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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      A t-shirt with a lewd image of a satyr on it was maybe not the best choice for my first day of grad school. Even with the big “CENSORED” over the satyr’s crotch in red letters, it drew the attention of everyone I passed by. Still, it would mean people would get a sense of me without actually having to talk to me.

      Of course, it didn’t occur to me when I got dressed this morning that my shirt might seem, to some people, like an invitation to strike up a conversation. People like the burly guy who stops dead when he passes the bench I’m sitting on, turns, and says, “Great shirt!”

      I flush and my fingers clench around the book I have in my lap, but I manage to force out a, “Thanks!” and make my face into something I hope resembles a smile.

      He continues to grin at me – his face looks like it was designed for smiling, with wide cheeks, generous lips, and two deep dimples. I just sit there, hoping he’ll go away, because I don’t think I’ll be able to make any more words come out. At least I’m not hyperventilating.

      Finally, he realizes I’m not going to say anything else. “Well, have a great day,” he says, and carries on walking. And I can’t help it, I check out his ass as he walks away. His jeans fit him perfectly and show off the thick, round muscles so well I can imagine what they’d feel like under my hands.

      I force myself to breathe normally, to stop thinking about a random guy’s perfect butt, and pull out my phone to check the time. I still have half an hour till my first class, which is good, because my stomach has gone iffy and I’m pretty sure I should find a quiet bathroom somewhere to be sick – and I don’t mean throwing up.

      I somehow managed to finish my undergrad without having to do very many assignments where I’d be noticed. That was the good thing about undergrad; most classes were big, and most profs didn’t want the hassle of grading that many presentations.

      But grad school will be different. Classes are small and participation counts big. It took me five years of working shit jobs to convince myself that I could manage two years of classes where I’d have to talk, to be visible. Even then, it wasn’t until I got drunk with my younger sister and she dared me that I finally sent in my application.

      And now I’m here – with a fellowship to pay my tuition and everything – and in less than half an hour I’m probably going to be expected to say things. Out loud. To other people.

      I clutch the book to my chest. It’s a fancy edition of Edith Hamilton’s Greek Mythology – not actually a recommended text in Classics departments, by the way. But my sister Alison gave it to me as a congratulations gift for getting into grad studies at Great Valley University, Department of Folklore. In the months since I got my acceptance letter, it’s been a reminder of how badly I want this, and therefore a sort of security blanket in book form.

      I make myself unclench and put the book carefully in my backpack with my laptop and notebook and zip the bag shut. I check my phone again. There’s still time to duck into the bathroom in the library basement and get to class a few minutes early.

      It’s still too soon in the semester for the library to be anything but dead. I hurry down the broad staircase and discover that they’ve changed the handicapped washroom sign to one with the wheelchair and “All Gender” in friendly lettering since the last time I was here. I stare at it for too long, hesitating, before finally turning towards the men’s room.

      By the time I’m done and have washed my hands – stubbornly singing “Happy Birthday” twice over in my head – I only have five minutes to make it to class, but I chose my toilet facilities well and only need to get to the next building over.

      A few other students hurry past in the halls, but it’s a quiet building. As I approach the room specified on my schedule (I check the uni website on my phone about seven times to make sure it hasn’t changed) I can hear the chatter of voices and my stomach clenches.

      I’m not sure I can do this. (Yes, Alder, you can do this.)

      The door is open, so I duck in and have a quick glance around, not meeting anyone’s eyes. It’s a small, narrow room with a long table surrounded by chairs and a wall of chalkboard on one side – actual slate with a metal tray for chalk – and a wall of windows overlooking the campus garden on the other. All the other students have taken chairs facing the chalkboard, leaving three spots empty closest to the door. I take the middle one and busy myself with fishing my notebook and a pen out of my backpack, so I don’t have to look at anyone.

      I breathe slowly, carefully, deliberately, and will my stomach to settle. I’ll be fine; it’s only the first day. I’m not going to have to get up and give a presentation on the first day.

      Right at the instant my phone clock shifts from one fifty-nine to two o’clock, a bearded man in a bright green button-down with a repeating pattern of dark green trees and brown sasquatches on it enters the room and starts to shut the door. There’s a scuffle outside and he lets go of the handle so one last student can enter.

      I make the mistake of watching it happen, so when he walks through the door, the almost-late student meets my eyes – his are a deep, warm brown – grins, and says, “Hey, guy with the cool t-shirt.”

