
    AUTHOR’S NOTE & CONTENT DISCUSSION 

    The Gravity of Us is a gay romance featuring explicit sexual content, bullying, forced outing, bigotry, self-harm, suicide, and attempted suicide, which may activate challenging emotions for some readers. 

    If you don’t want to possibly spoil yourself and these themes do not bother you, please feel free to skip the rest of this Author’s Note and begin your reading journey. 

    The Gravity of Us is set in 2014, before the legalization of same-sex marriage in Virginia and before widespread acceptance of queerness and queer relationships. Some of the themes within The Gravity of Us may be upsetting given recent setbacks in LGBTQ+ rights.  

    The mention and discussion of suicide and self-harm may evoke powerful emotions in some readers. There is active self-harm by one of the main characters and discussion of his past suicide attempt.

    I recommend caution if you continue to read The Gravity of Us if the aforementioned themes may cause undue stress to your mental health and well-being. 

    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). 

    The Gravity of Us contains but is not limited to the following content: explicit sexual content, bigotry, bullying, self-harm, suicide, suicidal ideation, profanity, homophobia, biphobia, parental abandonment, mention of divorce, emotional abuse, disownment, familial estrangement, grief and loss, gray-area cheating, therapy, cyberbullying, forced outing, financial difficulties, and mild sexual sadomasochism.


    Chapter 1

    Nick

    The professor dismissed the class as my phone vibrated on the desk, but I didn’t bother to look at the message and slipped the phone into my pocket. I had more important things to deal with. I grabbed my bag from the floor and leaped out of the chair, breezing past the other students.

    “See you later,” I said to Sky. He was talking with a girl, likely about our next project, and I didn’t have time to wait for him.

    Skylar Suarez, my best friend since high school. When he and his family moved to Virginia from California, we hit it off immediately, and the two of us had been inseparable, though we were opposites for the most part. His short dark hair was the same style as mine—an undercut with some length on the top—but he always cared how it looked. I didn’t. He was always stylish in dress shirts and jeans, while I was the weird emo-turned-punk. To say black was my color of choice would be an understatement. His dark skin was smooth and blemish free. I was envious because he never had pimples, even at the height of puberty. Unlike me, he didn’t have piercings or tattoos, but he liked to wear a simple gold cross that his grandmother had given him.

    “Nick, hold up,” Sky called as he hurried toward me, weaving through the group of students leaving the classroom. “Where ya headed?”

    “I need to see my advisor,” I said, my stomach twisting with nerves.

    “Are we still on for dinner?” Sky asked, tugging my wrist to keep me from walking off.

    “We’re good for dinner.”

    A smile lit up his face as he released me. “Cool. And look, I know your laptop crapping out on you is stressful, but you’ll figure it out.”

    “I appreciate your faith in me, but I’m not sure it’ll work out this time,” I said, leaving him behind as I headed down the cramped hallway before turning up the stairs to the advisors’ offices.

    I was lucky to have a good relationship with the advisors in the art department, but it was a long shot to expect them to help me this time. The door opened as I approached the office, and a girl passed me with a smile. I darted through the closing door into the cramped office space. A woman was at a desk to the right, typing away on her computer, and as I approached, she gave me a soft smile. 

    “How can I help you today?”

    “I’d like to speak with Annabella. I have a question about my scholarship,” I said, standing a few feet from her desk.

    “Do you have an appointment?” the woman asked, checking her computer screen.

    “No. I was hoping to pop in real quick. It’ll be fast.”

    “She isn’t with a student, so you could see if she has time to talk.” She pursed her lips as she looked me over, and the familiar heat of judgment settled on my skin. “Next time, schedule ahead.”

    “Understood, ma’am.” I passed down the short hallway and knocked on the last door on the right. Anna knew me well. She had worked with me on my scholarship since freshman year, but I wasn’t looking forward to this discussion.

    “Come in,” Anna said, her voice clear and bright. She sounded cheerful.

    I slipped inside the room and shut the door behind me. “Hi, Anna. Sorry to drop in unannounced. Do you have a few minutes?”

    “Sure, Nick,” Anna replied, gesturing for me to take a seat.

    I dropped into the chair across from her as she set her glasses on the desk, tucking her graying hair behind her ear.

    “What a pleasure to see you today.” She smiled but tilted her head, likely realizing this wasn’t a happy visit. “Did something happen?”

