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The mess hall pizza was, as it always was, adequate. There was better food on campus, but the lines were intolerable. The longer I spent in line, the longer I had to listen to the antics of my peers shouting bullshit or quoting old Vines to each other. Shoving. Smelling. The buffet of the mess hall was quick. It was consistent. It wasn’t popular. It was easy to sit alone at one of the tables while on my phone without feeling like a complete loser.

Warmth slid down my throat. The best part of eating.

Scrolling through department emails was definitely the worst part.

Micky, can you cook up a rehearsal schedule? I’ve attached all the scheduling conflicts for the cast, read one from a professor who’d yet to assign me a stage manager. Another was a long screed about someone making a mess in one of the rehearsal rooms. There was a group project I needed to make time for, scripts I had to read, and more I had to write. Student film auditions were coming up and since one of my friends was in the class, she wanted me to be the in-room reader for the whole thing and it’d be doing her a huge favor and, and, and, and...

A Snapchat notification interrupted my spiral of stress.

Ryder sent me something. It wasn’t to the group chat. It was hard to remember the last time we had a one-on-one conversation. Was it a week ago? I needed to head to a psychiatrist. It was getting hard to keep track of what day it was.

Instead of a photo of his face obscured by some shitty filter, as was customary for the two of us, it was a pic of the back of my head. My head whipped around.

The dorky twink grinned from his spot in line to grab a burrito. Could straight guys be twinks? No. That was a debate for people who were far more annoying than me. It was pointless to care about. Almost as pointless as the character printed on Ryder’s anime t-shirt. The coral fabric hung loose off his shoulders. It was at least one size too big for him. He liked large clothes. Apparently his goal at the gym was to fill them out. Not that he ever went. At least, that was the case when we were freshman roomies. His arms looked a bit bigger. Maybe.

When I lifted a hand to wave hello, he turned away.

I’d opened up another long email when Ryder plopped down in the seat across from me. “Whatcha doing?” he asked.

I swallowed my bite of pizza crust, wet my lips with my tongue, and said, “Letting you know you’ve got an eyelash on your glasses. You can’t see that?”

“Oh.” He popped them off and handed them over to me. He sipped on his sweet tea while I wiped the lens with the hem of my sweater. “Did I tell you I figured out my major?”

“You did not.” I held his glasses up to the light to make sure I didn’t smudge them. I squinted. Fuck, his vision was bad. I wiped them again just in case. “Can I guess? Communications.”

“Accounting.”

I frowned. “Since when do you like math?”

Ryder took back his glasses. He was grinning again. It was like he’d combust if he didn’t do that one every couple of minutes. It’d been like that since we met. My shoulders fell a little. Since when had I been lifting them? It felt so nice to let them down. Fuck me. It was my fault; I hadn’t been seeking that smile out. For the past five years, it was one of the few things that always relaxed me.

“Since this morning,” he said.

“Must have been some great post-nut clarity.”

“I’m a fucking genius after I cum.” Ryder snatched the remaining crust off my plate and tore a bite away. With his mouth still full, he said, “You’re done, right? Let’s go for a walk.” Then he stood, grabbed his burrito and tea, and left.

It’d been a couple weeks since we meandered around campus.

I slung my backpack over my shoulder, cleared my trash, and bounded after him.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​2

[image: ]


“You remember Susie?” Ryder asked as we walked a lap around the stone bridge of one of the buildings. I’d never had a class in there, so I didn’t know its name. It was the ugliest building on campus. Hopefully it wasn’t where they taught architecture or design. That’d be awfully ironic.

“Yeah. She’s a freshman now, right?”

We’d gone to high school together, the three of us. They dated once back then. It only lasted a couple of weeks. To be fair to Susie, Ryder was really fucking annoying. To be fair to Ryder, so was I. But he was one of like 5 people from our home town I knew anything about anymore.

“Yeah.” He spun around on one foot. I half expected him to climb on the railing and use it as a tightrope. Ryder was a bit of a clown. “I’ve been showing her around campus, all the cool spots. It’s been a lot of fun.”