      I wince at “guy” but say nothing. I force my lips to smile as he takes the chair next to me, and then I’m saved by the prof clearing his throat and beginning to talk.

      “Welcome to Research Methods in Folklore,” he says, then starts handing out sheets of paper with the syllabus. “This is all available through the GVU portal,” he says, “But if I hand you each a paper copy, you can’t pretend you haven’t seen it.”

      Everyone in the class chuckles, including the guy next to me, who has a laugh as deep and rich as his eyes. I try not to stare at the forearm he’s resting on the table between us and make myself study the syllabus instead. (Okay, I do stare at his hairy, muscular arm first.)

      I only realize the prof is taking attendance when the person on the other side of me says, “Here!” really loud and then laughs at herself for it.

      When the prof gets to my name, he says, “Alden Lewis,” and I don’t say anything except to force out a, “Here” that makes me sound like I can’t catch my breath. I want to say something, to say I don’t want to be called “Alden” even though it’s my legal name, but I can’t. I just stare at the page in front of me and force myself to keep breathing.

      “Silas Pan… Panagiotis? Did I say that right?” the prof says, and I accidentally  glance up.

      “Close enough,” says the burly guy next to me, whose ass I did not check out less than an hour ago (I totally did), and whose dark hair is not falling over his eyes in a way that makes me want to brush it away with my fingers (it totally is). He sees me looking and grins, and I flush, cursing my red-headed complexion that will show it as ugly red splotches up my neck and on my cheeks.

      I relax as the prof launches into his introductory spiel and says, with a far-too-pleased grin, that unlike undergrad classes, we don’t get to take the first week easy. Which he then – sort of – contradicts by saying we can go once he’s explained our first assignment.

      I skim down the syllabus to find it while he’s handing out another sheet of paper – a bibliography of our required textbooks. When I find the assignment, I swallow hard. It’s a project to create a research outline for a suitable topic, to be done in pairs with another student. I try to count how many of us there are in the class without being obvious about it – if there’s an odd number, I’ll ask to do the project by myself. I survived a lot of group projects in high school that way. Making myself ask will be way easier than having to spend that much time with someone I don’t know.

      Before I’m done counting, the prof starts pairing up students, starting at the other end of the table. I take a deep breath and say quietly to the guy next to me, or to his sexy forearm, anyway, “If there aren’t enough of us, you can work with someone, and I’ll work by myself.” I want to throw up by the time I get all the words out, but I feel way better about the assignment.

      “You sure?” he says, leaning close enough that I feel his breath, warm on my neck.

      I nod, and the prof says, “And… Lewis and Panagiotis.” Because of course there’s an even number of us in the class.
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        * * *

      

      After class, Silas matches his stride with mine as we leave the building. We’re close enough in height that we walk easily in step.

      I force myself to meet his eyes and his look is friendly, not judging, even though I’m being weird enough I could hardly blame him if he did judge me.

      “So, you’re a Folklore Master’s student?” he asks. He folds up the syllabus and bibliography and shoves them in his pocket while I study the concrete path in from of me.

      “Yeah,” I say, and I know I should say more, to have an actual conversation, but my throat won’t cooperate. It’s several steps later before I manage, “You?”

      Silas doesn’t seem to notice my awkwardness. Whether he’s oblivious or just doesn’t care, I have no idea, and I guess it doesn’t matter. I feel my guts unclench, just a little, and it’s marginally easier to breathe.

      “Cross… uh… cross-posted? Whatever they call it when you’re sort of in more than one department.”

      “Double major?” I say, trying to ignore the feeling of falling into a deep pit that speaking gives me when I actually manage to produce words and don’t just freeze up.

      “I think double major is only for undergrads,” he says, but he says it in a way that doesn’t make me feel stupid, the way my ex used to. “Anyway,” he adds. “I’m Folklore and Music. PhD, and playing catch-up. I’m not actually sure which department my degree will come from. Both, maybe.” He laughs and it’s even deeper and richer than his chuckle in class. I can’t help looking at his lips. His mouth is wide and never seems to stop moving as his expression shifts. His lips are thick and curvy, and no, I do not want to think about kissing them.

      (Except I do.)

      And what the fuck is wrong with me? I mean yeah, I like kissing and sex, and all, but I’m not usually prone to ogling people I just met beyond maybe a quick assessment of if I find them attractive. (No, I’m just prone to letting people I just met pick me up in bars to take me home and fuck me.)

