. Maybe, just maybe, it has been there all along. Since I skinned my knees and Jance carried me across the playground. Change and growth. Not disguises or destruction or division.

“I’m still me,” I whisper. As Cloud finishes and switches positions with me, I don’t remove any of his additional weight plates. “I’m stronger, bigger, and tougher. But I’m still Brighton.”

“Bri, I added fifty pounds.”

I duck under the bar and prepare myself. “You think I can’t do it?”

“No, but, this is only your second set.”

“You think I can’t count, too?”

Cloud gets ready to spot me, but he looks uncertain about how much emotional weight I’m carrying. An extra fifty? An extra hundred? Have I grown emotional muscles as well, or am I still biting my lip to stave off tears?

“If you want to talk about—”

“Cloud, you’re my friend. Not my therapist.”

I don’t look back at his face. I didn’t say it in a mean way, but my words felt heavy. Like throwing a medicine ball at my teammate when he wasn’t looking. Catching something doesn’t mean it won’t knock you down just the same.

The weight is heavy. Reeeeeally effing heavy. It feels like every tendon in my body is popping out. Every muscle is flexing with full force. I go slow. I breathe with control. On the last rep, my shaking goes from straining to full-body vibrating. Cloud moves in with his hands on the bar, adding the slightest amount of support. “All you, Bri. You got this.”

I do. And I don’t. I push through the last rep with a waterfall of sweat breaking across my brow. Cloud assists me in getting the bar back onto the rack. I stumble back into his body, and a protective arm hooks across my torso.

“Brighton.”

I glance over at Jance, who somehow teleported beside us. His face shows concern, frustration, and possessiveness. A hard, angular look accentuated by sweat and the flush of exertion.

“We’re good,” Cloud says.

Jance’s face snaps in his direction. The jealous words almost snap in tandem, but he catches them. No need to get brusque. Cloud’s only doing his job as my spotter. As warm-fuzzy-feeling as Jance’s strict attention usually is, I’m not in the mood for another guy acting like he knows me better than I know myself. “Styles is waiting for you.”

Jance looks at me, then at his rack. “What’re you doing, B?”

“Getting stronger. What are you doing?”

“Getting smarter. Be careful, okay?”

There’s an odd, almost patronizing quality in his tone. I nearly miss it, if not for the sudden grating inside of me. Two gears scraping, alerting me to a misalignment. I am strong, smart, and careful.

“I am. And I don’t need a babysitter.”

Jance has more to say, clearly. He stuffs it down and shakes his head, leaving us. I feel Cloud’s words, too, just behind his lips. I hate that feeling. Like they think I can’t bear to hear whatever they want to say to me. Surrounding me with eggshells.

“It’s your turn, Cloud.”

He nods and takes his place. Struggles far less than I did with the weight. I’m behind him, same as he was for me. And when we move on to the next type of lift, I add a ten-pound plate on each side of the bar. “Hold up, Bri.”

“I can fucking do it.”

When I turn around, Cloud’s emotions are scrubbed from his face. He holds up his empty water jug. “I meant I need to refill. Be right back.”

“Oh. Sorry.”

As Cloud crosses the gym to the water fountain, I distract myself with the mirror. It’s relieving to see the growth I’m sacrificing for. I may be slower in the water. I may be digesting animal products. But I feel good and look great. I bet even Rainer would be hard-pressed to ignore the weight I’ve put on. The power I’ve gained. Cloud was right; August Brighton would’ve shied away from Rainer’s verbal sparring. August Brighton was distracted by his skinny chest, his quivering lip, and whether or not Jance would be his friend in college.

November Brighton is distracted—driven by—the desire to grow. Tough mettle and hardy constitution. A brain encased in brawn and too badass to be any bully’s bitch.

Restless among thinning patience, I slide into position with the bar. Cloud will be right back. I’ll go slow. I’ll be careful.

I won’t be held down by who I used to be.

A surge of adrenaline. A hint of risk. My body finds its center, its balance, as the weights tax my body and form. I maintain my technique, grunting through each rep. Four, five, six, seven.

Fuck!

Somewhere in my body, a muscle betrays me. It clenches up, not in exertion but in a knot. A strain that can’t relax. It’s locked in place.

As my body freezes, the weight is too much to withstand.

I cry out and lose my balance. The bar drags me down. Down where I belong. For flying too high. Too carelessly.

A boy who’s spent a lifetime falling should know better.

My lower back screams. Or maybe my mouth does. But for some reason…

My body doesn’t hit the floor. The bar doesn’t crush me.

Huge hands clasp the bar just outside of mine. A wall of muscle cushions me from behind. Keeps me upright long enough for the extra pair of hands to heave the bar onto the rack. My back screams again, and I crumble into an embrace I don’t deserve. No matter how many times it proves my doubts wrong.

Jance.

“It’s okay. I’ve got you. I’m here.”

He holds me. So strong, so careful. He knows my pain. And my shame.

Why is it so hard to resist this urge to prove myself? To prove I can stand on my own without falling. I can be big, I can be tough. I can be sexy and strong and not a crybaby, not a—

I hide my face in Jance’s chest. The hot tears sting. My back still screams. But my heart aches most of all… for pushing away what I need the most.




~     ~     ~     ~     ~     ~




“You need to take it easy,” Serge says, staring at me with the full implication of my fate. “Not easier. Not a little easy. Take it easy. No practice today and no racing this weekend. Don’t even get in for warm-ups. I’ll reassess Monday morning, but I better not see you near anything in the gym other than the cardio bikes all next week.”

I nod in acceptance, my head hanging from now until forever. Or until my wounded pride recovers.

“Will you keep an eye on him, Jance?”

Jance hesitates behind me. He’s probably replaying my ungrateful line about babysitting. So I say, “He will. He always does.”

It’s as close to an apology as I can get. His hand rubs between my shoulder blades, and my lower back pain abates. Not entirely. Not even close. But the bag of ice cellophane-wrapped around my midsection and the comforting presence of my best friend-boyfriend is enough to ease the suffering.

Enough for me to twist slightly and reach for his other hand, taking it in both of mine, while Serge explains the rest of my instructions and precautions.

At least I can still be a cheerleader this weekend. Hopefully, Coach Harley doesn’t hit me too hard with the I’m disappointed in you look she’s so good at.

As Jance and I shuffle out of the training room, I lean on his body. My pillar of support. I let more tears come if they want to.

“I’m sorry, B.”

“No, please.” I take a breath. “Don’t apologize for me being an a-hole. To you, to Cloud. Even to Rainer. I just… I guess I conflated toughness with meanness. Sometimes a badass is just a bad ass.”

Jance chuckles and kisses the top of my head. Then my forehead. Then tugs my hair back and presses into my lips. I crave him so much, I start to climb him—and immediately whine at the pain. “I’m fine, I’m fine. I promise I won’t give you trouble and turn you into Nurse Ratched.”

“I’ll be Nurse Whatever You Need, B.”

“I need you to…” I turn away, blushing. Something about body aches, humiliation, and regret really stokes my libido I guess. I can feel myself wanting to press into him. To grind on his body. To crawl on top of him and beg him to take me. “I’ll let you know. But you’re late for practice.”

“Walk me to the locker room?”

When we get there, I sit on the bench and watch Jance change out of his gym clothes. He’s half-hard as he pulls on his speedo and tucks himself away. I know it’s because I’m watching him. His little shy smile. How he won’t look over at me. I let my legs hang open the way I see straight guys sit all the time. When Jance grabs his swim bag and finally looks over, he makes a slow, guttural sound. “Fuck, B.”

I lie back on the wall, hiding the wince as my back protests. My shorts are high on my thighs and tented with my arousal. “Fuck, J.”

He’s on his knees instantly. Kissing me through my shorts. Nudging my length with his mouth and nose. He licks up the inside of my thigh, all the way to my groin. A flick of his tongue pushes inside, grazing my balls. “You really scared me today.”

“I’m sorry.”

Jance nuzzles deeper, finding that ticklish spot between my balls and my groin. My legs close around his back and draw him into me. The hardness of his jaw digs into me. His nose skims the base of my dick. He kisses and licks and melts me. I’m sliding down the bench and molding around his handsome face.

“Brighton. Your body is sexy as fuck. But I love every part of you. Your big eyes. Your warm smile. Fisting those curls. The way you talk. When you bite your lip. If you don’t ever wanna do something, it’s still perfect. Whether you get buffer or smaller—fuck, even if you become an asshole—you’re still mine. Everything that changes. Everything that stays the same. Every version of you is the best version. I’ll claim them all.”

As I stare down at him with an overwhelming fever running from my dick to my heart to my head, I know that right now is not the time for sex. But it’s coming oh so soon.

Right now, a promise is all I need to get off. The power of words has always mystified and comforted me.

I tug off my shirt and lower my shorts and undies until my dick pops out. I spit in my hand and work my shaft without breaking eye contact with Jance. He looks up at me like a loyal dog, ready to defend, ready to encourage. An enduring source of companionship and admiration. Making me feel safe and loved.

In that space of security, I feed my arousal. I focus on it and let the inhibition burn away in the heat between us. As Jance’s eyes light up and the groan aches from his lips, I feel sexy. I feel the way I think he feels when I watch him.

As he watches me, and I watch him—I come.

For him. For me. For us.

I spray my ejaculate onto my chest and abs. Before I’m finished, his lips are on mine, drinking me in as his mouth vibrates with appreciation and shared pleasure. He kisses me too many times to count, then runs his tongue from my navel to my throat. “Always the sweetest.”

“Thank you for making me feel special.”

“I didn’t make you,” he whispers. “I love you.”

One final, sticky-sweet kiss, and then he’s headed for practice before someone comes looking for him. He stops at the door. “Send me a selfie of you resting in bed, okay?”

“Only if you send one back looking as messy as I do right now.”

Jance grins and rushes back to bite my lip and ruffle my curls. Then he’s gone. I’m up, slowly but surely but verrrrry slowly cleaning my mess, walking back to my dorm, showering, and crawling into bed. I pass out before I can remember to take the selfie, and when I wake up, I have no idea how much time has passed.

Maybe no time has passed at all.

I find my phone under my covers and send Jance a voice note. I press record and giggle. “I love you, too.”

Send.
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WHEN THE MEET against North Valley arrives, I do my best to keep Brighton in high spirits. The night before, I helped him make colorful, block-letter signs with ample glitter. I gifted him a tiny megaphone and random noisemakers. And I talked him out of painting his face and torso—it doesn’t work as well when it’s a solo effort.

The guilt bows his shoulders and lies heavy on his brow. He tries to smile through it, knowing his injury will cost the team points. The most important thing, I tell him, is that he makes a full recovery. We’ll all step up. A rival competition is intense, sure. But it’s not a championship. It’s not a conference meet.

“Promise me you won’t start doing cheerleader shit on the wet pool deck,” I say, rubbing his back as we sit in the locker room between warm-ups and the start of the meet. “You can be really loud and excited without moving.”

“I can’t sit still, Jance. I just can’t.”

Even now, he’s bouncing on the bench, eyes shining and curls in his face. I take his chin and let my thumb skim his bottom lip. His body slows. His eyelids droop. His mouth opens for me. I lean in for a kiss and push my tongue in hard, drinking him fully without quenching any thirst.

When I pull back, he’s dazed and melted and so, so pretty. “What are you doing right now?”

“Thinking about all the things I want you to do to me.”

“Not until your injury is clear,” we say at the same time. He rolls his eyes and I softly slap his cheek. He nuzzles my hand, then kisses up my arm. Before I know it, he’s draping his body across me and grazing his teeth along my neck.

“I’m not fragile.”

