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Chapter One


Jordan


Even though I didn’t need to call a taxi for another hour or two, I was in full-on panic mode. I shoved all my clothing into my suitcase — far more than I really needed for a week and a half back home. It’s when I tried to cram my flip-flops into the middle of the pile that I finally forced myself to slow down.

I didn’t need flip-flops for Christmas break.

Why the hell didn’t I start packing yesterday? Leaving it until two hours before going to the airport certainly wasn’t my smartest decision. I stared at the suitcase — not only did I pack my flip-flops, I also had two pairs of shorts tucked underneath my crumpled shirts. It’ll be just below freezing and there’s already snow on the ground back home in Virginia; I won’t be wearing shorts.

“I need to start over,” I muttered. I turned my suitcase upside down and dumped it all out. My bed was covered in a pile of clothing, but it didn’t really look any messier than it usually is. I don’t know how my roommate puts up with me, to be honest.

“Ten days,” I told myself. “I’m going home for ten days.”

Besides, I was going home, where there was a free-to-use washer and dryer. If I somehow spilled turkey gravy over everything I owned, I could wash it all. I didn’t need fifteen different shirts for ten days at home. Besides, I had left a handful of sweaters and shirts in my bedroom closet at home. I could probably go with just my underwear and socks and I would have been fine.

I abandoned my suitcase and the pile of clothing on my bed and went to the window to watch the snowfall. Until today — Christmas Eve — we hadn’t had much snow here in New York City. It was my first winter in the Big Apple and I guess I expected something a little more Christmassy. I mean, until this dumping we were getting today.

For it not even being noon, the sky was almost black with thick clouds. The snowflakes were fat and heavy and so numerous I couldn’t really see clearly across the quad to the dorms on the other side.

Normally, this was my favorite view. I was in this dorm and clear on the other side was my boyfriend Benjamin. We sometimes sat in our windowsills so we could see each other while we texted cute things to each other. But when I needed Benjamin the most — because he always had a way of calming me down and thinking rationally and would have talked me out of this suitcase crisis — he wasn’t here.

We were both going home for Christmas break, but with his parents buying his ticket with points and my parents buying mine on a seat sale, we were on separate flights. I pulled out my phone and, as I suspected, there weren’t any more messages from Benjamin. By now he’d be in the air and probably watching some movie on the plane.

I shoved the phone back in my pocket. I needed to pack.

I went back to my bed and now with my suitcase emptied again, I started with the basics — socks and underwear. From there I folded up a couple pairs of pants and half a dozen shirts. I didn’t really need more than this, right?

“Something’s missing,” I muttered. I stood back and looked at it all — the suitcase, the mess on the bed, the general mess on my side of this dorm room. I even glanced behind me to the far tidier side where my roommate Riley kept his stuff. He finished his exams early and had left the city three days ago, giving me lots of peace and quiet to study for my last exam I had yesterday. It also gave me privacy to have Benjamin over for some private time. We spent last night cuddling while watching Netflix.

No matter where I looked, I couldn’t figure out what was missing. And there was definitely something missing.

“Benjamin’s gift!” I blurted as I realized what I was searching for.

Yanking open the top drawer of my dresser, I found the gift. I carefully lifted it out of the drawer and paused to look at it. Encased in a Plexiglas box was a miniature New York Giants-branded football with half a dozen signatures scrawled across it. As soon as I saw this in the mall, I knew I had to have it for Benjamin. It took a couple months of saving up for it, but he was worth it.

It’s moments like this I still sometimes struggled to believe how my life turned around so completely in so short a time. A year ago today, back in senior year of high school, Benjamin was barely talking to me. Then on New Year’s Eve, supposedly-straight Benjamin surprised me with a kiss at the stroke of midnight. From there we had months of on and off where things were going good and then they got trashed. It became too much for me. I could respect Benjamin wanted to stay in the closet, but the way he was treating me because of that just became too difficult. I broke it off with him. And then at prom he came out to our whole graduating class and declared his love for me.

Since then, we’ve basically been inseparable.

In other words, he was worth the exorbitant amount of money I spent on this autographed football. I put the gift in the center of the suitcase and stared at it for a moment. I was trying to envision my suitcase getting beaten up and tossed around by the luggage handlers and what that might mean for this football. My suitcase was one of those hard-sided ones and it had gotten pretty roughed up on the journey here. If it got similar treatment on the way home, that Plexiglas box could get cracked.

My gaze moved to the excessive clothing I still had in a messy pile on my bed. I picked up random pieces of clothing and wrapped them tight around the Plexiglas box, padding it and hopefully protecting it from a not-too-gentle airport employee.

In the end, almost everything I had shoved in my suitcase before I dumped everything had made its way back into the suitcase. Except for the flip-flops and shorts. I zipped the suitcase closed.