      But Silas makes me want to stare at him, to study him, to wonder if his broad, muscular chest is as covered with dark, curly hair as his arms. I promised myself this year would be different, that I’d find my self-respect. So far, I’m not doing so well with that.

      I’m blushing again. “That’s cool,” I say. Inside, I’m yelling at myself to say something else, preferably something intelligent. Fuck, even something stupid would be better than saying nothing.

      Again, he doesn’t seem to care, or even notice.

      “You want to get started on this assignment right away?” he says. “I know it’s not due for a couple of weeks, but anything I get over with now means more time to spend on my thesis.”

      “You’re working on your thesis already?” I surprise myself by getting out a whole sentence without my voice going weird.

      “This is my second year,” he says. “My advisor thinks I need more research classes because my Master’s was an MFA, and I need all the academic credits I can get.”

      “Oh.” Fuck, why can’t I say something at least a little smarter? Or at least less monosyllabic?

      “My MFA is in music, specializing in archaic wind instruments, but I want to do my PhD on some cool stuff I learned about my family’s history with Greek folk music. They weren’t even going to let me into the PhD program with so few academic credits, and anyway an MFA is supposed to be the terminal degree for Fine Arts, but I guess I managed to convince them with my research proposal. I still have a lot of ground to make up, but I also need to get my actual thesis research underway if I don’t want to take a couple extra years to finish.”

      “That’s cool.” I already fucking said that. “Sorry.” I watch my feet as we walk, glad that I’ll soon be able to turn away, to head off-campus to my apartment where I can wallow in mortification and take a long bubble bath.

      “Sorry for what?” Silas sounds surprised. “For listening to me babble?” He laughs. Laughing seems to be his default, like he finds joy in just existing.

      “I… I don’t talk much,” I say, and blush. Why, after all these years of social anxiety, can’t I have at least a slightly better explanation to offer?

      I catch his shrug out of the corner of my eye and make myself look at his face. I can’t quite bring myself to meet his eyes, so I focus on his nose. It’s long, with wide nostrils and a slight hook at the end, like you’d see on a statue of a Greek god.

      “I talk enough for half a dozen people, at least,” he says. “So be as quiet as you like.”

      I can’t think of anything to say to that – the words not only won’t come out, they won’t even assemble in an order that makes sense.

      “Are you shy?” he asks, his lips curving distractingly again. “Or is it social anxiety?”

      I bite the inside of my cheek, surprised that he even knows the difference, then look right into his eyes and say, “I’m not shy.” The blush burns up my neck and across my belly and I’m sure I must be so red I can be seen from the fucking space station.

      His smile curves even wider and his lips part slightly, showing white teeth and the tip of his tongue. I find the expression so sexy I’m having difficulty breathing and my cock twitches in my pants.

      Okay, I’ll go home and wallow in mortification and a bubble bath, and jerk off, and try not to think about Silas while I do it. (I will definitely think of Silas while I do it.)

      “Social anxiety, then,” he concludes, and then puts out an arm to steer me around some people coming the other way because I’ve been looking at his face instead of where I’ve been going.

      “Yeah,” I say, turning my eyes back the path and refusing to think about the brief warmth of his hand on my arm. (I want to feel it again.)

      “I really do like your shirt, by the way,” he says. “Is the image from  Greek black-figure pottery?”

      “Yeah.” I flick my eyes to his face again and then back to the path. “You like ancient Greek pottery?” I make myself ask.

      “I like the saucy ones,” he says, and laughs. “Do you know what your thesis topic is going to be yet?”

      I study the toes of my Docs and notice that one of the rainbow laces has twisted so the order of colors is upside-down. “It’s kind of dumb.”

      “Nah,” he says. “Can’t be dumber than that persistence of syrinx music in the Greek diaspora of Arcadia County.”

      “That doesn’t sound dumb,” I say, and stop walking way too suddenly. He takes a few steps past me, stops, and turns. “I’m heading that way.” I point towards town.

      “I’m in grad residence,” he says and gestures the opposite way. “So, what’s your dumb topic?”

      I meet his eyes and look away. “The worship of Pan in contemporary earth-centered religions.”

      “That’s awesome!”

      I check his face to see if he’s shitting me, and he looks genuinely enthusiastic.

      “Shouldn’t you be in religious studies, then?” he asks.