“I know,” I say, squeezing his ass with both hands until he moans. I doubt that we’re alone in the locker room, but a corner of privacy will have to do for the moment. “Tough guys get injured, you know. Once you’re cleared… I will pull you apart and taste every single piece of you.”

Before my cock can demand pre-swim naughtiness, I nudge Brighton back to the bench and kiss his forehead. He says, “I’ll be your Thanksgiving turkey. Gobble, gobble.”

My body tenses, remembering Mother’s words. Her expectations. I can lie to myself and say I forgot to invite Brighton to my family’s holiday dinner, but really, it’s been an incessant itch. To want him there but then worry if it would be the wrong move. Carrigan told me to come clean about my feelings for Brighton before Thanksgiving, but that would give Mother time to devise a plan of punishment for my deception. And as perceptive as she is, she’d know the exact spot to hit me hardest for my disobedience.

Brighton stares up at me innocently. Unaware, unbothered.

Like all the lambs before seasons of slaughter past.

“If I don’t hear your cheers while I’m swimming, I don’t think I’ll be able to go fast. So, your job is very important. But don’t jump around. Promise?”

Brighton tugs my hips forward and blows a raspberry on my bare stomach. My cock perks up with his warm, wet mouth so close. Down, boy.

“I promise to make you go faster than you’ve ever gone before.”

We kiss and exit the locker room together. I pinch and knead his ass cheek until we’re on the pool deck. Then I ruffle his hair and send him toward our team in the stands. I need to get back in the water. Get my focus into place. Brighton warms me up alright.

But that’s for a performance no one gets to watch but us.




~     ~     ~     ~     ~     ~




I win the 200-freestyle race. And then things start going to shit.

Thankfully, Brighton’s been heeding my warning. More or less. I definitely heard him during my race, which meant he was either being exceptionally loud—or he was running alongside the pool and screaming from as close as he could get without getting wet. By the time I finished, he was back on the bleachers. But even at a distance, I could see the flush on his face. His chest rising and falling.

It’s never been harder to control myself around him.

I let myself hug and squeeze and quick-kiss him. Nothing more. Otherwise, I won’t be able to stop. And this meet is too important for me to be constantly distracted by my beautiful boy.

If only other guys on our team showed a similar level of self-discipline…

As a surprise to absolutely no one, Cloud and Rainer have been going through something. I’m not entirely sure who started it or where it’s going, but both of their heads are so far up each other’s asses, you could throw some salt and mustard on them and they’d be a human food-court pretzel. Even worse, they’re both on the final relay with me, which is likely going to be the most important race of the day.

For the sake of my own swimming, I stay in my lane. I’m not a captain. I’m friendly with both boys but nowhere near a confidant. Straightening other people’s shit out only spreads the stink.

But when I see Brighton getting dragged into the stink as he sits with Cloud and Tilly, I make a point to get involved. He’s much closer to Cloud and doesn’t have the boundaries in place to stay free of the drama.

The moment Cloud hurries toward the locker room, I beeline for Brighton. I’ve only got a little time before my 100 free, so I’ll nip this in the bud real quick. Brighton spots me coming and stands. He reads my face like a billboard. “I’m just being a good friend.”

“I think something might really be wrong,” Tilly adds. “It’s not just a lovers’ quarrel or something.”

“I don’t care if it’s Romeo-and-Juliet-level shit, it’s trouble.” I soften my voice to not distract other teammates. “B, let them work it out. If it gets bad, let Kelby or Parrish know.”

“They don’t know Cloud like I do.”

“But I know you.” I sit beside him and bump his shoulders. “You’re pure sunshine. But even the sun gets to rest during the night. Plus, I need you to work your magic again for my 100 free. I’m not sure I can win this one.”

“You’re just saying that so I’ll cheer harder.”

“You go harder, I’ll go harder.”

“This is harder to stomach than the angst-fest,” Tilly says. “Was there ever a time when swimcest didn’t exist?”

Brighton pokes her. “Careful, Tilly. It’ll get you next. When you least expect it.”

Tilly shrugs. “So… how’s Carrigan these days?”

My hand slides up Brighton’s thigh, almost to his groin. He snaps his legs shut, trapping me. “Think you’re clever, do ya, mister?”

Even with his thighs pressed together around my hand, I manage to work my fingers into the leg hole of Brighton’s shorts and tickle his groin. He bursts into giggles, and I free my hand. I turn to Tilly. “Gimme your number, I’ll send you Carrigan’s info. You can check on her yourself.”

Flabbergasted, Tilly takes a minute to remember what a phone is, and another minute to remember her number. Brighton reaches into my swim bag and hands me my phone without me having to ask him. I text Carrigan’s contact info to Tilly, and then I whisper to Brighton, “If you’re gonna be my Turkey Day meal, it’s only right that you should come to my family’s Thanksgiving. Since your family doesn’t celebrate.”

“You remembered.” Brighton blushes and fingers the edge of his shorts. “And you’ve never even heard Delia’s annual harvest-themed, ten-minute screed on colonialism, consumerism, and anti-veganism.”

“Our tradition is an endless bounty of food with a side of undercooked small talk. Sometimes the gratitude gets lumped in with the leftovers.”

“I’d love to,” Brighton says, but his face falls all the same. “Except, your mom might… Unless you already…”

My silence answers his unasked question.

“Maybe if I dress super fancy and practice my etiquette, she will—”

“No. This Thanksgiving, I’m grateful for you. The only you that feels true to you, not anyone else. Not even me. I’m only inviting one-hundred-percent Brighton juice from concentrate.”

“And I’m pulp-free, too.”

Brighton pulls my hand higher into his shorts, right as Tilly starts texting away. Her giddiness is amusing, but I tell her to wait until mid-afternoon to text. I made that mistake once and nearly lost my head to a Carrigan without her caffeine.

As I’m handing her phone back, Brighton’s grinding his crotch into my other hand, teasing me with his hard need. Right in the middle of the bleachers. I lean into his ear. “You’re being bad, B.”

“Because you’re too good to me, J.”

As I grip his length, something’s wrong. “Are you wearing a speedo?”

“Well, I just, uh…” As I pull my hand away, he forces his puppy-dog eyes on me. “I like to be prepared. Since Rainer might be MIA, I may need to—”

“Stringfellow!” Coach Harley barks from the pool deck. “There’s a time and place for everything. Where should yours be?”

“Got it, Coach!” I take Brighton by the shoulders. “No way. You’re not getting in the water today. Serge’s orders.”

“If Rainer’s in trouble and doesn’t show—”

“It’s not your problem, B.”

Brighton stands, asserting himself over me. “The team’s problem is my problem. And getting our final relay disqualified is possibly the biggest problem around.”

If I wasn’t already late getting prepared for my next race, I’d track down Rainer, and Cloud, and drag both their asses to the starting blocks. Instead, I kiss Brighton’s hand. “You’re not wrong. But I won’t let it come to that. Gotta go get ready.”

So I do. But no amount of warming up or mental preparation can prepare me for the two empty lanes in my race. No Cloud, no Rainer. Those fucking sad-boy shitheads.

I hear Brighton’s cheers, but this time—I finish in third place.

I drag myself out of the pool and storm into the locker room, getting angrier with each second of my teammates’ absence. This is fucking ridiculous. And my boy’s gonna have to pay for it.

By the time I’ve scoured the locker room and unsuccessfully cooled off in the warm-down side of the pool, Brighton’s squatting at the edge of my lane. In his speedo, goggles on and tucking his curls into his swim cap. “Sorry, Jance.”

As he eases himself into the pool, I wrap my body around his. “It’s not your fault. How’s your back?”

“It’s my front I’m worried about,” he whispers. “I’m not used to being aroused in the middle of a swim meet.”

“Say the word, and I’ll take care of that for you right now. Not right here, right now. But, you know. Privately.”

“I’ll manage,” he says, rutting against my thigh. “I think it’ll make me go faster. Like rocket fuel.”

I thrust into his abs a single time, pinning him in the corner of the lane. “Hope it works the same way for me. Might just clinch us the relay win. If we can both hang on to the very end.”

“See? Isn’t this much better than panicking?”

“If I can feel you, everything is much better.” I let my hands roam over his body, temptation saturating my skin as much as the chlorine. “I’ll let you warm up.”

“At this point, I think I need to cool down.”

By the time the end of the meet rolls around, we’ve managed to keep the bare minimum of physical distance between us to give this 200-free relay our best shot. As we join Magnus, our other replacement, and Styles behind the blocks, our foursome shares the same concerned look.

“We do our best under the circumstances.” I look at each teammate and nod. “Always.”

Styles throws his long arms up and stretches them overhead. “The circumstances are we need to win this to win the meet.”

Magnus is unfazed, but Brighton gulps. I rub him between the shoulder blades. If I could kidnap him and hide him somewhere safe, I would. But he’d fight me the whole way. He may be terrified, but he’s a team player to the end. “Be careful.”

“At least you won’t have to worry about me falling.” He giggles, then winces.

It takes everything I have not to beg him to step down. To tell Coach Harley he’s really hurt and can’t risk further injury, not even for a tooth-and-nail matchup with a rival team like this.

I take a deep breath and stroke his shoulders. “I don’t worry about you falling. I worry about me catching you.”

Brighton looks back with the warmest smile yet. “That’s one worry that will never, ever cross my mind.”

I lean in for a kiss. I don’t give a damn who sees.

But Brighton shrieks. Surprised, relieved, and anxious. He rips off his goggles and pushes past me—hands them to Cloud, who straps them on while gushing apologies. Rainer is right beside him, borrowing Magnus’s goggles and hurrying to the starting block.

I grab Cloud’s arm hard enough to bruise. “You two are so fucked.” I can’t help it. Otherwise, I’d probably deck him in the face for almost putting Brighton in harm’s way.

My fury evaporates the moment Brighton tugs on me from behind and pulls my face down. He meets me halfway, on the tips of his toes, and kisses me with all his yearning and relief. “Now that I’m cheering, you better win.”

“I already have.”

The victory in my heart remains, but the one in the pool is dashed in less than two minutes. I hear Brighton’s raw-throat exuberance and swim my best split time of the season. Styles does, too. But it’s not enough to lift the sinking drama between Cloud and Rainer. Second place. We lose.

But Brighton’s healing and happy. He’s coming to Thanksgiving dinner. Mother will know everything soon enough. Maybe switching my major to business will earn me enough favor to keep the scales from tipping over completely. I don’t need her approval. Neither does Brighton. We just need to make it through a single family holiday meal.

With Brighton asleep in my bed and his cow underwear tight on his supple ass, I call Mother. Nine o’clock is usually when her defenses are softest. Maybe she indulges in dinner wine or a bubble bath. Or maybe her impending sleep blurs her sharp precision. Every uncertain phone call I need to make happens around this time if I can manage it. When she answers in a thick, calm voice, I breathe a sigh of relief. “Good evening, Mother. What time would you like me to arrive on Thursday? I’ll be bringing Brighton home with me.”

Silence. Then: “One o’clock. No earlier or later. And dress the part. You and the boy. Goodnight.”

When I crawl into bed with a smile on my face, Brighton immediately rolls over and pounces on me, has me in his mouth and groaning before I can remind him to be careful. He’s arching his back, ass in the air. When I yank on his underwear, he vibrates with pleasure. He’s healing up just fine.

And he’s getting so fucking good at making me explode.

I can’t wait to finally do the same to him. Give him a Thanksgiving he can finally celebrate. Our first together. Together together.

I pull him up to my face and taste his sloppy, swollen lips. I bite down as I feel him throb atop me. Our love isn’t fragile. It doesn’t have to be careful.

The falling and the catching—it’s what we’ve always known.

