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  My love, heart of my life, I know you will rise from the ashes like the phoenix and burn brighter than before.
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  Author's Note & Content Discussion


Thank you for picking up Discovering Us. This is the second book in the Us series and directly ties to The Gravity of Us. Discovering Us can be read as a standalone; however, I highly recommend reading The Gravity of Us to better understand the characters, their motivations, and to avoid major spoilers for The Gravity of Us.
Discovering Us contains, but is not limited to, the following content: explicit sexual content, bigotry, parental loss, grief, familial estrangement, homophobia, mention of suicidal ideation, mention of self-harm, passive suicidal ideation, disownment, bullying, violence, profanity, and emotional and physical abuse.
The bigotry, homophobia, and bullying in Discovering Us are explicit. Hateful, cruel words and slurs are explicitly used toward the main characters. These moments are intended to be uncomfortable and may activate powerful emotions in some readers.
Discovering Us is set in 2014, shortly before the legalization of same-sex marriage in Virginia and before widespread acceptance of queerness and queer relationships in the United States. Some of the themes within Discovering Us may be upsetting given recent setbacks in LGBTQ+ rights.
I recommend caution if the aforementioned themes may cause undue stress to your mental health and well-being.
Fair warning, I’m not into sports. I don’t know a thing about sports. I never intended to write this deeply about characters who play sports. These were created as side characters without intending for them to have their own book. I was looking at the bare minimum when they were created for The Gravity of Us. I honestly barely understand the research I’ve done. It isn’t my thing. I don’t understand the rules—the whole thing. So, please forgive me if anything I say is incorrect. I watched videos about football and soccer. I watched games. I tried. I really tried. I’m sorry if I got things wrong.
If you or a loved one need support, please call or text the Suicide & Crisis Lifeline at 988 or visit 988lifeline.org. If you or someone you know needs immediate help, please call 911 (in the United States) or your country’s emergency services.
I know it can seem like life is too much. You feel like the loneliness will never end, the pain will never ease, and while I can’t say what your future holds, I want you to know that you are loved. Even when you feel like no one sees you, you are seen. We see you. You are a light in this world. Your life is beautiful. Your life is wanted. Please reach out to people when the darkness is too much. When you’re consumed by it and feel that no matter what direction you turn, when you see no other way. I beg you to talk to someone, anyone. Struggle and fight. Claw through those walls suffocating you. Keep moving forward and never look back.
Burn brighter than the sun and make this life your bitch.







  
  


Additional resources for LGBTQ+ youth:

itgetsbetter.org

thetrevorproject.org

The Trevor Project's Suicide Hotline: 1-866-488-7386 (available 24 hours a day, 7 days a week)

Text the Trevor Project's Suicide Hotline: text "START" to 678-678

thetrevorproject.org/get-help/


Additional suicide and crisis support:

The International Association for Suicide Prevention

Befrienders Worldwide








  
  






  
  
Love. We’re sold a dream from childhood, but neither of us believed it could be us. We never expected to find it. Not here.

We longed for someone to love us as deeply as we had seen others love. For someone to see us. To choose us above all else. We craved it, that unwavering love. Passion. Unconditional affection.

We were the unexpected.