My heart was racing and I didn’t know why. Maybe it was because it was getting closer and closer to my time to go to the airport ... which meant I was closer to seeing Benjamin and having him in my arms again. My heart ached at the thought of seeing him again. Damn, I have it bad for the boy. I mean, we’ve been apart for longer than we were right now, but maybe it was the distance between us at this very moment that was getting to me.

It was also our first Christmas together — like, as a couple — so I was giving myself forgiveness for being perhaps a little too clingy. This was all new to me and I wanted it all to go well. I wanted this to be one of those Christmases to remember, where everything was perfect — building snowmen, kissing under the mistletoe, building a gingerbread house, exchanging gifts on Christmas morning...

As I stared at my suitcase, I again wondered if I had spent too much on his gift. We didn’t talk about price limits for the gifts we’d buy each other, but I doubt he’d spent as much as me. That didn’t bother me at all, because it’s not the value of the gift that was important, but I’m worried it might make Benjamin feel like he didn’t do enough for me for Christmas. What if I ended up hurting his feelings with this great gift?

God, why did this have to be so stressful?

Since my suitcase was packed, I left my dorm room and wandered the halls. I needed to keep my feet moving, find something to occupy my mind, get distracted by a distraction. Before I really knew where I was going, I realized my feet had taken me in the direction of Mandy, my bestie from the Rainbow Club. Mandy and her girlfriend London hung out with Benjamin and I quite a bit and we’d gotten to know each other quite well.

They’re in a similar situation to Benjamin and I — though their home is in a different state than ours, London and Benjamin went to the airport this morning, and Mandy and I are catching a cab together.

Her door was open a crack when I approached it and I could hear her muttering to herself. I knocked lightly.

“Jordan?” she called out.

I pushed the door open. “How’d you know it was me?”

She laughed and from the sound of it I could tell she was super stressed. She had her curly red hair tied up behind her head and her cheeks looked flush with stress as she looked over her shoulder at me. “There’s like no one left on campus besides you and me.”

Our dorm building was basically a ghost town as of yesterday. I think I saw two people in addition to Mandy.

As I entered her room, I saw we were alike in even more ways than I ever realized. Her bed was covered in a messy pile of clothes and her suitcase was sitting in the middle of it all. Empty. I searched her bed for a pair of flip-flops, but couldn’t find any. As stressed as she might’ve been, she was more clear-headed than me.

I pointed at the pile of clothes and said, “I’ve been having the same problem. I realized I was overdoing packing when I tried to shove shorts and flip-flops in there.”

She looked at me over her shoulder again, but now there was a sparkle in her eye. She might’ve still been stressed, but she was one of those eternally happy people. It took a lot to really get her down and not much to get her up again.

“I need to just do this, don’t I?” she said with determination.

She undid her hair and then used the band to tie it tighter against the back of her head. I’ve seen her do that many times before — tie and retie her hair — it was usually a sign she was about to do something that needed concentration. Quite often our study hangouts didn’t really start until she tied her hair up.

From there, she started methodically packing her suitcase in much the same fashion as me. Underwear, pants, shirts.

“And your gift for London?” I prompted. I hadn’t seen anything gift-like go in the suitcase.

“It’s at home with my parents,” she said as she zipped up her suitcase. “I ordered an engraved pendant I know she’ll love.”

“That sounds awesome,” I said. London was definitely a girl that loved her jewelry; I was sure she’d love Mandy’s gift. I pulled out my phone to look at the time. “We should probably call a cab now, huh?”

“I’m ready if you are. We might be heading a bit early, but it’s either we wait here or we wait there.”

“I don’t know about you, but I’m ready to just give up on this packing and hope I’ve got everything I need. Less stress that way,” I said. “We’ve both got our gifts for our partners and that’s really the most important thing.”

She took one last look around her room, then nodded. “Yeah, let’s go.”

I picked up her suitcase for her. “Come on.” We walked back to my room and then I did one last similar check to ensure I hadn’t forgotten anything. Satisfied, Mandy called us a cab.

I couldn’t help but still fret over stuff while she made the call. I opened my dresser drawers one at a time, searching through my stuff, making sure there was nothing important I was forgetting. It all seemed good until I get to the bottom drawer — I found the other gifts I’d bought. I didn’t have much because I spent too much on Benjamin’s gift, but also, I didn’t have time to do a lot of shopping. The only thing that would be worse than the measly gifts I got my friends and family would be forgetting them here in New York.

I let out a swear under my breath and scooped out the gifts. My family wanted New York stuff, so there was an I Heart NY sweater for Bella, a set of coasters with landmarks for my mom, and a couple books on the history of the city for dad. And then there was the gift for Hannah and Kumail. I hadn’t seen my BFF and her BF since we all packed up and left for school. Her and her beau went to the west coast while Benjamin and I went to the east. There was a whole country between us. For
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