It’s us alone.
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AS I FINISH working my fingers through the last round of hair paste, I smooth my toned-down curls in place. I should’ve just gotten them trimmed, but I couldn’t hit Delia with two surprises in a row. She’s still processing the idea of me attending a Thanksgiving dinner (which would have vegan options, I fibbed) without knowing that I’m not vegan, not even vegetarian anymore. To show up with a belly full of meat and a haircut the day after participating in her least favorite national holiday—I’d break her heart ten times over. I’ve been googling chakras and crystals to make sure she hasn’t already uncovered all my secrets.

“You really don’t need to do that,” Jance says from his bed, lying outstretched and godlike in nothing but bulgy, white briefs. If it weren’t so utterly distracting and appetizing, I’d be worrying about why he’s taking so long to start getting ready. It’s like part of him believes we’re going to spend Thanksgiving under his covers and not in his childhood home.

I eye him in the mirror while he scrolls on his phone. “Your mom hates curly hair.”

“I was joking when I said that.”

“No, you weren’t.” I smooth and re-smooth. “Plus, I heard her say it once. Well, she said it was unruly. Which is pretty hateful if you ask me.”

“You don’t have to impress her. Besides…” Jance sneaks a hand into his undies. “She’s not the one who’s gonna ravish you between the meal and the turkey nap.”

I give up on the curls and smooth the rest of my outfit, which is already very smooth, I must say. A slim-fit, wine-colored button-down with black buttons and trim. Black trousers that hug everything in the right places. Matching dress shoes and belt. And a simple black tie—with a teeny-tiny rainbow flag clip.

Oh, and undies with cartoon dragons breathing fire. I made sure Jance hasn’t seen those yet…

“We’ll have to be careful. Between the tryptophan in turkey and the oxytocin and prolactin released after orgasms, those naps may turn into comas. I would have to sleep over.”

“I’d rather come back here for the post-turkey feast.”

Jance’s voice sounds weird, so I focus on the tie instead. “Right. Dine and dash. Got it.”

As I fidget with the tie, Jance sneaks up behind me. He takes over for me, fixing the knot with an easy flourish. “Half-Windsor seems about your speed. You like?” I nod. He presses into me from behind. I press back. “And if you want me to do dirty things to you in my childhood bed that we shared for all those sleepovers, I will happily stick around long enough to fall into a sex coma with you.”

“Let’s wait and see how the meal goes. If you can wait that long.”

“Watching you get dressed is killing me,” he says, grinding into my backside and squeezing my shoulders. “But worth it. You look so fucking sexy, B. How’s the back?”

I bend over nice and slow. To touch my toes. And rub my ass on his thickening crotch. “I can’t tell. Can you?”

Jance places his hands on my hips, but he doesn’t give a playful thrust. He circles his thumbs on either side of my lower back. As I rise, his hands move around my torso and fold me into a hug. “If you change your mind or feel too tired or—”

“I know.” I twist around and place my cheek to his chest, smiling to the beat of his drumming heart. “I want to. I need it.”

I catch myself thinking about sex a lot lately. At first, it was concerning. Was I becoming an aggressively horny college dude like so many clichés before me? But it wasn’t all the time. Only when I was with Jance. Or thinking about Jance. And as those causes increased in frequency and intensity, so too did the effects. The things we’ve done so far have been fun and sticky—sometimes I open my mouth reeeeeally wide in the bathroom mirror and wonder how I’m able to do what I do to Jance’s huge dick. But as much enjoyment and empowerment as I draw from our sexier times, there’s something missing. I’m still getting used to him seeing me the way I see him. Sexual, desirable, insatiable. I want him to take a piece of me and keep it inside. To share something that can never return.

He’s always been inside of me. Now, I want to feel him inside of me.

It’s a lot of hoopla for something so natural and normal. But I’ve never done this before. And as much as I trust Jance, I’m still nervous about the physics of it all. The size difference. The pain that becomes pleasure that becomes—

“You let me know when you’re ready,” Jance says, “and I’ll do everything to give you the wildest ride of your life.”

Jance lays me on his bed and we kiss, careful not to mess up my pristine outfit. Though he didn’t say it, I know I’m dressed like this to meet Mrs. Stringfellow’s standards. Since Jance is wearing practically nothing, I don’t have to be careful. I grab and claw and suck and kiss. When I try to yank off his briefs, he sighs. “Five more seconds, and I won’t be able to stop. I’ll make us late.”

“You’ve sat around in your underwear for almost an hour.”

“I hate dressing up for Mother. It makes me itchy. Guess it’s time to get itchy.”

I watch Jance move around his room, naked and hard and muscles rippling. He throws together an outfit with little regard and quickly pulls it all on. He looks great because a body like that never looks anything less. When he finishes, he puts his hand in mine and pulls me up. “Whatever happens. If shit hits the fan or boredom kills us all. Take my hand, and I’ll get us through it.”

“I won’t let go.”

I do, of course. Moving around while conjoined at the hand is tedious and inconvenient. But when we settle in a spot, like during the car ride, our fingers interlace and our palms seal. I briefly wonder if Mrs. Stringfellow is expecting to see her only son holding hands with a boy. If she’s not, I’m not sure there are enough fancy clothes in the world to disguise our relationship as something worth her approval. Even though Jance avoids striving for it, I know part of him yearns for motherly acceptance.

I’d hate to be another reason for him to do without it.

When we pull into the long, winding driveway, I squeeze Jance’s hand. He squeezes back. “Brighton. I haven’t told her.”

“That you’re going to stick with English as your major?”

“Yes, professor.” He grins and kisses my hand. “And that I’m in love with my best friend. Who happens to want me to fuck him after our Thanksgiving feast.”

“Yeah, I’m definitely going to watch what I eat today. That won’t be rude, right?”

“Mother will be preoccupied.” He lifts our hands up. “If we’re lucky, she’ll stew silently and save the storm front for my next visit.”

As we head for the front door, I try to remember the last time I was here. What did Mrs. Stringfellow say to me? Did I do anything wrong? Is there something I can say to get into the littlest bit of her good graces? All I recall is the pervasive feeling of sadness. Of my own realization that Jance would be going to college and our best friendship would be a long-distance relationship. The gap between high school and college is far wider than most physical distances. Even though Jance has always been two years older and one grade higher, it never felt like we had to stretch to stay connected. Until last August.

When I slept over and spent the whole night trying not to cry—or cling tightly to Jance, who refused to stop talking about how excited he was for Neptune State. The dorms, the parties, the swim team. He never once expressed an ounce of regret that I wasn’t crossing the gap with him.

I tug on Jance’s hand before we make it to the massive doors. “Do you remember the last time I was here?”

He stops and smiles. “Yeah. You were so, so sad.”

I fail to hide my embarrassment, even if the memory has faded from over a year of time past. “Guess I’ve always had a terrible poker face.”

“That was actually…” Now it’s Jance’s turn to look away. An odd, shy expression on his face. It piques my curiosity. I nuzzle into him until he continues. “I kinda wanted to kiss you.”

“…What?”

“I didn’t understand it. I got really freaked out. Couldn’t stop talking about NSU or that vacation to the Bahamas or some girl I can’t even remember now. As long as my mouth was moving, I could pretend. And it distracted me from you.” He rubs a knuckle along my bottom lip. “You’ve always bitten your lip when you wanna cry. That was the first time I didn’t just see it—I felt it.”

Jance tilts my chin up and kisses me. Steals a bite of that lip. My biggest tell if there ever was one. He sucks it between his teeth and moans into my mouth. I grab onto his arms and let my weight shift. He savors me. Lips and teeth turning me red and puffy. He bites softly and tugs. I whine and paw at his shirt, forgetting where we are for the moment.

But Jance doesn’t. He pulls away and taps his forehead to mine. “I thought I just felt sorry for you. It wasn’t really sexual or romantic. It was only… a moment. I wanted to bite your lip so you didn’t have to. To taste your sadness and give you a break. But I didn’t know how yet.”

On the verge of tears, I bite my lip. Shocking, I know. Old habits and all. These are happy tears, though. I stop biting and let them well up. I smile through them. “I thought you were ready to forget me.”

“Impossible,” he says, fluffing my hair to make it the least bit curlier. “I was trying to forget how bad it would hurt being away from you. Like the day you leave behind your teddy bear or first blanket. To prove to the world that you’re a tough grown-up. I fooled myself, but I didn’t forget. And then when you joined the team, and then that dryland practice when you fell—I didn’t catch you.”

Maybe it’s a trick of the light, but I spot the tiniest glistening at the corners of Jance’s eyes. He bites his bottom lip.

I grab onto him tight before I swoon straight into the ground.

“You did, though. You carried me to the training room. You stayed with me. You remembered, even if you didn’t forget while we were apart. You caught me, Jance. You always do.”

Jance clears his throat and swipes at his eyes. Laughs to himself. “We survive this, and I’ll fuck us both into the most magnificent coma.”

“But not before I blow your mind. I’ve been practicing.”

As his eyes widen and I consider if minimal effort and maximum nervous preparation equal practicing, I take Jance’s hand and pull him through the front doors of his childhood McMansion.

We head right for the sitting room, where I falter at the sight of Mrs. Stringfellow. I let go of Jance’s hand; he clutches me right back. I give him my best Are you sure?! face, and he nods.

When Mrs. Stringfellow spots us, she strolls over. Kisses Jance on the cheek. Greets me with a tight smile and mirthless eyes. “Jancy. Brighton. You’re ten minutes late.”

“Happy Thanksgiving, Mother.”

“Happy—”

“Compose yourselves,” she says, tone flat and unbothered. “Then join the rest of the family in the dining room. Any more tardiness, and we may well turn into the Donner party.” Then she exits with a rigid back and motionless hips. Her dress touches the floor, so I’m not entirely sure if her feet do, too.

“What’s a Donner party?”

I squeeze Jance’s hand. “Your mom just equated ten minutes of impatient hunger with months of starvation and cannibalism.”

“…Oh.”

“But at least she didn’t notice our hand-holding.”

Jance forces a small smile. “She noticed, B.”

Figuring we’re as composed as we’ll ever be, we tighten our grip and make our way into a dining room that’s more lavish than it was in any of my memories. The sheer vision and scent of the Thanksgiving smorgasbord stretched out over the long table almost knocks me on my butt. I nearly pull Jance with me, gawking at everything from buttery mashed potatoes to crunchy green bean casserole to steaming stuffing to…

The most enormous roasted turkey I’ve ever imagined. I’m not sure who carried that thing in here, because it looks almost half my size. I’m so distracted by how ridiculously massive it is—

Jance releases my hand.

Then I see Mr. Stringfellow seated at the head of the table.

Mr. Stringfellow has always had the bones of a giant. But I’ve never not known him in a gaunt, lethargic state. By the time Jance and I were in high school, he required professional care in a facility. I’ve never asked about his medical condition, though I think it’s something neurological or an auto-immune disorder. It’s the one thing about Jance I’ve never pried into. Only as far as saying something like, How’s your dad doing? And Jance would say fine or pretty good or okay or… nothing. He’d look away, and my heart would break. I’d stop asking for a while, then that would seem rude, so I’d start up again. I’ve caught glimpses of his dad over the years. Only in this house. When he feels well enough to be present. For him to attend a holiday family meal doesn’t seem particularly strange.

But Jance’s reaction tells me he was not expecting his dad’s presence today.

I reach for Jance’s hand and feel only air.

“Take your seats, boys. Jancy, you’re next to your father.”

