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    For the boys who were told their love was wrong.
For the ones who kept it quiet, who carried the weight in silence, who never stopped wanting anyway.
This is for you.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "We were never wrong for wanting each other—
only brave enough to admit it."
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The Guest Room Smells Like Him

Eli – Age 19

The door creaks open like it’s apologizing for letting me in. I step over the threshold with my duffel bag slung across my chest, trying to keep my breathing quiet.

Mrs. Maddox gives me a quick, soft hug and tells me to “settle in,” that they’re happy to have me, and that there’s leftover chicken parm in the fridge. I nod, smile weakly, and lie through my teeth.


“Thanks. I’m really okay.”


I’m not. But no one ever wants the real answer.

The guest room is upstairs, past Zane’s room. I pretend I don’t remember that. That I don’t know exactly where his door is. That I didn’t spend two years pretending not to stare at him whenever I visited Cole.

Cole.

Fuck.

I squeeze the strap of my duffel harder and keep walking.

The guest room looks exactly how I remember it: neutral walls, clean sheets, a single nightstand with an untouched lamp. But the air inside still smells like him.

Zane.

Cedar. Sweat. Something masculine and heavy that clings to the room like heat.

He used to stay in this room when his was being repainted. For a few weeks last summer, I’d walk past this door and smell that same cologne—the one that made me want to press my face to the pillow and inhale until I was dizzy.

I never did. But I thought about it.

Now, I’m sleeping in it.

I toss my bag onto the bed and shut the door behind me. The sound echoes louder than I mean it to, so I wince and press my back to the wood, suddenly too aware of how alone I am.

Cole dumped me four days ago.

Over text.

After a month of slowly pulling away, of half-kisses and lame excuses, he finally sent a single line:


“This isn’t working. I’m sorry.”


And then he blocked me.

I didn’t tell Mrs. Maddox that part. I just told her I needed space from my mom, needed to get away for the summer, and she welcomed me like always—with warmth and sweet tea and too much affection for someone who was about to learn what her son really did to me.

I don’t unpack. I lie down on the bed and let the quiet settle around me. My throat aches. My chest won’t stop squeezing itself like a fist.

I want to cry.

But I’m not doing that here.

Not where they might hear.

Not where he might hear.



The sound of the front door closing comes hours later. I glance at the clock on the nightstand: 11:47 p.m.

Zane.

He works nights now, at the garage downtown. Cole used to say he hated it—“comes home smelling like brake fluid and bitterness.”

I close my eyes. Try not to imagine the heavy boots on the stairs. The sound of his keys hitting the counter. His voice—rough and short, never raised, but sharp enough to leave a mark.

My stomach twists.

I’ve barely seen him since I arrived earlier today. A nod at the door. A grunt when Mrs. Maddox introduced me—again, like we hadn’t shared a dinner table fifty times growing up.

I know he remembers me.

But he barely looked at me.

It felt like being ignored by someone you shouldn’t care about.

But do.

God, do I care.



It’s past 1 a.m. when it happens.

I wake up gasping—sweaty, clutching the pillow, a nightmare already fading into static. Something about Cole. About me trying to find him at a party, only to watch him kiss someone else while I stood there, invisible.

I sit up, chest heaving. My cheeks are wet.

Fuck.

No, no, no. Not here.

I press the heels of my palms to my eyes, trying to stop it, but my body’s already betraying me. A sob climbs up before I can bite it back, ragged and broken, and I shove my face into the blanket.


“Fuck. I’m sorry,” I whisper to no one.


A knock.

Soft.

Then again—louder.

I freeze.

The door cracks open.

It’s him.

Zane stands in the doorway, barefoot, wearing nothing but black sweatpants slung low on his hips. His chest is bare, broad, sculpted, muscles inked in shadows. His hair’s wet like he just got out of the shower, and there’s a line between his brows that says he’s already regretting opening the door.


“You okay?” he asks.


His voice is low, scratchy. Like it was sanded down before it reached me.

I nod quickly. “Yeah. Sorry.”

He doesn’t move. Just watches me for a long second, eyes dragging over my face like he’s scanning for a lie.


“You’re not,” he says finally.


I stare down at the blanket. “Didn’t mean to wake anyone.”

He steps in. Quiet. Heavy. The door closes behind him.

My heart races. Not because I’m scared. But because I’ve imagined this before—Zane, shirtless, in the dark, walking into my room.

Not like this. But still.

He stands near the foot of the bed, then slowly crouches down. Not sitting. Not touching. Just crouched on his haunches, forearms resting on his knees. His gaze meets mine like it’s a test.


“You’re here because of Cole, right?”


I swallow. Numb nod.


“He did something,” Zane says. Not a question.


I say nothing. I don’t need to. The silence is loud enough to answer for me.

Zane leans his head to the side, eyes narrowing slightly.


“He’s always been a little shit.”


That makes me laugh. A tiny, breathy sound that dies in my throat.

Zane watches me. Then his voice drops.


“You’re not a kid anymore.”


I blink. Hard. My chest goes tight.

“What?”

He reaches up slowly—so slowly—and brushes a thumb under my eye. Wipes away a tear I didn’t know was there.


“You’re not a kid,” he says again.


He’s so close. His face just inches from mine now. I can smell the soap on his skin—something dark and musky, something male.

His fingers slide down, grazing my jaw, lingering at the edge of my throat.


“Tell me to stop,” he murmurs, voice low and raw. “And I’ll never touch you again.”


My whole body trembles.

I look at him, really look. His eyes are thunderclouds. His lips part just enough for me to taste the heat in the space between us.

And I whisper:


“Don’t you fucking dare.”
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