      I shrug. “I have to take some religious studies classes, but…” I chew my lip and force myself to continue, and it’s a little easier this time. “I’m mostly focusing on the use of mythology as source material, so…” I shrug again. “Anyway, I haven’t submitted my proposal yet, so…” Fuck, why did I trail off with “so…” twice? What is wrong with me? (Social anxiety, Alder, remember?)

      “Sounds like we should be able to come up with a topic for this project that at least one of us can actually use in our thesis research,” he says, and he sounds as pleased with himself as if he chose me deliberately as his partner.

      “Sounds like,” I say, and I can’t help but smile.

      “You busy tomorrow night?” he asks, and for a brief, stupid moment I think he’s asking me out.

      “No,” I say, barely managing not to stammer.

      “Pizza?” he says. “And we can brainstorm the assignment?”

      “Okay,” I say. “Where?”

      “I’m in res, so not much space, but we could book a study room.”

      I make myself look into his eyes again, to meet his handsome, wide, high-cheekboned face, his clear olive complexion and curvy lips, his stupid attractive, soft-looking hair, and say, “I’ve got lots of room at my place.”
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      The next day I have two seminar classes with only a short break between, so by the time I get back to my apartment, I’m wiped. I had intended to go to the campus bookstore so I could get started on my reading, but when I got there, the lines were still stupid long, so I just came home.

      As I’m chugging a glass of water and trying to decide if I want a quick shower or a long bath, my phone vibrates.

      what kind of pizza?

      Oh, fuck. I forgot Silas was going to come over so we can start on our assignment. My breathing speeds up and I lean against the counter, just staring at my phone until the screen goes black.

      I’m glad I forgot, because if I’d remembered I’d have been anxious about it all day. Now I only need to get through a few hours until he’s been and gone again. I breathe slowly. I can do this.

      My phone lights up as I lift it and type, I’m okay with whatever.

      Is that too pathetic? Should I have just told him my favorite pizza? (I should have just told him.)

      what don’t u like then? is his response.

      Pineapple, I answer. Anchovies. Fake cheese. Hamburger. Sausage.

      He sends back a laughing emoji. so not whatever. what else don’t you like?

      I flush, glad he can’t see me. Olives, I type.

      you wound me, he replies. how can u dislike olives?

      I flush again, but this time I smile. He’s teasing me, I think, and not in a bad way.

      How can you *like* olives? I say.

      i’m greek. i’m pretty sure i’d be disowned if i didn’t like olives.

      My smile gets wider.

      i teethed on olives instead of animal crackers, he says. my first baby food was pureed olives.

      I laugh out loud at that. Fine, your half can have olives, I send.

      so what’s your fave toppings? he replies. pretty sure it’s required for every guy to have a fave pizza

      I wince at the word “guy” and my smile fades as I stare at the screen, trying to make myself reply. Texting doesn’t give me the same anxiety that talking does, usually, but I really want Silas to like me. And not just because I think he’s hot. (Okay, maybe a little because I think he’s hot.)

      It occurs to me that I could just tell him, could just ask him not to call me a guy, not to call me “Alden.” I could just tell him I’m nonbinary and maybe he won’t come over and I won’t have to try to act like a normal, social human being.

      Except I want him to come over as much as it terrifies me. I want him to like me, to find out who I am slowly enough that I won’t scare him away.

      Mushrooms, I finally type. Onions. Red peppers. Bacon.

      extra cheese? he says, as if I haven’t just taken way too long to answer.

      And extra sauce.

      see you at five ish?

      I chicken out of typing any more and just send a thumbs up.

      A few minutes later, as I’m stripping for a shower, my phone vibrates again.

      stupid question, he says. but where do u live?
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        * * *

      

      It’s way too close to five and I’m still standing in front of my closet in boxers and a sleeveless undershirt, trying to figure out what the fuck to wear. It’s September, but the warmth of August is lingering so it’s warm enough for a t-shirt, but not so warm I’d be uncomfortable in something with sleeves.

      This is not a date, I remind myself sternly. I grab my favorite pair of jeans and pull them on. I have no idea if they look good or not, but they feel good, so they’ll do. I finally opt for a lightweight long-sleeved t-shirt in deep green, because my sister insists green goes best with red hair. The color looks good on her and we look enough alike that a lot of people assume we’re twins, so I guess she’s probably right.