-Kiran & Casey








  
  Chapter 1
Casey


May 16, 2014
Unrequited love. 
No one ever talked about what that does to a person. Some days, I thought I was losing my mind.
Two years. I had been in love with him for two years, masquerading as his best friend. I had been willing to suffer and torture myself.
When did I fall in love with him? I couldn’t pinpoint a specific time. It was his smile and the determination to be the best at anything he tried. His intelligence and secret passion for cars enthralled me. Everything about him drew me in.
He had a girlfriend. His family loved her. They’d talked about getting married.
I didn’t have a chance.
There was also the simple fact that he was straight. If I could’ve stopped my feelings from progressing after knowing that, I would have.
Takahiro Akiyama would never love me. Not the way I loved him.
Compound it all with me hiding so deep in the closet I had lost myself, drowning in lies, choking on so many versions of myself I couldn’t tell what was real anymore.
Self-preservation was the name of the game, and I played it well.
“Yo, Grant,” the familiar voice called.
My nerves buzzed when I turned to face him. Charlie Hudson, the starting quarterback for Silver Creek University, was heading to the NFL after graduation next week, and I had mixed feelings about it. Charlie was the president of my fraternity, Delta Gamma Zeta, and my Big. He’d been assigned to me as my big brother when I was a pledge. If I ignored his outright homophobia, he was a cool guy. He wasn’t quiet about his hate for people like me, even if he was my friend and teammate for the past two years. Before I graduated high school, I thought college would be the one place I could be myself.
I was wrong.
People weren’t as accepting as I had anticipated.
Charlie was one of the biggest reasons I pretended to be homophobic at SCU.
“Hey, Charlie,” I said, tightening my grip on the strap of my backpack.
He bumped his shoulder against my arm. “I was thinking, since exams end today and we don’t have to be moved out of the frat house until after Memorial Day, we can throw one last party to celebrate the seniors’ graduation. It can double as a party for you and Rowan becoming the new president and VP. What do you think? One last party?”
For the last few months, Charlie had been training me to take over his position as president of DGZ. The day the votes were tallied, I couldn’t believe my fraternity brothers voted me in. I would be a junior in the fall semester, making me one of three junior presidents in the history of DGZ. The pressure to do well had already started, and Dad did nothing to help alleviate it. If anything, he made it worse with his expectations for my future.
“Sure. What the hell.” It wasn’t like I wanted to go home anyway. What was another week on campus with my brothers?
“Cool. I’ll let Jax know. Also, make sure Taka comes. He doesn’t have any excuses this time. Exams end today. He lives fifteen minutes away. He can’t blame studying to blow us off this time.”
I forced a laugh because Taka hated participating in frat activities. He’d told me multiple times how he’d let his dad talk him into joining one, and with each passing day, he had hated it more and more.
“You know he’s not interested in parties.”
Charlie smirked. “He broke up with his girl, right? Tell him he can have anyone he wants at that party.”
His reasoning worried me. Charlie hadn’t ever cared if Taka came to a party or not.
Had he heard the rumors about Taka being bi?
Charlie jogged across the quad before I could tell him how that reasoning would never work, and he didn’t know Taka at all if he thought it would.
Not only did I know Taka would say no, but he was already angry with me. I had to admit, I went a little too far with some of the shit I’d said to him and his friends, but also, I was pissed and hurt. Taka broke my heart with a slow twist of the hot knife he’d already shoved in there when I found out he was dating Isobel. When he broke up with her a few weeks back, I was confused as hell. Then, he started hanging out with Nicholas Dawson even more than before.
Everywhere I looked, there Nick was. Touching him. Laughing with him. It was obvious they liked each other. Taka had gone from talking to me daily to once a week—if that.
I swiped open my phone and scrolled through my photos to torture myself with the picture that should’ve been every sign to move on. Was I smart enough to move on? Not a damn chance. I was holding onto any shred of hope that he would see me.