When I see Mr. Stringfellow looking at me with a placid face, panic surges through my chest. I hurry to the closest open chair, which is also the farthest chair from Jance. It never occurred to me that we wouldn’t be seated beside one another, much less across the whole effing buffet table. I smile at Jance’s youngest sister across from me, unable to remember her name in the midst of my fraying nerves. She looks about eight and stares at me like she’s at the zoo. Jasmine? Jennifer? Jillian?

“What’s wrong with your hair?” she asks, in that childlike whisper that’s basically a low-volume shout.

“I used a bit too much hair product,” I whisper back. Hopefully, she will instantly remember what an actual whisper sounds like and not ask anymore—

“Are you a girl?”

I shake my head. “No. But I like your bow. It’s very pretty.”

“Would you like to wear it?”

The table is huge enough for me to slip under and hide quite comfortably. But one glance at Jance worries me. He looks gut-punched and guilty. When his father smiles at him, he smiles back—the way an abstract Picasso portrait would smile.

“Why are you here?”

“We’ve met before… Miss J. I’m your brother’s friend, Brighton.”

The little girl makes a face. “That’s a real name?”

I sit back and take a deep breath, wishing my body would stop overheating and my mind would stop overthinking. I definitely get now what Jance means about being itchy. My tie is trying to choke me. My pants are squeezing the life out of my legs.

“Can I have your rainbow thingie?”

Julia.

“Sure, Julia.” I remove it and wonder if I’m really going to throw a pin over a pile of food and at the head of an eight-year-old child. Feeling like a kid already, I duck under the table. Julia joins me, and I reach reeeeeally far to hand her the pin. “Please return it when I leave, okay?”

When I pull myself back up, I see that Julia’s clipped the pin to her hair. The rainbow flag hangs down and bounces on her cheek as she dances in her seat. Thank goodness this end of the table is a mile away from the other end.

Jance’s middle and oldest sister sit near the middle, followed by a pair of grandparents, then Jance and his mother, then Mr. Stringfellow. With at least five feet of space between chairs.

It’s eerily quiet. I’m wondering if we’re going to say grace or do a gratitude circle or, I don’t know, read out stock prices? What are we waiting for? My tummy protests. I cover it in vain.

“Jancy, is there a reason you’re testing the appetites of every person at this table?”

“You didn’t tell me…” Jance fiddles with his napkin. Looks over at his father. “What would you like to eat, Dad?”

Mr. Stringfellow leans to the side and speaks. His eyes move more than his lips do. His voice is a low hum. Or like cloth dragging on splintered wood. A scraping sound that draws me in curiously. Jance nods, then stands. Takes his father’s plate and serves him. When he gets to the dinner rolls by my seat, we both whisper, “I’m so sorry.” He hovers over me to grab a roll, and I place a comforting hand on his thigh. He jumps and nearly drops the roll. I return my hand to my lap and drop my face, hiding a whole wildfire of embarrassment. 

When Jance returns the full plate to Mr. Stringfellow, he picks up his mother’s. And does the same thing. This time, when he reaches for a roll, I keep my hands to myself. After Jance finishes, his oldest sister does the same for him. When the middle sister gets up, I pretend like I don’t see the pattern.

Until Julia bounces in her chair, that rainbow pin slapping her cheek repeatedly. “I want that, and that, and that, and—”

“Julia Grace.” Mrs. Stringfellow doesn’t even look over. Her voice fills the room.

Julia stills for a second. “Pleeeeease, Mr. Bryson.”

I fill her plate. It takes a while since she points indiscriminately at everything and whisper-shrieks every other time I reach for something. When it’s finished, I grab my plate and a single serving of the three closest dishes. When I sit back down, decorative napkins are snapped and silverware clanks.

I think my nerves and humiliation swallowed my hunger.

Just like Jance warned, a chilly silence settles over the table. Maybe talking nonstop keeps me warm, and everyone else is normal. I shiver, itchy and hot, a confusing cluster of sensations. While the words inside of me scratch at my throat helplessly. I pick at my food, wondering how long I need to wait before asking to use the restroom and then escaping out the front door.

Occasionally, Mr. Stringfellow speaks to Jance. The sound tickles my spine. Jance only ever nods or shakes his head. At one point, I catch Mrs. Stringfellow watching me watch them. I turn to stone until I feel her gaze shift away. Julia whines my name because she’s unsatisfied with our third round of twenty questions.

Eventually, a housekeeper clears away the plates and brings coffee and slices of pumpkin pie. I feel like I ate absolutely nothing, but the pie smells scrumptious. Julia keeps telling me a story about her imaginary friend that I repeatedly fail to pay attention to. My eyes keep darting to Jance; my ears strain to hear the soft rumble of Mr. Stringfellow’s voice.

Until Julia kicks me from under the table. I yelp, “Fudge!”

When I look under the table, she’s scurrying back to her seat in a fit of giggles.

“Excuse me, I need to use the bathroom.” No one looks over, so I take my pie plate with me and stuff the rest of the dessert into my mouth as I flee.

When I reach the bathroom, I slam the door and slide down it, letting the hot tears sting. Screw biting my lip. My shin hurts, my tummy aches, and no one would notice if I threw myself out the window right now.

In the midst of emotions melting down, time becomes pretty irrelevant. I’m sure I’m being a rude guest, but honestly, it would feel more rude to be so openly upset and taint what’s supposed to be a special family gathering. Even if this special family gathers in icy stretches of silence, occasional serious whispers, and an excess of scrumptious food that goes mostly untouched.

As my stomach growls, I make a pact with myself: no more tears until I have a belly full of food—and a plate of leftovers to go.
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DAD RARELY VISITS, rarely leaves the facility he stays at because it takes a lot out of him. His good days, sometimes even good weeks, are unpredictable. So, trying to plan the holidays around them is usually impractical. But he never shows up unannounced.

Except for right now.

The day I planned to upend that last of my parents’ plans for their prized firstborn. Their perfect son. No matter how much I can bullshit Mother, Dad’s piercing gaze rips away all my pretensions. He doesn’t get angry or judgmental. But there’s an irrational sense that what I do or say could negatively impact his health. The stress of a wayward, irresponsible son visibly wears on Mother, and she’s sturdier than a bull.

The possibility of seeing my father saddened or disappointed? It steals all my focus.

Away from Brighton, even.

“Tasty,” Dad whispers. “Very tasty.”

“Do you want more to eat, Dad?”

“Don’t pressure your father, Jancy. He will let you know if he’s still hungry.”

I glare at Mother. “Then he’ll also let me know if a simple question is too much pressure.”

“Please, Jancy. Today is not just about you.”

I lay my palms flat on the table, afraid that if I grip anything, it will shatter in my hands. “Right, it’s about family.”

Mother does the same with her hands. The mirroring freaks me out. The more we confront one another, the shorter the distance between us. And fewer differences. “Please watch your tone. It upsets your father.”

“My tone sounds exactly like yours, Mother.”

Dad coughs, and Mother and I both react like he’s choking. We would probably fight over who gets to perform the Heimlich maneuver on him. But he’s only clearing his throat. His soft eyes flick between us. Saying more than his weak voice ever could.

My sisters and grandparents have their own conversation I would like to join, but I don’t want Mother to have free rein over the narrative with Dad. Not with Brighton so far away and unable to—

“Where’s Brighton?”

“Perhaps he needed to excuse himself,” Mother says.

“No shit. You stuck him all the way—”

“You failed to inform me that—”

“You didn’t tell me Dad would—”

Dad’s fist slams the table, silencing us and jostling his glass of water. It tips over and splashes his lap, sending Mother and I scrambling with our napkins.

“No.”

The low rasp in Dad’s voice makes his intention cut through the commotion in spite of its low volume. Mother and I blink at one another. Slowly, Dad cleans up with his own napkin. Then rights his fallen glass. Nudges it toward Mother. “Please.”

Mother hesitates, eyes still locked on me. Then, she snatches the glass and heads for the kitchen.

I’m still standing beside Dad, towering over the man whose influence has dwarfed me long before I grew bigger and stronger than him. Even now, I feel foolish and frail. Worried about Brighton. Worried about what Dad thinks. Worried that Mother’s disinterest in my closeness with Brighton will influence him.

“Bright?” Dad touches his chest. “Brighton?”

I nod. “Yes, he…”

Dad touches his chest again. Fingers to heart. “Mom.”

I touch my own heart. “Yes, Dad.” It thuds beneath my palm. “Brighton.”

Dad nods solemnly, then tries to stand. I help him and grab his cane. “Do you need the bathroom?”

He shakes his head, then pounds the table with his fist, making me jump. “You. Mom. Now.” Then he slowly makes his way down the table, smiling at his other children and in-laws. He pauses only to bend down and whisper something to Julia, and she nods emphatically.

Mother returns with the glass refilled with ice water and nearly spills it in her haste. “When your father and I return, we will be having a serious discussion.”

“He doesn’t need your help.”

For a moment, I think Mother is about to chuck the ice water in my face.

“Sorry, I meant he’s not going to the bathroom. He wants us to… I don’t know…”

“Illuminating, Jancy. Take your seat and—”

“I’m in love with Brighton.”

Mother takes a deep breath. I prepare for a withering stare or a razor-sharp tongue-lashing. Instead, she says, “You don’t know what love is.”

It’s a striking blow, but Mother looks more guilty than I’ve ever seen her look. I grip the edge of the table because my body shakes with more fear than fury.

“Love isn’t what you know, Mother. It’s what you do.”

The rest of the table quiets. Listens. Even Julia, who spends most of her time singing, shrieking, and squealing. Her big eyes study me. Her face is riveted.

There’s a hint of that in Mother’s face, too.

“Everything you do for Dad. Everything you do for us. You think I don’t notice. Hell, I probably don’t notice most of it. Or I can’t acknowledge it because… I don’t know—it’s overwhelming not being able to return even a fraction of it. But with Brighton… I have always known. I have always done. He’s beautiful and brave and clumsy and careless with how much love he shows. More than I ever deserve. I catch him or pick him up but he—he has always—his love softens all the hard things in my life. It fills me where I am empty and shines where I am dark. No judgment, no spite, no expectation. He just knows and loves. And he’s done it all these years when I couldn’t. Not with him. Not with you or Dad or the girls. All the years I hid, he found me. He didn’t drag me out or lure me away. He hid with me. It takes a lot of strength to help someone you love… But to help them help themselves? To gift them with their own strength? That’s love. That’s Brighton.”

I swipe at my eyes. Breathless and lightheaded. My chest aches and my knees threaten to give out. Nobody says anything, and the silence fills my gut until—

“I apologize,” Mother says. “I don’t know how to help… you help yourself. I only know how to help.”

I used to think Mother’s lack of apologies and tears were signs of strength. Things that made her hard, defiant, intimidating. Things I’ve unknowingly copied.

Now, I know what exists beyond strengths and weaknesses. Sometimes, we can’t do what we need to do ’cause we’re afraid of revealing the true nature of those needs.

“Even if you always carry,” I say, still clinging to the table, “you need to be carried sometimes. No one is too strong to never fall.”

“Excuse me,” Mother says. She wanders for a moment, lost. Looks around. “Does anyone need anything?” Nobody does. She taps her cheeks to wake up, but she hardly looks sleepy. “I need… a moment.”

She walks toward the kitchen but pauses near me. Takes a few uncertain steps to close the gap. Kisses my cheek before drifting out of the room.

The rest of us stare at each other. Two tough acts to follow. Then Julia hops on top of her chair. “I’m sorry, Jancy! I think I made your boyfriend cry!”

My littlest sister looks like she’s about to cry now, so I go to her and kiss the top of her head. Easy affection, just like Brighton taught me. “I’ll go check on him. Let him know you’re sorry.”

“Okay. I’m reeeeeally sorry!”