    “I have a problem and hope you can help, or at least give me some good news.”

    She leaned forward, the creak of the chair loud in the silence, and laced her fingers together. “What is it?”

    “My laptop broke last night. Do I have any money from my scholarship to pay for a new one?” The sight of her frown turned my stomach, but I continued. “I would need at least fifteen hundred for one that can handle the software. I could probably scrape together the rest if I pick up more hours at work.”

    “I’m sorry to hear that. Let me see.” Her hands darted over the keyboard, and she scanned the computer monitor, her frown deepening. “It looks like you have spent the money for this semester. You paid for your meal plan and housing after tuition, which drained the scholarship funds completely.”

    Ice settled in my gut.

    “Do we have any other options? Any programs that could help with even a small amount of money?”

    “I’m sorry, Nick, but I have nothing for you this late in the semester. The soonest anything will be open for you is when fall classes start.”

    “That’s, like, five months away. There isn’t anything we can do?”

    Her lips drew tight as she dropped her gaze to her hands, shaking her head. “I have nothing for you. I’m sorry.”

    I ran my hands over my thighs, catching a finger on a hole in my favorite black cargo pants. After years of abuse, they were finally developing signs of wear. “Thanks anyway. I’ll see you next time.”

    When I stood, she lifted a hand in a quiet goodbye. “Good luck. I’m sorry I couldn’t help.”

    The familiar weight of anxiety had settled in my chest like a brick. I left the office and made my way to the student art gallery on the first floor. I hesitated at the doors, debating whether to go in. It had been weeks since I’d looked at the print of my digital artwork—not since the day my professor begged me to hang it in the student gallery. I should’ve seen it as an honor, but it was a piece I had made for an assignment prompt on a whim. When I completed it and realized what I’d done, my first thought was to delete it. Now it was printed, half the size of a person, and displayed for all to see.

    “Bring your deepest desire to life in a work of art,” my professor said.

    In my drunken stupidity, I did. Every scar and freckle. The dimple on his left cheek, visible only when he smiled. The soft tones of his pale skin. His dark hair, which covered his eyes in a curly mess. His thin jawline and high cheekbones. Scrawny teenage arms that, when wrapped around me, held me close with such love that my heart could’ve melted in his embrace.

    I entered the gallery, unable to walk by without looking at him. The lights warmed my skin while I stood in front of the large print of a boy who held my heart in his beautiful hands, dripping the crimson contents of my soul over his pale skin as he smiled at the viewer.

    A sharp pain gripped my heart like he was actually squeezing it. I rubbed my chest, chasing the tightness away. Sometimes I wished he had taken me with him and freed me from this existence.

    In my short twenty years on this God-forsaken planet, I had learned one of life’s harshest lessons: when someone genuinely loves you, and the world is brighter because that person exists alongside you, make sure you hold on to them and never let go. I made the mistake of letting go; regret was all I had to show for our time together. With a final glance, I spun on my heels and marched out of the gallery, leaving behind the demons who had lured me there.

    I crossed the campus and soaked in the late afternoon sun. Chilled air brushed over my cheeks. This was my favorite time of year, when the earth woke from the dark slumber of winter, flowers bloomed, and plants sprouted. In this brief window of time, the campus filled with the beauty of life, reminding me that our time was fleeting.

    The tall brick walls of the Ellis Center loomed ahead, blotting out the last bit of sunlight. It was the campus hub, constantly filled with people. 

    Silver Creek University was my top pick. Not only for the respected art department but also for the campus’s location six hours away from home and painful memories. But I missed my family. Sometimes it was lonely, but I was glad I had Sky there with me.

    The computer lab where I worked was on the third floor, away from most of the buzz. The main stairs of the building spiraled up six stories, leading up from the food court that, just then, was bright under the skylight that let in the last remnants of the day’s sun.

    At the top of the steps of the third floor, a group of students stood in my way, chatting and paying no mind to anyone attempting to get past. I pushed through them, slipping into the computer lab and ignoring their whispers of annoyance. Calm washed over my nerves as I entered the room lined with desks. The quiet hum of the computer fans and keyboard tapping were the loudest noises. It was comforting. My sanctuary.

    River sat behind the reception desk, gnawing on the ID badge hanging from her neck—something she did when stressed.

    “Riv, what’s up?” I asked, resting my elbows on the wooden countertop.