How could he even look my way if he didn’t know? If I told him, would things change?
Maybe I was delusional, but after two years of pining for him, thinking I could never have him, I was a clusterfuck of emotions.
I clicked open the photo, and my heart clenched, crushed by the sight of the first guy I had ever let myself love, kissing another man. Something I never thought he would have done. It was something so far outside of who I knew Taka to be.
How had this asshole managed to weasel his way into Taka’s life so fast? How could he have gained Taka’s trust enough to see that side of him? Was I nothing in Taka’s mind? Had he always known he liked guys and just lied to everyone, or was Nick the first?
Nick was openly gay. Hell, his best friend was a goddamn man-whore on campus. Skylar Suarez was known as someone who would hook up with anyone if they asked.
I had been everything I hated toward him and Nick a few times.
They were so open about their sexuality. Free.
I would never admit I was jealous.
Envy acted as a rip current in my mind. I couldn’t escape.
Tucking my phone away, I marched across campus toward the Ellis Center. The EC was the heart of campus. The food court on the main floor was popular and packed with vendors of all types. Fast food companies and specialty restaurants paid for a spot there. It was far better than the cafeteria across campus. Sometimes, the cafeteria was the only option, and for someone like me, who had to eat my weight in food every day, the cafeteria was the cheaper option. Not that I needed to save money. I was fucking swimming in money—well—my father’s money.
The Ellis Center was quiet for once. The last day of exams meant everyone was studying or sitting through hell.
Like always, the back corner table had a few familiar faces. Zack Lowe had dark skin, long dreadlocks, and an athletic build. He spun a soccer ball in his hands with an easy smile. Beside Zack sat Alexander Bennett. He was pale, skinny, had short black hair, and looked a little nerdy. He waved his hands around, saying something I couldn’t understand, enticing a laugh from Zack.
“You're such a liar!” Kiran Hayden, the short, loud-mouthed blond, shot up from his chair.
He could never keep his ass quiet. I swore he made up for his size with his exaggerated personality. He was like those tiny little dogs that always had to yap and act all tough.
Kiran was the first to spot me, and he went from animated and yapping to silent in a heartbeat.
“’Sup, Casey,” Zack said, tossing the soccer ball into the air before catching it.
“Have you guys heard from Taka today?” I asked.
Kiran sat down, and Alex slumped in his chair, avoiding me completely. Their attitude was new, but not a surprise.
“Why do you want to know?” Kiran asked, folding his arms with a glare.
I pulled out a chair across from Kiran, leaving an empty chair between me and Alex. “Frat thing. I need to talk to him.”
Kiran’s right eye twitched, but he kept his mouth shut for once.
“Why not just text him?” Zack asked.
I shrugged. I didn’t have an answer for them. I wanted to see Taka and be near him.
The silence at the table stretched on for an uncomfortably long time. I scrolled through Facebook, feeling glances from Taka’s friends every few minutes. I never felt completely welcome when they let me hang out with them. There had always been a barrier I couldn’t get past, but this time it was my own doing for why they wanted me to disappear.
The last time I saw them at the local rave spot out in the middle of nowhere, I talked shit. I couldn’t help myself. Izzie had told me about the breakup, and there were a ton of rumors going around about Taka and Nick hooking up. Then that picture. . .
I was angry and said things that couldn’t be taken back.
When the chair next to me scraped over the floor, I jumped. I’d been so focused on ignoring the awkwardness at the table that I didn’t hear him arrive.
Taka looked so fucking cute. His hair was messy as if he’d rolled out of bed moments before. He wore a hoodie and jeans. It was how he dressed whenever he took me to his car meets or the track. It was nice to see him dressing like a normal college student at school instead of the business attire his dad always made him wear.
“Hi,” he mumbled and dropped into the chair.