And I reeeeeally need to wrap my arms around my beautiful boy and let him know how much he’s helped me help myself. Right now. Again and again.

Always.
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I WIPE AWAY any lingering signs of distress on my face and add a few flicks of water to my oppressed curls. When I smile, my reflection scares me. But I’m not trying to hide how I feel. Or who I am.

Knock-knock.

“Almost done!” I slap my cheeks to dislodge the negativity from my face, and I open the door, unsure of who is waiting to use the bathroom.

Mr. Stringfellow.

Mere inches from me, he stands with the support of a cane, his aged and tired face closer to mine than it’s ever been before. Far closer. I catch a whiff of cologne that reminds me of my cigar-smoking, fertilizer-hocking, skirt-chasing Uncle Eustace. And his eyes… they’re a shade between slate and cobalt. Warm in spite of their cool coloring. And the faintest hint of amusement that achingly reminds me of Jance.

Mr. Stringfellow holds something up to my face.

My pride pin. The rainbow flag looks too tiny in between his thumb and forefinger. A giant squashing an ant.

But he doesn’t. He presses it to my tie and works one-handed with more concentration than dexterity. I don’t know what to do or say, even once the pin clicks into place. His finger taps the Half-Windsor knot at my throat. “I taught.” His fingers lower to the pin. “You taught.”

Mr. Stringfellow steps back, decades of difference between the movement in his limbs and the light in his eyes. He turns away and takes something from the housekeeper nearby. Returns to me and offers it.

A second slice of pumpkin pie.

He winks at me, then points down the hall. “Jance waits.”

As Mr. Stringfellow makes his way in the opposite direction, I’ve lost all memory of language. My insides shoot up and out with so many questions and exclamations. But the dumbness in my mouth quells it all, leaving only silence and adrenaline.

I hurry down the hall. Jance’s room. I don’t slow, I don’t knock.

I practically kick the door down.

Jance sits on the edge of his bed in a room that belongs on a stage. Everything is so clean, so organized, and so precisely positioned that it looks fake. Props and set dressing. A childhood time capsule.

Except for the man in the middle. With his massive body and sad face. His dress shirt is unbuttoned at the forearms and the chest. His jaw is set in a granite line.

His eyes are a graying blue. A sea without a sun.

Then they light up.

“I’m so—”

I slam into him at full force, smacking teeth and tearing open his shirt and rolling off the bed. I don’t give a flying fudgesicle. For a half-second, I pray the pie survives. Every other moment, thought, and impulse is shooting from my body to Jance’s. No more tears, no more stuffy air, no more stilted etiquette.

Just his body and mine. As I drag him back onto the bed and taste him, as I feast, his arms crush me. They keep me. Right where I need to be.

Sometimes, the best desserts follow the worst meals.

Just like warm smiles after hot tears.

But as the edge of my need cuts close like a jagged cliff, I pull away long enough to form some coherent sentences. My last chance before the building arousal sweeps us both out to sea.

“Your dad, he spoke to me, and he—only like a few words but—it was about the way he taught you to tie ties, and then he pointed at my pin and compared it to—I’m pretty sure he’s supportive of us in his own way.”

The more I blabber, the wider Jance’s smile gets. On the verge of laughter, he pulls me onto his lap. “Sorry, I’m listening, I swear. And I’m sorry you had to experience all that in the dining room. I’m an asshole for making you—”

“You didn’t. It wasn’t—I mean, yeah, awkward. But you didn’t know your dad was going to be there and your mom clearly didn’t know I was going to be here.”

Jance tips backward, and I end up on his chest. My hands find his wrists and spread his arms wide. I grin down at him, feeling the heat in my body ready to burn up all my remaining words. My thing is already rock hard, even though there are so many things I want to say before I let our bodies finish the conversation.

“I told Mother,” Jance blurts out. “Everything. All of it. All the things you’ve taught me. All the ways you’ve made me feel. It made me realize how similar she and I are—she does so much that I’ve never taken the time to appreciate. Stuff that made her too busy and stressed to notice the ways I’ve changed and grown, how you’ve helped me become—”

“You, Jance,” I say as I bear down on him. Grinding. Squirming. Get the words out, hurry! “You became who you are. I didn’t do it for you. I only had the pleasure of watching. And I’m so relieved you shared that with your mom.”

“Yeah, she apologized. I think I saw half a tear, too.”

“Get out!” I smack his chest. Then immediately start caressing it, toying with the buttons of his dress shirt. “Wow. Remember that time we tried to peel onions around her in secret?”

“And she got so annoyed at us and cut up the rest of the onions without a single tear shed. I was so pissed.” As I push the front of Jance’s shirt apart and kiss his bare chest, he sucks in a deep breath. “I cried. Out there. Only a little.”

I pause and shift my lips to Jance’s ear. “Vulnerable and sexy. I wish I would have been there for it.”

“I wish I would’ve seen you with my dad.”

“Maybe we can get everyone to do some reenactments. You know, after we’ve all had our turkey naps.”

“Oh? You feeling tired, B?”

I sit up and giggle. It’s funny how emotions and drama and family can cause so much chaos and catharsis, and after it all, your libido is still tapping its foot and pointing at its watch. I take Jance’s hand and move it to my crotch. He smiles as he grips my erection. I scoot back onto his hips and land on his. Hot and massive beneath my ass. All the events of the afternoon melt away into a comforting blur. Through it all, even while separated, we were able to draw upon the strength and conviction we have created together. Even now, I feel it flowing through me. Buoying me as I float along the undeniable urges charging my needy body.

I finally feel ready.

I finally feel dirty and desirable and more than a little devilish. Doing my boyfriend in his childhood bed with his family nearby but none the wiser.

More than that, it’s the pure craving connecting our bodies. No worries, no regrets. No insecurities over muscles, relationships, or the truth.

Because the truth is the same for us both: I’m in love with my best friend.

“I love you,” Jance says. “And I’m so fucking proud of you right now.”

I rock back and forth atop him, forming my last words before we lose ourselves in one another. “I’m proud of you. And I’m so fucking in love with you right now.”
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I TOSSED A sheep to the wolves. I’m lucky my boy’s still intact. Still wants this so badly.

Still has me laid out and freshly stripped bare in my childhood bed.

Maybe there’s a bit of wolf in this sheep, after all.

That’s Brighton in a nutshell. To defy expectations and rise to the occasion. Bouncing back from the overflow of my family drama and pinning me down with his surprising fury and fiendishness. While I’m beyond grateful everything is out in the open now, I’m even more ecstatic that through it all, Brighton and I are stronger, sexier, and more supportive.

And now we can have our way with one another.

The familial aftermath and amends remain, but I’m not scared anymore. I’ve got Brighton. He’s mine, and now everyone knows. And now, he gets to make me his and use me in whatever way strengthens his growing sexual confidence.

My skull bounces off the headboard, and he doesn’t even slow. The bed frame squeaks with his furious desire, as he uses his body to pin me down. Before I know it, something warm and gooey envelopes my throbbing cock. I made sure to bring lube, but there’s no way he’s already—

Brighton deepthroats the mess of pumpkin pie covering my dick. My head smacks the wood again, and I’m left laughing, grunting, and groaning all at once. His curly-haired angel-face bobs on my length, sucking up the sweetness of the dessert while sending waves of pleasure through my body.

“How’s it taste, B?”

In response, he shoves his fingers in my mouth without looking up. I clean the filling off his fingers as he cleans it off my cock. When there’s no more pie, I pull him up and flip our positions. Now on top of him, I slow things down. I finish undressing him, kissing each muscle I expose. A thrum of excitement, a hum of desperation crisscross through his body. The vibrations seep into my bones. Every quiver, every clench of need unites us.

“I wanna feel you,” Brighton whines. “Pleeeeease, Jance.”

“You will, baby. But I want you to feel something else first.” I tug off his underwear—a flight of fire-breathing dragons adorns them. “Your surprises are so fucking sexy.”

As he thrashes beneath me, with his tanned and smooth beauty, a collection of sinews and veins, dimples and dents, I hesitate in my lust-soaked stupor. I’ve never blown a guy before. Brighton hadn’t either, but he learned my body so quickly and had me coming in no time. Did I pay attention long enough to pick up any of his tricks? Orgasms and memorization don’t really go together. If I’m gonna be bad at it, I don’t want him to—

“It’s my first time, too.” Brighton bites his lip. No tears, all sex. “You already make me feel beyond everything. I’ll tell you what feels good. Promise.”

I take his cock in my hand and stroke it. He’s much smaller than me, but the slimness of his hips and thighs make him look plump in proportion. It’s paler than the rest of him and silky smooth atop the hardness. He stands straight up with a similar thickness from base to head. Like the rest of him, his dick is perfectly pretty and delicious.

We lock eyes as I lick his cock until it’s slick. I kiss up and down the shaft, then the tip. He thrusts and slides past my lips. I reach around and grip his ass, lifting him up and deeper into my throat. I marvel at how he flexes his abs and pumps into me. My gag reflex kicks in, only making me work harder. Brighton grips the back of my head and uses the leverage to thrust himself all the way into my mouth. I cough and splutter, smiling up at him as his dick slips out with a coating of my saliva. “Suddenly not so shy, huh?”

“Your mouth is amazing. Was that too rough?”

I chuckle and take him back in. Press my lips all the way down to the hot flesh of his pelvis. Not that I’ve broken in my throat, it’s just like swimming. Aches and soreness are friends, not foes. A familiarity that makes hard work rewarding.

Even sucking my best friend’s cock, apparently.

As I taste the sweetness—almost sugary, fuck—of Brighton’s precum, he pulls me off. “I’m way too close. And… I have another surprise.”

Brighton exhales and lies back. Lifts his legs and tucks them up and over with more flexibility than I could ever dream of. His ass rises and spreads, positioned for me and no one else. His bright pink hole, tight and tempting. Offering itself for me to claim for the first time. For forever.

Then he smirks at me. Sucks on his finger.

And begins to open himself up for me.

I lower my face and kiss his cheeks as he does it. The moans pouring from his lips drench my ache. Intensifying my need to be inside him and fill him up from the inside out. To be everywhere he needs me to be all at once. I’m dripping for him, stroking myself and rocking with anticipation. “Always prepared.”

“Always prepared,” he echoes, eyes lidded and cheeks burning. “But I’m still a little scared.”

“Me, too.” I plant my hands on either side of his shoulders, bracing against the backs of his legs and lowering myself to him. Our lips meet. My cock brushes the back of his hand. A second finger is already inserted. “I got tested. I’m clean.”

“Me, too.” He giggles, then gasps with a jolt of pleasure. He blushes. “Even though I’ve never, you know… I wanted it to be official. So I can be as dirty as you want now.”

“As filthy as you want,” I say. “I want this to be all about you.”

Brighton’s mouth stretches in time with his hole. He gazes at me, reaches for my cock. “Let’s compromise. No you’s, only us. Lube, please.”

I practically fall off the bed scrambling for my bag. I snatch the bottle and aim it at Brighton’s ass. “Say when.”

I drizzle the water-based product along his fingers and all around his hole, spreading it with my other hand. A third finger slips through the ring of muscle, and he clutches at me. Pulls me close. “Now.”

Eager but with the blunt edge of gentleness, I coat my hard length and drop the bottle. Never enough lube. Never enough patience.

Never enough of this beautiful boy smiling up at me.

I line up my cockhead with his knuckles. Brighton takes a breath and slides his fingers out—as I push inside of him.