    Dropping the chewed ID, she said, “The university admins pulled me into a meeting today. Our budget won’t increase until fall, which means I can’t hire another person to help in the lab.”

    We were severely short-staffed. Everyone working in the lab was a student, and we made minimum wage with no benefits. In my eyes, not funding another position was the university being cheap.

    “I can pick up some more shifts. My laptop finally gave up on me, and I’m gonna need to use the lab more anyway,” I replied.

    She ran her fingers through her strawberry-colored hair with a heavy sigh. “Damn, Nick. I’m sorry, but I’ll take you up on those extra shifts.”

    “It is what it is. We can talk about the schedule later.”

    I stepped around the desk, pulling my ID from my bag and slipping the lanyard over my head. “I’ll head into the back and set up.”

    “Your normal station is open. I reserved it for you.” She returned the poor ID badge to her lips and waved me off. “You’re the best.”

    I hurried to where the expensive workstations hid in a small side room within the computer lab, each machine was top of the line and able to run any software. Most visitors to this part of the lab were digital art and animation students.

    The workstation closest to the door was my favorite. Riv always reserved it for me on days I was working. Seeing the workstation brought some light back into my heart. After a long day of stressing over my laptop, I could finally dive into my zone and let myself go. Before shoving my bag under the desk, I pulled out my flash drive from a side pocket. With a crappy laptop like mine, I always backed up my files. I tapped the power button on the workstation tower and watched the two monitors light up.

    From early childhood, I knew the digital world was where I wanted to live and create, and I had set my sights on a freelance digital-art career. Bringing someone’s dreams to life, watching their eyes light up to have a loved one captured in a beautiful moment, or a pet who spent their lives loving their human. I wanted to capture the moments that people cherished. Those moments were important; no one truly understood how important until it was too late. Until they were gone.

    I connected the flash drive and opened my files. My throat tightened as the animation I had been working on moments before my laptop crashed displayed a simple error message.

    The file was corrupted.

    As I clicked through each file, more of my assignments appeared with the same error. A wave of heat spread through my veins, and my stomach sank into the depths of the earth.

    Of course this would happen to me. It was my luck.

    My phone vibrated in my pocket, grating on my already tense nerves. I fought the urge to throw it across the room and breathed in deeply, huffing out through my nose before answering. Seeing my mom’s name, relief settled into my chest.

    “Mom,” I said.

    “Hi, honey.” Her warmth came through like an embrace, chasing away every ounce of stress. “Is this a bad time?”

    “I’m at work, but I’m glad you called.” I released a sigh, running my fingers through my hair and leaning back in the chair.

    “Did something happen?”

    I told her about the laptop problem but immediately regretted it. She didn’t need the extra stress; she had her hands full already. 

    “Do you need it, or could you wait until fall? With Harper preparing for college applications, I don’t have the spare cash for a new one right now.”

    “Don’t worry about it. I’m working with River on adding hours to my schedule.”

    “Won’t you be exhausted? I don’t want it to impact your grades.”

    “I’ll be coming into the lab to use the computer, anyway. Might as well make money while I’m here.”

    Her sigh was soft, like she was full of guilt. She had been this way since Dad disappeared and sent someone to serve her the divorce papers. She became a single parent, raising three kids.

    “Did you call for something?”

    “I wanted to chat. But if you’re at work, I won’t keep you.”

    “I’m glad you called. I miss you.”

    “I miss you too. Give Sky a hug for me.”

    I could sense her smile through the phone. I wanted to see that warmth, wrap my arms around her, and let everything fade away.

    “I love you, buddy,” she added.

    “You too.”

    Silence descended on the room, and the error message on the computer monitor stared back at me. Redoing that work would cost me days that I didn’t have.

    “Excuse me,” a deep voice said, startling me. “Can I use this workstation?” The guy pointed to a desk near mine.

    “Sure. Do you need any help?”

    “Actually, I do.”

    I rolled my chair over to him and did what I would with anyone: I asked questions. I lived for this kind of interaction. I loved that job because it gave me practice for interviewing clients once I was a freelance artist. Each student who walked into the lab was a client. The sense of accomplishment that filled my heart when I was helping others was one I could rarely find elsewhere.


    Chapter 5

    Nick

    “Don’t tell me you didn’t notice how much of a hottie that guy was?” Sky asked as he bit into his burger.

    “I noticed. I promise you, I noticed.” I’d have to be blind not to see how hot the guy who came into the computer lab was.