“Hey, T,” Kiran said, “how’d the accounting exam go?”
Taka leaned his head back with a groan. “Don’t ever say that word around me again. Don’t talk to me about numbers until next year.”
I chuckled. “But you’re great with numbers. It wasn’t that bad, was it?”
He rolled his head to look at me with a sleepy stare. “I may be good with numbers, but I pulled two all-nighters and only slept for a couple hours earlier. I can’t wait for this day to be over. Plus, the professor put questions on the exam that she never covered in class. I never want to take another accounting class, ever.”
“Don’t you have to take Accounting II next semester?” I flashed a crooked smile.
“Nope. This was Accounting II. I think that’s all I needed.” He sat up, staring at me silently before finally saying, “Can I ask you something, Casey?” His eyebrows pinched together.
I nodded. “What’s up?”
“Why are you here?”
Ouch.
“Charlie wants to have one last party before we all clear out of the frat house for the summer. He said since you won’t have the excuse of studying, you have to come.”
His head tilted and the frown that tugged his lips into a pout had me wishing I could smooth it away. “When is it?”
“He’s thinking the Saturday of Memorial Day weekend.”
He bit his lip, then pulled his phone from his pocket. “Um, hold on.” He lifted his phone to his ear. I could hear the ringing, then a deep voice on the other end. “You asked me this morning about going with you on a trip.” The voice on the phone said something I couldn’t understand. “What day would we leave if I can go?” The voice responded with muffled words. Taka nodded while he listened. “Okay, thanks. Bye.” He hung up, setting his phone on the table.
I wanted to ask who it was, but I could take a guess. Taka’s relationship with Nick was the worst-kept secret on campus. The two of them running around with hickey and bite marks the Monday after being seen leaving Crystal Cat together was all the proof I needed. The photo of them kissing solidified it.
No one had breathed a word of it since Isobel deleted the post, plastering the picture all over social media. I wasn’t sure what Taka said to her to convince her to delete it, but I had saved it before she removed it. I didn’t plan to do anything with it—except stare at the stupid, grainy photo and wish it was me.
“Uh, I still need to find out if I’ll be going out of town, but if I am, I won’t be in town that Saturday.”
I nodded, hiding my disappointment. “What about that Friday?”
“I think I’m gone the week.”
“Okay, so let me know if you don’t go, but for now, I’ll assume you won’t make it to the party.” I stood and cleared my throat. “If you guys are all available on Saturday before Memorial Day, DGZ is throwing a party. You’re all invited.”
Zack nodded. Alex continued to ignore me.
But Kiran said, “I’ll be there. I’m always up for a party.”
I was positive he was humoring me. “Cool. See you there,” I replied before walking away.
My chest ached. I didn’t know what to do. How to act. Before I could figure out how to stop the disappointment from consuming me, Isobel appeared with her nosy roommate, Maddison. They blocked my path, glaring at me with their hands on their hips.
“Casey.” Isobel pushed the dark flyaway hairs from her face. “Charlie just texted me that he wants Lambda to help you all plan for a Memorial Day weekend party? What’s he talking about?”
I sighed and stepped around her and Maddison. “Charlie wants to celebrate the seniors’ graduation.”
“Maddy, I’ll meet you back at our dorm,” Isobel said, hurrying to keep up with me.
Izzie and Maddy were members of Lambda Alpha Psi, but opted out of living in the sorority house to live in the dorm rooms at the edge of campus.
“So, what, we’re supposed to plan a random party the same day we all finish finals?” Isobel asked.
I shrugged. “No one said it had to be planned today.”
Her face scrunched up like I was the biggest, annoying idiot to ever idiot. “We have to let people know immediately. How many people will be leaving campus this weekend? Can you imagine how it will look if we inform everyone after they’ve all gone home for the summer?”
“It’s not that hard, Iz. Send out a mass text like you do every other time we do these events, and let whoever comes come.” I turned down the path to Greek Row, surprised she was still following me. “Was that all?”
“Fuck you,” she snapped before spinning around and marching away.
Whatever.