The tightness of his hole resists me at first, too small for the size of my head. I maintain the pressure but don’t lean in too much yet. I caress his cheek and keep his eyes on me. We smile together, an unspoken, inside joke. I feel his entrance open for me. The tip squeezes in, and we groan together. He latches on to me harder, digging his nails in as our bodies navigate one another. His hole widens; I claim another inch. Carefully, I rock my hips, granting him motion over force. He moves with me, syncing up the rhythm to generate heat and ease of entry.

“You feel amazing already, babe.”

Brighton rides the wave with me, ebbing and flowing. “If I break in half, you’re the one that has to tell Coach Harley.”

“I’d break with you. Someone else will have to ship our pieces to the pool.”

Brighton cries out, and I rub his chest. “Too much?”

“Never.” He picks up the pace. “More.”

“B.”

He rakes his nails down my shoulders and chest. “I won’t break.”

Another couple of inches deeper, then I add some urgency. I let desire sharpen its blade between us. The edge draws near. That sensation of the rollercoaster cresting the hill. Our bodies are grounded, rough, sweaty. But our insides are floating up into the air before the inevitable plunge. My rocking shifts to pumping. Brighton cries out again, but his body urges mine on.

I steal a quick kiss—and leverage my full weight atop his perfect body, arms encasing his kicked-back legs and hips ramming his ass.

My cock finds his sweet spot, and the race begins.

The transformation is instant. Brighton’s whole body lights up. A frenzy of muscle movements, gasping, and groaning. I hold tight to him, reading the sensations on his face to shift my intensity accordingly. I ease up when he grimaces. Pound faster when he smiles with squinty eyes. The more he clings to me, the more I can throw him around, knowing neither of us will let go.

So I lean back and pull him with me, letting his legs drop on either side of me as he sits up and I keep him close. He bites down on my shoulder, his nails leaving hot marks along my shoulder blades. The noises vibrate through him and into me. With every thrust, every flex. I feel his walls impossibly tight, squeezing the life out of my cock as I bury myself inside of him.

“Good?” I ask, slowing to wipe the sweat from my brow.

Brighton licks up my neck and nibbles on my earlobe. His whine is low and dark. So much need. More than he’s ever known, I’m sure of it. As he pulls himself flush to my torso, his cock throbs between us while he bounces on mine. I keep him on my lap, watching him leak all over my abs. I stroke him a few times until he grabs me so fiercely that I almost topple over. He pants in my face. “Too close! Too close!”

He kisses indiscriminately. Cheeks, eyelids, forehead, nose. Barely my mouth. He puts those wet lips everywhere, still whining. The sound goes straight through me, almost milking me more than his tight hole is—a steady pressure that’s sending me right up to my own too close! too close! level of arousal.

I drop the pace long enough to lay him on his back and toss his legs on top of my shoulders while I lean over him. That perfect ass swallows me whole. Soft and hard thrusts alike. Whatever the speed, whatever the angle—I slide into him so warm and tight. The euphoria on his face keeps stealing my attention. I can barely contain the sight of his joy, even as I fight to contain my release to prolong this ride.

“You’re close, too.” The words tumble out as I ram my beautiful boy into the mattress. “I can feel it.”

I brush the sweaty curls off his face. “I’m right there with you, B.”

With a surprising amount of speed and strength, Brighton rockets forward, pushing me back and landing on top of me. His ass pins my cock as his hands pin my chest. He grips the meat of my pecs and throttles me with his hips, jackhammering atop my outstretched body.

“I’m gonna come, Jance! I can’t take it anymore!”

I hold his waist to balance him. His back arches and his head flies back. I watch his sexy body writhe in the moment, everything taut in the seconds before an explosive release.

Then he cries out, rocking on my cock as he sprays his load all over me. For such a small guy, he’s got a massive amount of cum. All because of me and what I’ve done to that perfect hole of his.

The mess is everywhere. On my face, in my mouth, slicking my entire torso. Brighton slows down to look at what he did. To see the aftermath. His glazed eyes roam all over me, then he smirks.

“You’ve never looked sexier, J.”

His voice is otherworldly. Raspy and sultry. He’s still squeezing me tight. Then he rides me. Maintains eye contact. Keeps his hands on my chest even as they slip in the stickiness. He rides me until he can see my impending eruption as it rushes through my body.

Brighton smiles big and wide and oh so beautifully.

As I come inside him. Ramming that ass. Filling and overflowing that hole. I slam him hard enough to send him through the ceiling, but he holds on effortlessly. Keeps smiling as the last of my load pours into him.

He falls onto my chest with a squelch of hot, slippery flesh. A single kiss before resting his head next to mine.

We lie like that for a while, before Brighton mumbles, “I know it’s not a competition but—”

“That was massive.”

“I was going to say that about you.” He giggles. “Trust me, things look big on the outside. But when you feel them on the inside…”

I put a finger to his head. Then to his chest. “You’ve always been biggest on the inside, B.”

“I have to be. So you can fit.”

“I think the fit is perfect.” I cup an ass cheek and bump my forehead to his. “And not just here. Everywhere.”

Then I pull him into an embrace. Hot and messy, and now sleepy—but a perfect fit nonetheless.
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I SLEEP OVER. In the morning, I wake up to Jance admiring my naked body. The moment my eyes flutter open, he peels away the covers and tastes my body with kisses. I’m giddy and aching in an instant, filled with laughter and throbbing need. He’s full of tender touches until I convince him that I’m not as sore as he thought I would be. When I start begging, he perks up. This time, he rides me from behind, shoving me face-down in the pillows as he thrusts, gripping the headboard with his other hand and really testing the integrity of its design. 

We used to jump on this bed. Or hide underneath and whisper secrets. Sometimes I get a whiff of the past, and it disorients me. I never knew emptiness back then, when we were young and silly. Yet now, I’m overflowing with fullness. More than just Jance’s size and power rearranging my insides on a sea of pleasure. It’s in my heart. A fullness that spills with no fear of mess.

Even though I definitely spill a mess moments before he comes inside me and collapses. I find his sweaty face with my fingers and trace the unspoken words on his lips. In his eyes, I see myself. The future and the past. When our chests press together, our heartbeats echo like footsteps. Not at the same time; one following the other. All this time, I worried that I was following him like a lost puppy.

He’s been beside me, urging me along with strong, supportive hands. No matter how many times I fall.

We feast on a quick brunch. The rest of the family is elsewhere, giving us space. The rooms are only slightly warmer, but I have a feeling the chills will abate in time. When we say our goodbyes and thanks, Mr. Stringfellow shakes my hand. Mrs. Stringfellow pats my arm a single time. And little Julia stomps on my foot with a high-pitched squeal, followed by a sweet hug.

Back at the apartment, Jance is already stripping me and sucking me off before we make it to his bedroom. In a mess of clothing and a flurry of bodies, he drags me into the shower. Before the water even heats up, I take control. On my knees, I make him tremble and gasp until he’s practically sliding down to my level. When he fills me with his load, I pull him down the rest of the way and finish all over his face, kissing him clean before the water does.

It’s fascinating how something I’ve never really wanted suddenly becomes an unstoppable craving. But rampant sexual escapades aside, I’ve always wanted Jance. Always craved his closeness. The way his eyes squint when he really smiles. How surprisingly squishy his pecs feel when I lay my cheek down. The drumming of his fingers on different body parts of mine. When we cuddle, sometimes it’s my rib cage. Sometimes a hip. Sometimes the top of my head. The looking and the touching. Crawling inside one another would still not be enough.

As much as our libidos have grown into massive exclamation points, it’s the quieter moments that stand out now. Whispers of skin and gentle caresses. Naked bodies entwined but our aroused states temporarily satisfied and forgotten. It feels like he’s carrying me, even now. Lying in bed with lazy smiles. I’ll wrap my arms around him and pretend I’m the one doing the carrying.

It’s too bad forever is only a feeling. Today, we have to get out of bed and leave for the invitational meet hosted at Southern. It’s three days, and then we’re sent home for a short winter holiday break. As much as I want to follow Jance home, I know we both need to come up for air.

Especially with this freaking important swim meet against all our conference rivals at once. And the first meet since I’ve been fully recovered (and much smarter about how hard I push—and obsess over—my body in the gym). Thanks to working with our athletic department’s sports psychologist. I’ve only been going a month, but she continues to explain to me the different ways you can fixate on your body and your diet. That it is not only about doing too much or too little, but that your relationship with food, your workout, and your self-image can all impact one another. I think because my desire to change, to grow big and strong, was driven by the need to impress Jance and make up for all those times I’d been bullied, teased, and made small… I wasn’t doing any of it for myself. At best, I was doing it for the Brighton in the mirror. It’s easy for things to get out of control when you’re constantly focused on the outside world. Your external environment. All the things you can’t control. The helplessness created my obsession, and the body dysmorphia, as the psychologist called it.

Even though Jance provides constant reassurance, he’s also learning when to let me stand up for myself. Even when I’m standing up to my own fear-based habits of thinking.

“Are you excited?” Jance asks, reading my mind as he traces a finger along my hip bone. I’m so nervous he’s going to trick me and start a merciless tickling assault, I forget to answer. “I’m not gonna tickle you, B.”

“Get out of my head, mister.”

“I’m not in your head.” He rolls on top of me and kisses my chest. “I’m right here.” He presses his lips where my heart starts thudding, then skims them to the side and sucks on my nipple. Those sneaky tendrils of lust coil around my body, heating my blood and hardening my need for him.

But Jance lifts off me and sits up. He tugs up the covers to hide my semi-erection and grins. “I think you might be more of a sex fiend than me.”

“Only with you. Only because of you.”

“My little sex fiend.” He brushes my curls back onto the pillow. “And my big, badass distance swimmer.”

“Oh, don’t remind me.” I giggle and hide my face. My nerves and excitement have been competing all week, and tonight will be my first race. The 1,000-yard freestyle means forty laps. Twice as many as I’m used to. But this is a big meet, so everyone is swimming more events than usual.

“You’ll do great, B. And I’ll be right with you the whole time.”

I sit up and sigh. “Maybe you should swim it for me, then.”

“Here’s what we’re gonna do,” Jance says, sliding around behind me and pulling me into his arms and chest. He tucks his lips in the crook of my neck. “You’re gonna swim, and you’re gonna show everyone how hard you’ve been training all semester. Not just getting bigger or faster, but tougher. Smarter. Badass-er, yeah? And I’m gonna be cheering and counting for you so hard, every person at the meet will know that I am obsessed with you. That I love you more and more with each lap. And when you finish, I’ll fucking make sure they all know you’re mine.”

Jance kisses me hard with teeth and tongue and sucking. The way he does it makes my skin shiver and my breaths stutter. He grips me roughly, tasting and claiming every inch from my earlobe down to the top of my shoulder. Then he strips the covers away, exposing my writhing body and full arousal. “Are you gonna work hard?”

“Yes.”

He thumbs the precum from my tip and smears it on my lips. Presses his mouth to mine, then draws back with a devilish grin “Are you gonna swim fast?”

“Yes.”

He lowers his hand, tickling my balls. Then tapping a finger on my hole. “Are you gonna give yourself to me right now?”

“Fuck, yes!”

I spin around and pounce on Jance, caught between lust and laughter. Seems like I’ve become the person who needs a good-luck fuck before the big important race. But I know what Jance is doing. It’s how he gets me out of my head.

By getting both of us into my body.

When we’re sweaty and finished, the nervousness melts away. We’re sealed to each other with stickiness and panting breaths, both in need of a moment to collect our scattered and sex-happy thoughts. Eventually, I roll on my side and trace a finger around his heart. “I want everyone to know we’re more than best friends now.”

“Best boyfriends?”

“The best thing that’s ever happened to us. Through all the skinned knees and sleepovers and pre-dawn swim practices. I’ve never known myself without you, Jance.”