    Sky was the one who encouraged me to come out in high school. I’m glad he did; it was a turning point in my life. But he knew how careful I was about who I asked out. 

    “Sky, he seems straight.”

    “You never know,” he said, before taking another bite of his burger.

    “I’m not bugging some random guy and possibly creeping him out. I want to survive the rest of my program and graduate, not create problems with people. That thing with Logan this morning was bad enough.”

    He raised an eyebrow as he shoved his burger into his mouth. With a disgusting mouthful, he asked, “Is asking someone out a problem? Besides, the situation with Logan was different.”

    I watched a chunk of food fly from his mouth and land on the table.

    “Don’t pretend not to know how it goes, Sky. He seems like the athletic type. You know how those sporty guys can be. I don’t wanna be the butt of their jokes if I ask him out and he freaks. I had enough of that in high school.”

    Sky swallowed his food. “Well, it will be your loss, dude.” A crooked smile appeared on his face. “Maybe I’ll ask him out. I wonder what he’d say.”

    I rolled my eyes at him. I knew he wouldn’t make a move on Taka.

    “By the way,” he said, popping a fry into his mouth, “I found a laptop for you, but the guy sold it already.”

    “Thanks for trying. I picked up more shifts at the lab to get a new one, so it’s okay.”

    “Sorry, I know you were hopeful. I’ll keep my feelers out just in case.”

    “Not your fault.” I stood, slinging my bag over my shoulder. “My break’s over. See you later.”

    “Enjoy your time with the hottie. I can’t wait to hear all about it.”

    I groaned, flashing him a smile as I rounded the stairs and headed back to the computer lab.

    He wasn’t exaggerating. The guy was my type, but there was no way I’d risk it. My campus life was quiet. I wanted to keep it that way.

    “Hey, Riv,” I said, returning to my sanctuary. I leaned over the reception desk, glancing down at her sprawled-out papers surrounding the keyboard, then picked up the sign-in sheet, reading through the names of students using the lab until one name caught my eye. “Takahiro Akiyama, BS,” the entry read.

    “Welcome back.” She smiled. “That guy from earlier is still in there. But he’s the only one. Should be a quiet session tonight.”

    “Good. Maybe I can get some work done.” I tapped the top of the counter before pushing off, trying to hide that I was pleased Taka was still there. “I’ll get back there and see if he still needs help.”

    “Sure,” she said, returning her attention to the computer screen. “Oh, Nick, you’re closing with me tonight, right?”

    “Yeah, why?”

    “I’ve got to pick up my sister from ballet practice. Would you be okay closing if I left here at eight?”

    “Yeah, no problem. Do what you need to,” I said, heading toward the lab.

    Taka appeared to have settled into the groove of planning. He had a notebook open with writing scrawled on it, and his laptop was flipped open to a document. His headphones were in, and he was clearly in the zone.

    I set my bag down near the desk across from Taka, which I had been using before my break, and began working on my own project. But my eyes kept wandering back to Taka of their own accord. His black hair was parted down the middle, and his bangs hung around his face, brushing against his cheeks. His cloud-gray dress shirt was unbuttoned at the collar, displaying the divot between his collarbones, leading my gaze up his slender neck to his strong jawline. The cuffs of his shirt rested halfway up his forearms, and a silver watch that encircled his left wrist looked expensive. Nobody I knew even owned a watch these days.

    I sucked in a breath and counted to ten. It was impossible to deny he was handsome. I needed to keep myself in check around this guy.

    I waved at Taka to get his attention. He looked up and took his earbud out. “Hey. You’re back already?” he said, looking at his watch. “Wow. I lost track of time.” He laid his headphones on the desk beside his laptop.

    “I wanted to check in on you. Do you need any help?” I said, hoping he’d say yes.

    He smiled, showing his straight white teeth, and my heart picked up speed.

    He angled his whole body toward me. “I think I have everything I need to start the brochure.” He pointed to the double monitor screens. “I found pictures I want to use, and I placed those text boxes you showed me in the areas I think it would fit, but I need a second opinion. And maybe even some help to remove the background of this picture.”

    I went over to look at his work. “That was fast. I was only gone, what, fifty minutes?” I said.

    He tilted his head with a slight smile. I swallowed and schooled my expression; this guy was dangerous.

    “I wanted to make sure I got it ready so you could help me with this stuff.”