  
  Chapter 2
Kiran


Nick approached, his dark brown eyes glaring at Casey’s retreating form. 
His presence had captivated me from the first time I met him. He carried himself with aloof confidence. The envy I felt toward him was unexplainable. He was an attractive guy. A bit on the weird side of the art stereotypes. I may have been an artist, but I didn’t fit into that “artist” look. Nick did—in his own way. He mixed a punk rock look with his artistic aesthetic, and it worked. I could never pull something like that off.
When Nick sat, his fingers glided over Taka’s shoulder in a gentle touch. The instant smile shared between them had my heart swelling. It was the same look my parents shared.
Love.
Taka and Nick were quiet about their relationship while also being so obvious that everyone with eyes could see they were together.
From the moment I met Nick, I saw it. The pair of them were drawn together like planets held in orbit by gravity. At first, I thought Taka had found a new best friend, but I was shocked when he told us they were dating. I didn’t know he liked guys. I didn’t have a problem with it. I was happy for them, but I was curious. Very curious. Because I had never had a friend come out as gay or bi or anything. I was pretty oblivious to that whole side of life. Did people think about their sexuality a lot? Was it obvious to them that they liked the same gender?
I wanted to know more, so I scoured the internet, but didn’t find much.
When the world we lived in defaulted to homophobia, people didn’t openly talk about same-sex relationships, in-person or over the internet. At least not to people like me.
I had played with the idea of asking Taka about it, but it never felt like a topic I should bring up. How would he feel if I randomly said, “Hey, how did you know you liked dick?” Yeah, too far, even for me.
“What’s going on?” Nick asked.
“Same old Tinkerbell, being a dumbass,” Zack replied.
It rubbed me the wrong way because I thought he meant it to be insulting when it was usually a joke.
“Casey was here to tell us about a frat party,” Taka said to Nick. “Kiran said he would go.” Taka’s glare told me I made a mistake.
Nick looked at me, confusion in his expression.
“Dude, Kir, what the fuck were you thinking?” Zack said, dropping the soccer ball on the table.
“Are we not being nice to Casey anymore?” I asked, looking between my friends. “I thought we were cool with him since he’s been coming around lately.”
“We are not cool with him,” Alex said. “I can’t believe you agreed to go.”
My mouth fell open, and I tried to find the words to defend myself. “He’s T’s frat brother. What the hell are you guys going on about?”
“Kiran.” Taka said my name like I had killed someone and he was about to sentence me to life in prison. “I’ve been talking to him because he’s about to be the president of my fraternity next semester. I’m trying to keep things civil between us, but I truly want nothing to do with him.”
I leaned forward, gaping with the shock of that bombshell. “Where the fuck was I when you had this conversation with everyone else, T?”
Zack smacked a hand on my back, giving me three solid pats before he condescendingly said, “I didn’t expect something like this needed to be spelled out for you.”
“What? I’m missing something here, and I don’t like it,” I whined.
Alex sat up a little straighter, aiming his judging gaze at me. “Casey called Sky a fairy and as far as we all know, has used all kinds of slurs against gay people. Taka is with Nick. Therefore, we all dislike Casey because he’s a homophobic asshole. No need to speak on it any further.”
“Did you forget why we started calling you Tinkerbell?” Zack asked like I was the dumbest person to ever live.
“God, guys, you didn’t have to be jerks about it. I thought we were acting cool with him.” I pushed away from the table. “I’m heading back to my room. I’ve got packing to do.”
“We love you,” Zack yelled.
“Yeah, yeah.” I waved my hand as I walked away.
I wasn’t actually angry with them, but I didn’t like when they treated me like I was dumb. When I was a kid, I was bullied a lot. The other kids thought I was stupid and called me names. Sure, friends messing with each other was one thing, but when it felt real, it hurt. It was times like this when all the memories of my childhood would resurface to haunt me until I could lock them away in the deep, dark dungeon I shoved them in.
Students had filed into the Ellis Center. My guess was that their finals had ended for the day, and everyone was congregating. Last day of finals. People were about to graduate. There was an energy in the air that I liked, yet for some reason, like all other times, I felt like I was out of place. Like I was missing something or not in on the thing. What the thing was, I didn’t know. It was a weird feeling I had for a while, a sense of not belonging.
I had my friends. I loved them, I did. Their presence in my life never eased the sense that I was different. I couldn’t pinpoint what made me feel different, but the feeling was there anyway.
Instead of leaving the Ellis Center through the main entrance, I headed to the basement and stopped in the little cafe before returning to my dorm. I shared a room with my soccer team member, Dwayne. He was a nice guy, quiet and easy to get along with. My only complaint was that he brought a new girl over every weekend and kicked me out—of my own room. I was fed up with sharing a room, but getting a private room like what Nick and Sky had was rare and hard to come by.
When I signed up for the fall semester last week, the housing administration placed me in another shared dorm with a new roommate. I wasn’t happy about it, but there wasn’t anything I could do.
I’ll have privacy after I graduate.
It wasn’t my goal to wish my college life away, but dorm life wasn’t fun anymore.
After swiping my student ID through the card reader for the door to my shared room with Dwayne, I turned down the narrow hall into our living space, where two single beds were positioned at opposite ends of the large square room. To give us some sense of privacy, we moved our tall, very wide wardrobe closets into the middle of the room between our beds, creating a faux wall.
“Hayden,” Dwayne called from his bed.
I poked my head around the edge of the wardrobe wall and smiled. “Hey, Stephens. How was your last day of finals?”
“It was shit, but I think I passed my exams. Should be good enough to stay on the team for next year.”
I leaned in, stretching my arm to him for a fist bump. “That’s what I’m talking about.”
He smiled, then leaned back, running his hand over his goatee. “Did you get the party invite from Isobel earlier?”
I cocked my head. “Party invite?”
“Something about a Memorial Day weekend bash. Whatever that is. Looks like DGZ is throwing a party with Lambda.”
I leaned against the wardrobe. “Casey invited me in person. Were you gonna go?”
“Casey? As in, Casey Grant, SCU’s badass wide receiver?”
“Uh, yeah.”
Dwayne leaned forward, looking far too excited. “Yo, we have to go. You know Casey? Like know know?”
“We’ve hung out because of a mutual friend. I wouldn’t say we’re close.”
“Either way, that’s cool as shit, and we’re going. I’ll tell everyone else to join us.” He diverted his attention to his phone, then added, “Think I could convince the whole team to come with us?”
I scoffed. “Doubtful. Zack already said no.”
Dwayne clicked his tongue before leaning back. “It’s okay, even if it’s just a few of us.”
I nodded, then spun around. “Let me know who else agrees to go.”
“Will do.”
I kicked off my shoes and flopped onto my bed, burying my face in the pillow.
My second year of college had flown by. I loved this life. A life where I was happy and free to be myself. I wasn’t ready to lose this and enter adulthood.
Two more years.
Two more years to enjoy freedom.