“Then swim your heart out tonight,” he says. “I’ll pick it up and carry it back to you. Not ’cause it’s fragile. I just love carrying it so goddamn much, B.”

With a final kiss, it’s time to get ready. There’s plenty to do before the meet starts tonight. And yet all those things feel so out of reach, so temporary at this moment. I stay in bed with Jance and listen to his heartbeat, knowing everything will work out tonight. As long as I make his heart race, I’ve already won. No matter what happens in the pool.

We will always float.




~     ~     ~     ~     ~     ~




“Did I say something funny?” Coach Harley asks me, peering over her aviator sunglasses with a look of uncharacteristic amusement. I forget how soft and feminine her eyes can look, since they’re almost always hidden behind shades and paired with a face of stony determination. I’m all warmed up for my big race tonight, bouncing on the balls of my feet with anticipation. Ten more minutes feels like an affront to my usual patience. I want to dive off the block nooooow.

I need to hear Jance’s gruff voice yelling at me with every flipturn.

“I feel goofy when I’m nervous, Coach.”

“Does everything else feel normal?” I glance at different body parts and nod repeatedly. “Good. Then don’t leave anything behind. Swim your own race, and make sure you’re properly pacing your 200s. Your counter knows to watch for your negative splits?”

“Yes. He knows my strategy. He knows my times. He knows me.” I smile through the fluster on my face. “He’s my boyfriend.”

The smallest smirk on Coach Harley’s lips. She tips her shades back into place. “Go ahead and head over if you’re ready.”

“Sir, yes, sir!” I salute Coach Harley and rush to the other side of the pool before I do anything more ridiculous. The nerves have definitely come back since I left Jance’s apartment, but I know they’re not always bad. I’m prepared, I’m (maybe) mentally relaxed, and I’ve got plenty of energy to spare. Snuggled in my swim parka, my muscles are loose and warm. I pull out a tiny packet of Sour Stringz and slurp them all at once. It’s a pre-race tradition. Puckered face and all. Sugar makes everything sweeter. Even swimming forty laps to the edge of exhaustion.

As the first swimmer in the heat before mine touches the wall for the win, I hear an ear-splitting whistle; Jance waves his arms at me with so much intensity, he’s going to lose his balance and fall into the pool. But he doesn’t, because he’s not me.

He’s mine.

“Yeahhhhh, Big B! Get ready to gooooo!”

Heads are definitely turning. For once though, I don’t feel embarrassed or uncomfortable. The attention fills me up, and my giddiness at watching my boyfriend overflows. I jump up and down, flailing like a madman in response. 

He’s over twenty-five yards away, but I feel him inside of me.

The race whistle blows. Time to get on the blocks. I shed my parka and double-check the placement of my cap and goggles before climbing and exhaling. I bend over as the announcer says, “Swimmers, take your marks.”

I’ll fucking make sure they all know you’re mine.

BEEP!

I dive into the ice-cold water and embrace the surge of life shattering all my thoughts and worries. The water is never working against you. Only following the space you create. Breath for breath. Stay tight and consistent to carve the quickest path. Distance races are won and lost through physical endurance and mental toughness. 

Not just getting bigger or faster, but tougher. Smarter. Badass-er, yeah?

My strokes feel smooth. My kicks consistent. My pace steady. Glimpsing the counting pad—and Jance’s strong hand holding it—at the wall reminds me I’m not alone. Jance’s cheers follow me underwater and chase me with every turn of the head to breathe. My strokes lengthen. My kicks gain power. My pace increases.

Jance gets louder, and everyone must know that he’s cheering for me. That my race is the most important thing to him in this instant.

Because each lap brings me closer to him. And the moment when I can truly celebrate all that we have discovered together. All the growing, all the changing. All the parts of us that have stayed the same. The race we have been swimming side-by-side for almost a decade. The sacrifices, the hard work. The consistent effort in the face of uncertainty, pain, and exhaustion. And yet, for a moment, it all becomes effortless. The ease is alarming. Everything that hurts, that dragged you down—it’s all replaced with weightlessness and speed. Letting go serves both the floater and the racer. No need to control urges or diets or words or feelings.

I’ve never felt faster. I’ve never felt safer.

I’ve never teared up in the middle of a race before. But what’s another first-time box to check off? I’ve got a whole long list of checkmarks telling me I’m living a life of brand-new situations and circumstances.

As long as I’ve got Jance counting, I’ll swim a thousand laps—as long as he’s waiting for me at the finish line.

Then swim your heart out tonight.

The burning lactic acid creeps up on me as I spot a 37 amid turbulent waters. Jance yanks the counter out of the way for my flip, and I push off the wall with the taste of metal in my mouth and a goofball smile on my face. It’s amazing I’m not choking on water while stealing quick breaths to the side.

I flip again at the starting wall and kick off, churning my arms and legs with nothing left to give.

Until I notice something I have never witnessed before in all my distance races with counting pads. On the big, bright red squares that indicate a swimmer is on his final two pool lengths of the race—a message.

Written in thick, black marker. The simplest one I’ve ever read.

The letter J. The letter B.

Side by side on the pad and pumping through the water with undeniable fervor.

The two letters urge me on, until the last second before I flip. As I push off the wall, my body screams, my heart cries. All the muscles within me, big and small, squeeze out their last drops of fuel for the final lap.

I smack the wall so hard, I think I’ve put a hole in it. I cling to the gutter and gasp for air. Still smiling. Still crying.

“Beeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee!”

At the end of my lane, Jance goes insane with the counting pad, swinging the J+B around dangerously close to the other counters. Counters who are still cheering. Not celebrating. Confused, I glance around.

And find myself alone on the wall.

But I am never really alone anymore, now am I?

But I am in first place! 

As the second-place swimmer touches the wall beside me, I want to squeal, cheer, and cry all at once. First place in my heat means I’ll rank really high once the last group of swimmers currently waiting behind the blocks finishes. On the scoreboard, my time shows almost thirty seconds faster than I expected. I’m so overcome with the impossibility of it all, I might not be able to get out of the pool.

Sure enough, as the other swimmers finish and the electronic beep sounds off for the final heat to dive in, Jance is there. Reaching for me. He lifts me out of the water and into his arms, hugging and spinning me. Shouting happy nonsense into my face as he squeezes me tight.

The moment my feet touch the ground and my cap and goggles come off—

He kisses me in the crowd, bending me back with his fingers in my curls and his lips aching against mine. My body melts in his arms until he breathes life into me. I grab on tight and reciprocate every ounce of feverish desire and flowing contentment.

When my knees give out, Jance carries me. Only halfway. When he senses I’m regaining some of my bodily functions, he sets me down. Lets me walk on my own. But not without his arm wrapped around me. Always protecting. Always claiming.

Even while Cloud and Tilly hug me. Even while Magnus gives me the warmest handshake ever. And even while Coach Harley high-fives me.

As we get to the cool-down pool, Jance takes my face in his hands. I drape myself on his big body, not yet ready to let go. He kisses my forehead. “You are the bravest, most beautiful boy I have ever known. And I’ve always known.”

“And you’re the best protector, best cheerleader, best best-friend-boyfriend I have ever known. And I always will know.”

Still starved for intimacy, even in full view of teammates, rivals, and spectators alike (and no doubt Delia and Gunther seeing who can out-cry the other), we find our way inside one another. Chest to chest. Lips to lips. My feet don’t need to touch the ground.

Because when we fall, we’ll fall together. The water will catch us. Like it always does. And then we’ll float.

Like we always will.
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THREE YEARS LATER




JANCE




I NEVER LIKED the winter holidays growing up. The forced family time. The stale gift-giving. Counting down the end of the year like the new one will suddenly be so much different. The break meant doubles-practices in the pool and frigid air to weather as you run screaming into and out of the water. Always going home to delicious-looking but mostly untouched food. Festive but excessive alcoholic beverages. Overwhelming scents of peppermint and evergreen.

The only thing I ever liked was picking out a gift for Brighton.

He’s impossible to shop for. He likes everything. The difference between a great gift and a not-so-great gift is as minor as the crinkling of his eyes or the angle of his broad smile. Everything is great, so nothing is perfect. Nothing is the best.

My baby deserves the best.

Especially since he’s made my heart (and other parts) grow three sizes every holiday season for the last three years. With an elf’s hat, an ugly (or unique, as Delia always says) Christmas sweater, a handful of gingerbread men, an overflowing glass of peppermint schnapps eggnog, and a belted, tuneless rendition of Jingle Bells coming out of my mouth—I’m a holiday monstrosity.

All because of Brighton.

And I fucking love it.

“Drink up,” my angel says, tipping my glass to my face. “Some of us need to rest our poor ears.”

I inhale my eggnog, then drag Brighton’s mouth to mine. No matter what I eat or drink, this boy will always be the sweetest thing on my lips. When he leans back and smiles, he looks like the kid with skinned knees I carried across the playground.

When I step back, he’s a college swimming star in his senior year. With his blond curls grown out and wild, his body packing as much muscle for his height as I do for mine, and the smallest dusting of scruff beneath his cherub’s cheeks, he’s sex on a stick. Too covered up for my currently ravenous tastes, but this is a family affair after all.

A mix-and-match, mashed-up affair of wildly different families.

It’s my favorite time of the year now.

“I recognize that look,” Delia says, swaying over to us in an outfit that resembles a literal Christmas tree with tinsel and ornaments. Her red hair is done up into a nest for a tiny angel figurine, and it takes every ounce of self-control to not burst into laughter as I smile so hard it hurts. And around Brighton, my self-control is always stretched to the max. “You two should open my gift early.”

“Delia, we’re not about to have… I mean, not right now, but…” Brighton blushes the same. No matter how hard and defined the other parts of him become, that soft, rosy face always shines the same. “It’s weird that you can sense our… libidos.”

“Oh, honey.” She bobs and weaves. Checks the angel on her head. “It’s obvious to all five senses. I’m the only one in the room with a dollop of candor.”

“And I provide a pinch of decorum,” Mother adds, popping in with a little swing of her hips. If we held a family competition for Most Changed, Mother would blow Brighton out of the water. Dressing in colors, wearing her hair in different ways, moving outside of straight lines, and sometimes laughing so hard she snorts. I’ve personally thanked Delia for her influence on my mother more times than I can count. And each time, she’s told me it’s a mom thing.

No more Motherisms. Just Mom Things.

And I know deep in my heart, that change started at Thanksgiving dinner three years ago when I finally allowed myself to see the similarities between me and Mother. And when she allowed herself to see the son I was secretly so desperate to be for her.

Our moms grab each other’s wrists and giggle quietly. I think they’re best friends now. Another holiday miracle. How many more can there be?

My dad, who’s able to move around without his cane more frequently now. He and Gunther talk shop by the fireplace, wearing ties that Brighton and I gifted, and knotted, for them. It’s a tradition at this point, and every time, Brighton and my dad tear up. While I knot Gunther’s tie, he always leans in and tells me he used to box with neighborhood kids back in the day, and if I ever hurt Brighton…

It’s always a joke, but for a second, every time, it’s real. The thought of hurting my boy is a knife to the gut. Then I take a breath and remind myself that I can’t catch Brighton every time he falls. Sometimes I fall.

And other times, Brighton catches himself. Nothing makes me prouder.

“I saw Julia with two handfuls of the vegan Christmas cookies,” Brighton whispers. “You know she doesn’t mess around.”

“Let’s go get you fed.” I don’t mean it to sound sexual, but Brighton’s eyes flutter. He offers his throat to me.

“How hungry are you, Mr. College Professor?”