“Nice.” I needed to ask a question then. About her? Him? He seemed happy. I probably needed to ask about him. Why was he happy? Were we on a walk to talk about his love life? When did his shoulders get so broad? I’d spent so many years watching them walk ahead of me. Suddenly, they seemed distant.

If I was being honest, they had been for a while. Ryder was in a frat. He was getting an actually useful degree. He was always making friends and headed to parties. He somehow found time for a job on top of it all, though for the life of me, I couldn’t remember where. I was drowning in school work.

Shit. My brain was spinning out again. Selfish. Wasting time. I was supposed to ask him a question back. Tease him about Susie.

“What’s been the best spot?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” Ryder said, though that was obviously bullshit. He’d stopped walking. The veins in his arms looked so nice. Seemed like he really had been working out. Lucky Susie. “Hey. I need to say something. And just know I’m like... sorry, Micky.”

He stared out at the amphitheater that the bridge connected the ugly building to, fingers gripping the stone railing. The corners of his lips slowly fell. A cool breeze mussed his hair.

Sorry.

We’d been talking less and less long before we stopped rooming together.

A new relationship was a fitting reason to cut the string—narratively, at least. I could appreciate that. I could. It was...

Well, it fucking sucked.

So this was it. The end of a friendship. Well, at least it had been a nice, final evening. A reminiscent goodbye instead of a slow-fade. Maybe I wouldn’t cry that night.

It was a dumb thought. My eyes were already burning.

“I think I’m going to ask her out,” Ryder said.

My brows twitched. “Oh.” This had all been a build-up to talk about that? He had always been a nervous sort when it came to romance. “Fingers crossed for you. I mean, it sounds like she’ll say yes. So... congrats?”

Ryder nodded, though he still wouldn’t look at me. When he spoke, his voice didn’t bounce. It wasn’t filled with more energy than I could muster in an entire day. “It’s just weird, man.”

“Dating an ex? Yeah, I guess.”

“I mean, like, you know, up ‘til now I’d get everything I could get from a girlfriend from you.”

Ah. So getting a girlfriend meant putting some space between us. Right. That was normal. And the distance between us had been growing since the start of the semester.

“Just couldn’t get any blowjobs from you,” Ryder said.

My brows rose. Without thinking, I clicked my tongue. I slapped his back. “You nervous about sex? Needed some fellow virgin reassurance?” I followed his gaze out to the water fountain in the distance. “Looking at your future there. Sorry. I’m not trying to make fun. Look, I don’t really understand the religious guilt if that’s part of it, but I feel you. Sex is... What if I’m bad at it, right?” I shrugged. “You’ll figure it out.”

Ryder finally turned to face me. His thick black brows pressed down on his eyes. Was it confusion or anger? 

I’d done something wrong again. Fuck. I really needed to go find some mentor to teach me about social interactions. Even after a decade of being friends, I still can’t navigate a proper conversation with him. I’d cut me off too.

He gripped me by the jaw. “You’re gay.”

“Yeah.” I came out to him in high school. It was a problem for like half a second before he got over it. “Did you forget?”

“I was wrong.” His eyes flicked down to my lips. “Why’d I never get a blowjob from you?”

My heart pounded a bit too heavy, and my left eye twinged. “You’re straight.”

His gaze wouldn’t leave my mouth. “We lived together for a whole year. We never even saw each other naked.”

I swallowed. Clenching my jaw didn’t stop it from trembling. My lips parted, and a bunch of stupid words fell out. “Do you want a blowjob, Ryder?”

The fingers fell from my face. Ryder’s palm pressed against my Adam’s apple. His hand moved up and down in movements so small, I almost didn’t notice them. It was like he was imagining the space inside, what it would feel like to... have his cock thrusting into it. “What happened to your crush on me?”

Pain flashed in my chest. It’d been an unspoken agreement between us that we never talked about that. He made one joke about it years ago, but that was that. We both knew nothing would come of it. Or, that
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