    
  For being a campus party after the semester ended, Greek Row was full of life. 
The party DGZ hosted poured into the street. On the front lawn, a DJ stood behind a table with a bunch of electronics that looked like he had set up a music studio on the lawn. Wires led from the table up the lawn and into the DGZ house. A massive party tent covered a stretch of the wide brick pathway between the DGZ house and one of the other fraternity houses. The dancing mass was a wave of movement, barely lit by a cheap strobe light hanging from the tent ceiling.
Inside the house was more chaotic, dark, and moody. The doors and windows were open, letting the music from the DJ outside stream into the house. The smell of beer permeated the air near the kitchen, where four kegs sat on the floor, lined up next to a table of unused plastic cups. Someone was already passed out on the long sectional sofa in the living room. People danced in every open space between furniture and walls. In a corner of the living room, a group played beer pong, screaming when they didn’t make their shot.
“I’m so glad we came,” Dwayne shouted, slinging his arm over my shoulder.
Cameron, our teammate, shook his head. “I can’t believe I came with you two.”
“Last party of the year. Live a little, Cam.” Dwayne steered us toward the kitchen.
I took a warm beer because it was shoved in my face, but the thought of drinking it sent a shiver down my spine. Cheap beer, like they served at these parties, was gross. But warm, cheap beer was gag-worthy.
“Do they not have liquor here?” I asked, scanning the area for something other than beer kegs.
“It’s a frat party, not a bar.” Dwayne laughed before heading into the living room.
“Let’s go outside and dance,” Cam shouted.
I followed them back to the front lawn, losing them in the crowd. There were probably a couple hundred people filling up the house and the lawn. It was crazy to think about how big this party was after most of the campus had cleared out already, or had the whole of Greek Row stayed so they could come?
“You actually came?” a deep, raspy voice slurred.
Casey stood close, too close. I had to look up at him because he was a goddamn giant, and compared to him, I was the size of a child. I might have exaggerated a little, but the guy was tall.
“Two of my teammates wanted to come,” I said, tightening my grip on the plastic cup full of the beer I hadn’t even taken a sip of.
“That’s cool. Which ones?”
“Does it matter?” I asked, eying him. “How drunk are you?”
He looked down at me with a crooked smile and hooded eyes. “Mm, I don’t know. Charlie made me take shots to celebrate me taking over as president.” He huffed out a deep chuckle. “Can you believe they nominated me? Me?”
I laughed with him. “Yeah, kind of a surprise since you’re such a horrible person.”
He leaned closer, bumping my shoulder with his arm. “I’m not that bad, am I?”
I shrugged. “If you think being a homophobic, judgmental jerk isn’t that bad, then sure.”
“Homophobic, huh?” He chugged the rest of his drink.
“What else am I supposed to call you?”
He ran his hand over the back of his neck with a frown. It bothered me. I didn’t want to feel sorry for him, and I didn’t even know what I was feeling sorry for. He had such a pitiful look when our eyes met again. I knew it was irrational to be angry at him for my feelings, but damn, he looked like a kicked puppy, and it made me angry.
“Have you talked to T lately?” he asked.
“Of course. We talk almost every day.”
“How’s he doing?”
“He’s great, actually. Having a blast on vacation.”
Casey rubbed his palm over his mouth before shoving his hand in the front pocket of his jeans. “Is Nick treating him well?”
I bit back my smile. “You know?”
He rolled his eyes. “I saw the picture of them kissing. I’ve seen them around campus.” He crushed the plastic cup in his left hand and looked up at the sky. “I’m not an idiot, Kiran.”
I followed his gaze, tilting my head back to look at the stars. “They’re great together. If you were a better friend, you’d be able to appreciate how they treat each other.”
His grunty laugh gained my curiosity, and I snuck a glance at him. He really looked sad. I wanted to ask him what was wrong, but it didn’t feel right. Besides, he was the one who called my friends slurs. Who the fuck was I to feel sorry for him? But Mom always said people bullied others because they were unhappy with themselves. So, what had Casey Grant, the guy who had everything he could ever want, looking like he was on the verge of tears? What could make him so unhappy with his life that he took it out on others?
“I fucked up.” He slapped my back and added, “Have fun. I’ll see you in the fall.” He turned back to the house and disappeared inside.
“Was that Grant just now?” Dwayne asked. He and Cameron appeared in front of me, looking wobbly and glossy-eyed.
“Yeah. It was,” I said. “Um, I’m heading back to our room. I’ve lost my partying mood.” I backed away from them. “You two gonna be okay?”
They both nodded.
“What happened to make you want to leave?” Cameron asked.
I shook my head. How could I explain it when I didn’t even understand it myself?