With a major in English and a minor in business, I’m taking the year off to attend to family business affairs, do a little work with a charitable foundation Mother is on the board for, and figure out if I want to go back to school for a master’s degree. I joke about becoming a teacher, but sometimes… When Brighton tells me I can do anything, I believe him.

And with his transformation in the pool, he’s become so dedicated to the art of training and coaching. His muscles don’t define him anymore, even though he’s packed on a ton thanks to key combinations of plant-based proteins. He’s back to being vegan with the occasional indulgences of honey or a plate of my specialty scrambled eggs, maintaining his intentions without being forcibly fixated on dietary restrictions. Due to his intense but healthy focus on diet, weightlifting, and more holistic components, it’s not surprising that Brighton switched his major to exercise science. I made sure to tease him endlessly for all the flack he gave me when I thought about dropping my English major. But the change fit him so well, I couldn’t stop swelling with pride. He’s gonna take all those falls he’s had and turn them into healing and strengthening for others.

I spin Brighton around and manhandle his ass all the way to the kitchen. As I reach for the cookies, he pins me to the counter. I may still be bigger and stronger, but he surprises me. It gets me going when he turns the tables like that, using his flexibility and quickness to turn my own power against me. The number of times we’ve fallen out of bed in mid-wrestle…

“Ugh, is nothing sacred anymore?”

On the other side of the kitchen island, Carrigan mixes a drink and shakes her head at us. Another holiday tradition, popping by as she pleases and saying everything on her mind. She takes a sip and smacks her lips. “One of these days, you’ll let me watch.”

“And one of these days, you’ll stop asking,” Brighton says.

“A lady doesn’t ask.” Carrigan downs the rest of her drink like it’s water. “She tells it like it is. And you two have so much ooey-gooey sweetness, I would barf. If I didn’t already think it was the cutest thing ever.” She kisses each of our cheeks, then holds her palm out to Brighton. “May I? Two for good luck.”

Brighton giggles and turns around to receive two ass slaps from Carrigan. She really gets into it. I’ll never understand. I think that’s the appeal for them.

Carrigan grabs a vegan cookie and jabs it at me. “My gift is for both of you, but it’s addressed to Brighton. But I guess it’s really for you, Jan.”

Brighton and I share a nod. “It’s a sex toy.”

“No, no, no. I learned my lesson from last year’s anal beads. Well, it can be involved in sex, but it’s not strictly a toy. You’ll see.”

“Nobody else needs to see,” I say. “But thank you, Carrigan. Always thoughtful. Always… unpredictable.”

She waves us away, so we duck down the hall and pause only to watch our families from afar. The scene is warm and familiar, but every year I remember to be grateful. No matter how special this all feels, I’ll never forget what it took to turn stuffy, chilly formalities into a space for laughter and wonder.

“Let’s open it now,” Brighton says. “Real quick. In private. So we don’t have a repeat of last year.”

“Naughty or nice, you’re always gonna be mine.”

I grip Brighton by the front of his matching sweater and lift him up to me. To taste, to tease. He does the same right back. Coiling himself around me. Pressing into my growing arousal. Our hands already pawing for flesh, friction, and muscle.

“Hold that thought,” he says, gripping my cock through my dress pants. Then he dashes toward the towering, slightly lopsided Christmas tree. I love the way it curves. Slightly off-balance, like it might fall. But it never does. It’s a nice reminder.

Brighton spots Carrigan’s (garishly wrapped, of course) gift and gracefully redirects Delia’s sudden curiosity. As he returns to me, he pulls me along. All the way to my bedroom. The one place we’ve shared more secrets, more vulnerability than anywhere else. Even the pool.

And so much of that has been in the last several years. It’s the one place our past and present blend the deepest.

Brighton shoves me onto the bed and straddles me. I can’t help but piston my hips beneath his weight. He feels so good from every angle, even fully clothed. I can’t wait to unwrap him, but his beauty makes me wanna wait and savor the decorative wrapping paper.

With a giggle, he plucks off the bow and sticks it to my head. Peels away the paper carefully, like he’s going to reuse it. Then, he gasps. I can’t quite see what it is by how he’s holding it. “Hey, dying of suspense here.”

“Think of it as foreplay.”

“This whole night has been foreplay, watching you look so fucking good without being able to tear you open like a present. Lemme see!”

Brighton holds Carrigan’s gift in front of my face.

Fuck me.

Fuck, indeed. The word is all over the packaging.

All over the exact same jockstrap that mesmerized Brighton three years ago.

“It’s scary that she knows my waist size, right?”

I take the package and rip it open. “The woman knows more about us than we’ll ever know. Now please, for the love of all things festive and traditional—strap on that fucking jock, baby.”

Brighton hops to his feet and gives me the most perfect view. Balanced and careful, he strips off his shirt and wiggles out of his pants. I grin at the cartoon cupids flying around his bulge. He peels off the briefs extra slowly, letting me rub up and down his legs. His bobbing, glistening cockhead taunts me until he pulls on the jockstrap and tucks it away.

“Perfect. Now let me kiss every single F-word.”

I drag Brighton back down and flip him over to do just that. It’s a jock, so there isn’t much material. But I can pretend. I kiss all the imaginary FUCKs along his plump cheeks and finish with the one on his tight little hole.

“Before you put the words into practice, I’ve got something for you. I know I should wait, but… you know how forgetful I get.”

“You mean when I fuck you senseless?” I kiss up the hard muscles of his torso, enjoying how much he writhes and moans for me. “Okay, but put some shorts on so you don’t torture me.”

As I grab a pair of old athletic shorts from my dresser, Brighton pulls a gift out from under my bed. I slide the shorts up his legs, growling with sexual impatience ’cause I’m really fucking needy right now. Then I focus on the present. Wrapped in golden wrapping paper and white ribbon. “Is that glitter?”

“I know you banned it after that one time—”

“Two times.”

“—I made that huge mess on you. But I swear there’s no more in the room. Just a bit on the gift. I like the way it sparkles in the light.”

I brush his wild curls back. “Just like you.”

He blushes and flops on the bed. I love that I can still turn him red. “Just open it already.”

I lie down beside him and hold the present between us, opening it as Brighton does. Carefully. Cautiously. To preserve the paper and ribbon.

“Now I’m the one being tortured!”

Brighton pounces on me and tears the rest of it away. When I look at what I’m holding, it takes me a minute to understand.

Even if I’ve always known all along.







BRIGHTON




Tetherball. Where it all started.

It’s a mini-tetherball set. Circular base, pole, string, and yellow ball. The whole thing is maybe a foot tall. You could flick the ball back and forth against your opponent, but even that would likely be too much. It’s more of a memento. A reminder of where we have been. Where we met, which is where we will always be. Meeting and re-meeting each version of one another as parts of us change, and some pieces stay the same.

“I love it,” Jance says. His voice is thick and heavy. He shakes the tiny pole, watching the ball swing around. “I love you.”

“And no way to get hurt. I mean, I guess you could accidentally jab yourself with it or—” Jance tugs me into a kiss. The tetherball set pokes me in the side, and I giggle. “I love you, too. Want to play?”

We lie on the bed, alternating turns to hold the base while we flick the ball back and forth. A successful competition with no skinned knees, no bullies. Though it only lasts for about five minutes before I’m on top of Jance, dragging his sweater over his head and groping his body with undeniable need. I manage to move the tetherball to the bedside table as I yank his pants off. The ball wraps itself around the pole. I’m not sure who won. Guess it’s a tie.

But boy, do I feel like a freaking winner.

Jance has his mouth around me through the shorts and the F-word jockstrap. Sucking me as he grabs two handfuls of my ass. I lie flat atop him and reach into his briefs, feeling that first-time rush no matter how many times I’ve gripped and stroked and throated his thick size. It’s not a competition, even if we’re both trying to make the other come first. I pull away first, overexcited and desperate to feel him inside of me, stretching me out. I scramble for the fancy lube—a gift from Cloud and Rainer—under the bed. Jance lifts my lower half off the floor and plunges his face into my hole, tonguing me until I’m crying out with no regard for innocent ears outside the bedroom.

By now, they all know better than to come a-knocking.

Jance keeps his hand over my mouth as a courtesy, and because it turns us both on as my muffled noises bounce around the room. He’s thrusting up into me from below, and then I’m slamming down on him from above. A back-and-forth shifting of power and direction.

I love his huge size pounding me. I love taking his massive body apart. I love that I can do both, and we always find our rhythm and balance.

When we’re finished and showered, the bed is the most cozy, most perfect place to share an embrace. Our limbs entwined. My head resting on his chest. His fingers dancing down my arm and interlacing with mine. He kisses the back of my hand. “Here’s to another perfect holiday.”

“And the last one where either of us has to suffer through 20,000-yard days of training. It’s so weird being the only sore and achy one.”

Jance winks. “Then let’s switch it up next time.”

I smack his arm. “You know what I meant. But, if you really want to get railed by a guy half your size…”

“You’re twice my size, easy. That’s why I always look up to you.”

I snuggle closer to Jance and close my eyes. The distant sound of little boys’ laughter echoes in this room. Sometimes, I swear I hear our voices from years ago. It makes me shiver. Then it makes me so, so proud of the men we’ve become.

“Turn around.”

Jance does, and I do my best to spoon him. It may look comical, but it’s the absolute best. Even though he graduated and only swims casually now, he’s maintained most of his musculature. He feels even bigger when I wrap my arms around him and mold our bodies into one. A warm, quiet cuddle. I’ll never get used to it. The gratitude and relief are endless.

“I think I might wanna teach kids,” Jance whispers. “Elementary school. I don’t know. Thinking I may start by coaching part-time with our club team.”

I stretch myself and tuck my chin between his neck and shoulder like he always does with me. “You’re a natural. You’ve taught me every day that I’ve known you. I can promise you those kids will be so lucky.”

“If only they could be as lucky as me.”

Jance rotates real slow in the tight space between my arms. Our faces press together, and we laugh. When our eyes close and our lips meet, we remember. All these shared memories make it so natural, so easy. Yet, there’s still room to make more. To grow and change. And sometimes stay the same. Knowing one another better than we know ourselves.

Even all those years ago, after skinned knees on the tetherball court, with the nurse. Her calm voice asking us what happened as Jance brought me into the room, in his arms. He fell, Jance said. He caught me, I said.

No, I was too late.

Right now. You caught me.

I didn’t realize it then, but I wasn’t referring to his arms or my fall. He caught me, and he got me. And I, him. A mutual understanding that continues to flow no matter the distance we’ve traveled or the spaces in which we’re apart.

Together, we’re caught. No need to let go. When all we want to do is float.




THE END




Thank you for reading! I hope you enjoyed Brighton and Jance’s journey. Follow along with other Neptune State couples and their standalone HEAs!




Cloud & Rainer - Drowning in You (Neptune State University Book One)
Styles & Alec - Soaking Wet Stepbrother (25k novella newsletter sign-up)
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            I need him more than air. Good thing swimmers are known for holding their breath.




Roommates. Rivals. Reckless attraction.




All reasons to deny what burns beneath our skin when our bodies collide in wrath and competition. College is the time to focus on my academics and training. Not on the dead weight of my past. Certainly not on the filthy-rich and filthier-tease Rainer Caraway.




Straight guys don’t let their enemies get this close. This deep. Deep enough for a cocky pain in the ass to secretly become an unexpected ache in the heart.




Lust leaves scorch marks. But love? Love lights a flame that can survive underwater.




But can it survive us?




Drowning in You is a 92,000-word steamy MM college romance of angsty enemies-to-lovers proportions with hurt/comfort, forced proximity, and a bi-awakening between a brooding, broken boy and a wealthy playboy with an identity crisis. It is the first in a series of standalones following the Neptune State University men’s swim team and all their HEAs.
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