      A deep breath steadies my nerves a little. I run my hands through my hair, wishing I’d had the guts to start growing it out sooner. It’s just long enough to look messy, but there’s not much I can do right now.

      There’s a knock at the door while I’m looking for a pair of socks that match and I abandon the effort. If he’s bothered by bare feet, he’ll just have to deal with it. I like my feet. I sometimes joke that they’re my best feature, except it’s not really a joke.

      Silas grins when I open the door. He’s balancing two pizza boxes and a bottle of wine, and he’s got a messenger-style bag slung over his shoulder.

      “Hey,” I say, feeling stupid again, but his smile widens.

      “Hey,” he says back.

      I take the pizza and let him in. He looks around and whistles and why is even his whistle sexy?

      “Your place is huge,” he says.

      I look around. “I guess.” It is pretty big, I suppose. The door opens directly into the living room, which has a giant window along one wall. The kitchen isn’t separate, but the bedroom is, and the bathroom is larger than it needs to be.

      “You should see my place,” he says. “Grad res is bigger than undergrad, but we still share a kitchen and bathroom between four of us, and the bedrooms aren’t exactly big.”

      “I thought grad students got full apartments,” I say, quickly, before my throat can decide not to function.

      “They have those,” he says, “But they cost a lot more.” He slings his bag onto the couch and moves into the kitchen area to put the bottle of wine on the counter next to where I put the pizza boxes.

      A flush creeps up my neck as I turn away to get plates. Why did I say that? Maybe his family is poor, and he can barely afford school.

      “What do I owe you for the pizza?” I say when I turn back, hoping my voice sounds mostly normal. I focus on the top button of his charcoal grey shirt and try not to be too turned on by the little curl of black chest hair that pokes out.

      “What?” He looks up from peeling the top off the wine to expose the cork, surprised. “It’s on me.”

      “Oh,” I say. “Okay.” And there I go saying the wrong thing again. Feeling stupid again. I stare at his hands on the bottle of wine. He has long fingers and thick muscle across his palms. I force myself to look away before I start fantasizing about those hands on my skin.

      (This is NOT a date.)

      “You okay?” he says, letting go of the bottle and moving around the end of the counter, closer to me.

      “I’m fine,” I say. “Just…” I wave my hand helplessly.

      “Anxiety,” he says. “Right.”

      “Yeah.”

      He touches my shoulder, just a brief squeeze, and then drops his hand away. “Alden,” he says, and I swallow hard. “You don’t have to worry that I’ll think you’re weird or something. I already like you.”

      When I meet his eyes, I realize how close he’s moved. Close enough I’d only have to lean forward a little to kiss him. His eyes, I notice, now that I’m so close, aren’t just brown; they have warm flecks of gold in them, and a deep purple ring around the outside. And for just a moment, they seem to flare green, and his pupils look too big and wrongly-shaped. I blink and they look normal again.

      “You sure you’re okay?” he says, his deep voice soft. His fingers brush my cheekbone, barely touching.

      “I’m…” Breathe, dumbass. Just breathe. “I’m okay.”

      He touches my lower lip with his fingertip. “Can I kiss you?” he says, and I think some kind of weird noise comes out of me. His smile this time is lopsided. “You can tell me to fuck off and we’ll just work on our assignment.”

      I can’t keep looking into his eyes. I might drown. I let my eyelids drop and manage a tiny nod.

      His breath is warm on my face and I’m not sure I’m even breathing at all.

      “Are you sure?” he asks, his fingers slipping away to my neck. “I don’t want to make things awkward.”

      I nod again, afraid to open my eyes, afraid this is a stupid dream, and I’ll wake up alone.

      His lips are very warm on mine, and gentle. I sway slightly and put out my hand for something to hold onto. I find his chest, solid and muscular, the curly hair on it feeling crisp under the thin layer of his shirt.

      For a long moment, I think he’s just going to barely brush my lips with his, but then he tilts his head to the side and presses his mouth more firmly on mine like he’s testing the way we fit together. I lean into him, into his kiss and onto his chest, and in response, he puts his hands on my hips and slips his tongue into my mouth.

      I shift closer and slide my tongue alongside his, move my hand from his chest to his ribs so I can press against him. We stand there for what feels like forever, tongues tangling, hands slowly moving, and by the time he pulls away, I have both hands up the back of his shirt and his fingers are digging into my waist as he holds me firmly against his body.