  
  Chapter 3
Casey


I stumbled past people dancing in the house. Someone shoved me as I passed them, and when I turned to yell at whoever did it, no one was close enough for me to blame. 
Well, fuck them too.
The smell of beer and sweat filled the space: sour with a sweet tang. It was gross. I’d take locker room sweat over that combo. Before I could reach the stairs, Charlie appeared and dragged me through the house to the kitchen, where he forced me to down two more shots of God knows what.
“I have to piss,” I slurred, pulling away from Charlie.
It was an excuse. My bed was calling my name.
With each step up the stairs, it became more and more obvious how much I’d drank. The world was blurry and dark around the edges. Talk about tunnel vision. My fingers gripped the railing, and I scaled the stairs like I was mountain climbing. Every few steps, I would stop, hoping to catch my bearings and keep the room from spinning. Someone came down the stairs and yelled something at me. I couldn’t tell what it was, so I kept going. When I finally reached the top, I swayed down the hallway until I fell against my door. I punched the code into the keypad—security was important at SCU. Who wanted to worry about losing keys when you could forget a passcode instead?
Had I ever forgotten my passcode?
No.
Maybe they were on to something with the keyless entry thing.
The door beeped, unlocking with a loud click, and I swung it open, letting it fall closed behind me with a bang.
I threw myself across my bed, thinking about what Kiran said. He thought I was a homophobe. Sure, I said things. I behaved in certain ways to keep up appearances with my brothers, friends, family, and teammates, but I wasn’t that person. I hated the version of me I projected to everyone.
How else could I protect myself?
This world wanted people like me to disappear.
I needed to ensure no one ever found out that I was gay. No one could know. The number of out NFL players was exactly zero. And anyone who was out in college never made it into the NFL. Teams made sure they were politically correct when denying those guys, but we all knew. You could have the best quarterback to ever play ball, but if he was out and proud, he wouldn’t make the cut. Not once.
I couldn’t afford to lose my dream. Football was the only way I could get out from under my father’s control. I had to make it to the NFL, no matter what.
My phone buzzed, and I pulled open the group text. It was a picture of Jax and Charlie, drinks in hand with the DJ squeezed between them. Jax was the vice president of DGZ and Taka’s Big. He and Charlie were thick as thieves, and I looked up to him. Some of the guys in the frat were a lot like me. Sons of wealthy, pretentious assholes aiming to enter the political world to gain more power. Always for power and money. They went hand in hand.
I didn’t want that life.
It was stale. Full of people who couldn’t see past their fifty-thousand-dollar shoes and custom one-of-a-kind suits. I enjoyed having money. The freedom to never worry about where my next meal would come from, but I didn’t flaunt it. I didn’t rub it in people’s faces. That money belonged to my father. It wasn’t mine.
That’s why I wanted to make it on my own in the NFL. Yeah, yeah, I dreamed of becoming a multi-millionaire, but I wanted more than that. I wanted to open a charity. Or two. Or five. I wanted to help people like the homeless, underprivileged kids, and families. I wanted to give back to the people I grew up watching my father and his friends stomp on and use like they were less than simply because they didn’t have twenty million in their bank.
I rolled onto my side and reached under the bed, fingers searching for the bottle of vodka I’d hidden away. When my fingertips hit the glass, I snagged it and rolled onto my back, twisting the top off and tossing it to the side.
Thinking about my father always led me down the path of dark thoughts. Normally, I would fill those thoughts with dreams of Taka, but now that was out of the question. He was with Nick. I released a rough laugh. “Nic-ho-lassss,” I said.
What a dick.
Why did he get to be happy? Why did he get to have the person I loved? He was allowed to be openly gay. He was only an artist. No one fucking cared if guys like him would rather suck a dick than fondle some titties. No one fucking cared. But me? I wasn’t allowed to like rough hands and firm bodies. I was disgusting. Not manly enough. No football player was ever allowed to be put in a position where they were seen as feminine. Manly men like pussy. That was drilled into my head.
I chuckled.
All the times the guys smacked each other’s asses were just bros being bros. Nothing gay there. A smack of the ass for a good job was totally completely straight. Yep.
“Fuck,” I grumbled and gulped down a mouthful of the burning liquid. “Fuck everyone. Fuck sports. Fuck men and their fear of men. Like fuck!” I took another gulp.
I just want to love someone and be loved in return. Be myself for once in my life. But no, I had to suffer, and there was literally no one I could talk to. Not a single soul on this earth was allowed to know about me.
I grabbed my phone from the edge of the bed and found the photo of Taka and Nick. It was so easy to picture it as me. If I had the balls, I would’ve done that years ago.
Wait, he was with Izzie then. Ah, whatever. It’s so unfair.
How would they feel if they had to hide like me? If they had to suffer because. . .
I drank more. Stared at the photo again, then drank even more. I pulled up the option on the photo and hit the print button. The printer below my desk kicked on. I flipped on the side table light and slid to the ground in time to catch the paper before it hit the floor.
If they could know what it felt like. . .
Before I could think better of it, I folded the image and grabbed a sticky note from my desk to scrawl the truth of my envy before rifling through my drawers for an envelope and stamps—leftovers from when I had to mail a thank you note to my uncle after he sent me a gift for some holiday. It took minutes to complete. Then I stumbled through the house and out the front door.
Everything was a blur as I somehow made it from Greek Row to the mailroom near the quad. The building was dark and empty. A few emergency lights kept it barely bright enough to see where I was going.
My hands moved on their own. I wasn’t in control of my body when I shoved the envelope through the slit of the outgoing mailbox. The paper hitting the bottom of the metal box seemed loud in the silence. It was like I was watching myself from the outside. By the time my brain caught up to my actions, it was too late.
I fell against the wall of mailboxes, the metal rattling like an explosion in the silence.
“What the fuck did I just do?” I groaned, burying my face in my hands.
I could barely feel my skin on my face. Everything was dark and closing in.
How I got back to the house, I didn’t know, but the party was over. People were passed out on the lawn and everywhere on the floor. The kitchen was a disaster. Someone’s limp body lay across the counter, another was on the floor cuddling a keg.
Snores and groans filled the stillness as I climbed over bodies.
When I flopped onto my bed, I let sleep take me. My actions were a faded memory clouded by too much alcohol.