      He rests his forehead against mine. “Wow,” he says softly. “You really aren’t shy.”

      “No,” I say, trying to catch my breath. “I’m not.”

      He shifts away, just a hair, just enough to focus on my eyes. “I like you Alden,” he says. “I really like you.”

      It’s like a punch to the gut, that name. Not a big one, but enough to knock the wind out of me. Enough to drive out the euphoria I was starting to feel.

      “What is it?” he says, his black eyebrows drawing together as he frowns.

      I swallow and force myself not to look away. I really like him, too, and I’m not going to make the mistake I made last time. I’m not going to keep my mouth shut and go along with the wrong name, the wrong pronouns, the assumption that I’m gay man, because that’s how I appear to the world.

      “Alden?” he says.

      I move my hands from his back and rest them on his shoulders instead. I’ll make it easy for him to get away from me if he wants to. I won’t try to hold onto him, even if it means I have to go ask my professor to let me switch project partners tomorrow. Finally, I look away. His eyes are too kind, too concerned.

      “My name is Alder,” I say. I set my jaw. I can’t stop now. “I don’t… I don’t use my legal name.”

      “Okay,” he says. “Alder.” His fingers are gentle on my jaw, and I look up at his face by accident. He’s smiling. He’s always smiling, but this one is soft, sweet. “Alder suits you better,” he says, then his smile gets wider. “Alnus rubra,” he says.

      “What?”

      “It’s Latin. It means ‘red alder.’ Some First Nations used the bark for red dye.”

      “Red alder?” I frown, confused. “I thought you were Greek?”

      He laughs. “I like languages. Especially ancient ones. And I like trees.” He kisses my forehead. “Alder. You should say something to our prof, so he doesn’t call you by the wrong name.”

      I should say something to all my profs. To university admin, even. I want to get it changed legally.

      “Yeah,” is all I can get out.

      His fingers brush my jaw again. He traces it to my chin, then touches my lips briefly before settling his hand on the back of my neck, like he plans to kiss me thoroughly again.

      “Are you –” I stop, not sure how to finish what I need to say next.

      “I’m pan,” he says, sliding his fingers into my hair. I have to work hard not to close my eyes and lean into him again. “And I like you. I don’t care if you’re…” He shakes his head. “I just like you.”

      I look away, over his shoulder. “I’m nonbinary,” I say, and I know my tone is bordering on belligerent. I can’t help it; it’s the only way I can get the words out.

      “What pronouns do you want me to use for you?”

      That makes me meet his eyes again.

      “What?”

      “Pronouns.” He touches the end of my nose with one finger. “Do you use they/them, or neopronouns, or is ‘he’ okay?”

      I blink and stare and realize I really do have to say something. “They/them,” I manage.

      His lips curve up again, and he slides the hand on my hip around to the small of my back. “Can I kiss you one more time before we eat this pizza and work on our assignment?”

      The assignment. Fuck. Of course. I nod.

      “I know it’s hard,” he says, “but can you say it?”

      “Say what?”

      He bumps my forehead with his. “Say yes, I can kiss you.”

      “You don’t have to ask,” I say, and a little bit of astonishment creeps into my voice.

      “I want to. I want to make sure you’re not just going along with this because I’m a pushy asshole with more muscles than brains.”

      “You are very… large,” I say, and immediately blush again, because I can feel him, pressing against my groin, not hard, but at least halfway there.

      He snorts. “Can I kiss you?” he says. “I’m just going to keep asking until you either say ‘yes’ or ‘no’.”

      “What if I say ‘please kiss me’ instead?” I feel suddenly giddy, drunk, and bold.

      “You’ll just have to say it and find out, sweetheart,” he says.

      For just an instant, I freeze. My ex used to call me “sweetheart” in the worst mocking tone and it sends a jolt of ice to my guts. But the heat of Silas’s body against mine melts the ice and the warmth in his voice drives it the rest of the way away. He didn’t call me “sweetheart” to mock me; he did it as an actual term of endearment.

      I decide that I want to see if I can get him to say it again. Soon.

      “Please kiss me,” I say.

      He looks into my eyes again, the corners of his mouth twitching just a little.

      “Do you know your eyes are almost the exact color of your hair?”

      I blink. I mean, of course I know. My hair is dark red, on the brown side of fiery, and my eyes are dark brown, with a reddish undertone.