    
  The driver my mother hired had barely said a word since picking me up from campus. When I asked him to turn on the radio, he glared and gave me a flat “no.” 
For seven hours, I sat in silence, listening to the sounds of the road and our breathing. Talk about awkward. The awkwardness of the ride home had nothing on the dread filling me the closer we were to home.
When the roof of the house crested over the trees, my body flooded with a rush of nerves. I hated being home. It was my prison.
Home was a reminder of everything I wasn’t allowed to be.
A reminder of everything I had to hide.
The driver parked the car at the front door, and I climbed out of the back seat, leaving him to unload my things from the trunk. If I tried to help, he would only chide me again.
We lived in Southern Maryland, in a neighborhood that screamed, “I have too much money to care about anything.” Before I could reach the front door, it opened and a tiny woman welcomed me home with a smile.
“Your mother is in the backyard by the pool. She asked that you see her before going anywhere else,” the woman said.
I thanked her, breezing through the house in search of the woman who birthed me. Mom relaxed by the pool, sunbathing on a lounge chair with a tall glass of what looked like lemonade in her hand, and a hot pink straw bent toward her cherry red lips. A large floppy hat protected her neck and shoulders from the harsh sunlight, and she wore her blonde hair tied back in a neat bun.
At my approach, her flat expression turned into a practiced porcelain smile, flashing her perfectly white teeth that would probably fall out in ten years from all the chemicals she used to keep them so white.
I sat on the lounge chair next to her, beneath the brutal rays of sunlight, resting my elbows on my knees. “Mom,” I said, “you wanted to see me?”
“Welcome home, Casey. I’ve missed you.”
“You too,” I lied.
I loved my family. It was only natural to love them, but they were the reason I couldn’t be myself. They were why I hated myself and hid who I was from the world. When I spent time with my family, I was numb. Empty.
She took a sip of her drink, tugging her sunglasses off and setting them on the small glass table beside her.
“Before anyone else gets home, I want to remind you about this summer.” She set her drink on the table beside her sunglasses and aimed her hazel eyes at me. “Your father is kicking off his political career as we speak. You need to keep the scandals to a minimum. I don’t want you farting without thinking how it will look for him and this family.”
“Mom, when am I ever involved in scandals?”
I knew better than to do anything that could ruin my chances at the NFL. Fuck my father and his stupid political career. I was keeping my head down for me and only me.
“This is different from all the other times, Casey. We are going to be under a microscope. Scrutinized for breathing. Keep your social media
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