      Then I say, “Are you saying my eyes are red?” I raise an eyebrow.

      He looks uncertain, but I give it away when my lips curl up involuntarily, and he laughs.

      “No,” he says, kissing my nose instead of my lips. “They’re not red, and your hair is red, and yet somehow they’re the exact same color.” He tilts his head to one side. “Your freckles match, too.”

      “Are you going to kiss me or not?” My gut clenches and I know I’m not going to be able to get any more words out. I’m not even sure I’ll be able to breathe. But his eyes leave mine and he looks at my lips as if studying them. I wonder what he sees.

      The corners of his mouth turn up. “You have a freckle right here at the very edge of your lip.” His fingertip touches the spot, which I’ve never much liked. It makes my mouth look misshapen.

      “It’s adorable,” he says. Then he shifts closer, pressing against me, and brushes his lips over mine again, teasing. I give in, and just let him kiss me so softly I almost can’t feel it.

      And then I bury my hands in his curls – and his hair is just as soft as it looks – and pull him to me, hard, crush my mouth against his, and kiss him as deeply as I can.
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      The kiss lasts a long time and ends with us both panting, but as much as I want to keep going, I know it’s probably not a good idea. We have an assignment to do and I’m not going to start grad school off by slacking on homework because I’m making out with a cute guy.

      So instead, I watch Silas open the wine with strong hands and we take our plates of pizza – his with a lot of olives and feta cheese and some kind of sausage, and mine with all the toppings I asked for – and sit on my couch.

      We eat and brainstorm ideas and after tripping over my words a few times, I eventually start to relax, to not even think about how stupid I sound when an idea occurs to me. It helps a lot that Silas doesn’t get impatient, like at all. He waits, chewing pizza or sipping wine while I fight to get words out.

      Then he talks through my ideas as if they’re good. Maybe they are good? Anyway, he never makes me feel stupid, and he never acts like I’m taking too long to say things. And I relax. Maybe the wine helps, too, because by the time we’ve got a couple of good ideas to write up and hand in for the professor to comment on, my anxiety is barely there, just a faint uneasy presence in my belly. I feel good. I feel happy.

      When he gets up to leave, Silas says, “Can I see you again?”

      My heart lurches and I say, “Well, we do have to work on this assignment some more.”

      He tugs a strand of my hair. “In a week or two, when we have our comments back. But I mean… socially.”

      I look at him from under my lashes and bite my lip. “I’m not very social,” I say, trying to sound teasing.

      “A date, then,” he says, tugging the strand of hair again, but not hard.

      “You don’t have to go,” I say, lifting my chin to meet his eyes more boldly than I feel.

      He moves closer and slips his fingers into the hair behind my ear. “I have an early class,” he says, but he takes another step until I can feel his body heat and his breath tickles my nose. He smells like red wine and olives and even though I don’t like olives I want to taste his mouth.

      “I have an alarm clock,” I say.

      He laughs softly and then kisses me, lingering, nipping my lower lip gently. “That’s a very tempting offer,” he says, and kisses behind the point of my jaw. “And any other day I would accept. But this is an important class, and I should be awake for it.”

      I open my mouth to protest, and he puts a finger on my lips. “If I stay,” he says, “I won’t sleep. And I won’t let you sleep.” He moves his hand away, kisses me again, and steps back.

      “I’m not sure I’ll sleep even if you go,” I reply, which earns me a smile.

      “Movie Friday night?” he says. He touches my face again. “If we’re going to do this, I want to do it right.”

      “What is ‘this’?” I ask. “Dating? Fucking?” I bite the inside of my cheek, hoping I didn’t sound too weird. Too needy? Too flippant? Can you be both of those at once?

      He looks at me very seriously. “I’m a terrible queer man,” he says. “I don’t sleep around. I don’t do one-night stands or fuck random hookups.”

      I swallow my rapidly returning anxiety. Of course, not all guys who like guys are into random sex, I know that. But I want him to want me. “So, you don’t want to fuck me?” It just kind of spills out, and why do I have to be so pathetic, anyway?

      He frowns and tilts his head. “Is that what you want? Just fuck and go back to being acquaintances in the same research class?” He doesn’t sound angry or offended or anything but curious. And fuck, why did I even say that?

      “No, I…” I blow air out my nose, annoyed with myself. “I’d like to go to a movie with you,” I finish, lamely.

      He nods and takes a half step back. “I’m not
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