    I laughed. “You know, you don’t have to do your whole project tonight. I’m here every day, even some weekends.”

    He pulled his lips together like he hadn’t thought about it. “You’re here that often?”

    “I essentially live here. My laptop wasn’t strong enough for rendering animation. It barely made it through the modeling program without blowing up, but it at least ran.” I leaned back in my chair with a heavy sigh. “Sadly, it can’t even do that anymore.”

    “Why not?”

    “It died. The poor thing was going on seven years old and was already on its last legs, but I was hoping to make it through the rest of the semester with it.”

    “Seven?” He leaned forward with a laugh, resting his arm on the desk. “Don’t laptops last like three?”

    I chuckled. “Something like that, but it doesn’t matter because I have this lab, so I’m not completely screwed.” I moved closer to him and reached over for the mouse. “Let’s get you set up with what you need.”

    Hours passed as I bounced between my artwork, assisting other people, and working with Taka on his brochure. He finally got the hang of everything and could make an initial draft of his poster. As we worked, we chatted casually, but mostly we sat in companionable silence. I enjoyed his presence. He was there but not begging for my attention, and he didn’t talk my ear off to the point of annoyance.

    It felt safe. Comfortable.

    I knew I needed to keep clear of him.


    Chapter 7

    Nick

    I’m in trouble.

    Taka was easy to talk to. He drew me in right away and his manner had me questioning if he was straight, if he felt the same connection I did. Usually, I could tell right away, but this guy gave me mixed signals. He either wore an impenetrable mask or he honestly wasn’t interested. It was hard to say. I groaned, tugging my keys from my pocket. It all built up inside me, like a dam ready to overflow after a heavy rainstorm. The inescapable fact was that I was interested in him. Not only physically, but we clicked. There was something between us. I wanted to explore it.

    The lamp in the living room was on, and Sky was stretched out over the sofa, his face lit up by his phone. I was thankful for his night-owl tendencies as I collapsed onto the floor next to his head and propped myself up against the cushions, gazing at my feet. I needed to talk before getting lost in my thoughts more than I already had.

    “Sky.”

    He groaned a reply.

    “I like him.”

    “Like who?”

    “Who else, dude! Taka!”

    Sky was still absorbed by his phone, and I needed his attention.

    I knocked his phone gently, and it dropped to the floor. Sky flipped onto his side and stared at me. “What the fuck, man!”

    I confiscated his phone. “Listen a moment, will you?”

    He huffed and sat up. “I’m all ears.”

    “Taka. The guy you said was hot. I like him.”

    Sky grinned and nodded. “I called it! So? Spill, my friend.”

    “Man, I lost track of time and forgot to close the lab at ten, and we didn’t get out of there until after eleven. Then I asked him to eat with me at Jay’s, and so we did and—”

    “Nick!” Sky burst out laughing. “You’re speaking faster than lightning. Relax.” His chuckles died down as he patted my head affectionately. “I’m not going anywhere.”

    I took a deep breath, attempting to calm the rush.

    “Did you find out if he’s gay?”

    A sigh rolled out of me as I rubbed my temples. “I didn’t ask, and I don’t know.”

    “Nick.” Sky drew out the word like a warning. “You know better than this.”

    I paused, thinking about how Taka’s eyes had focused on my tattoo. It was different from general curiosity. I’d seen that look plenty of times, and it always led to something more than looking. But before I knew it, Taka had pulled back, and it was gone. “It’s nothing. Maybe some wishful thinking.”

    “Nick, please avoid this guy. I don’t want to see you fall in love with someone you can’t have.”

    “I know, but I had fun with him.”

    “No, none of that. You clearly cannot be friends with this guy. Look at you right now. In a matter of hours he has you like this!”

    “I gave him my number.”

    “Fucking hell,” Sky groaned. “Nicholas!”

    “I know.”

    “What am I going to do with you?”

    My phone vibrated against my thigh, and my heart soared with hope. The phone was in hand, and I stared at the screen faster than I’d ever cared to look at a message. The notification showed an unknown number, and I clicked on it immediately.

    Hey, Nick, this is Taka. Had a great time today. Maybe we could hang out once my assignment is over.

    Oh, no.

    Damn, this text was confusing as hell. Was he being friendly? Was he flirting?

    “Fuck,” Sky breathed as he dropped his chin on my shoulder.
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    I marched into the computer lab with purpose. I was prepared for anything River had to throw at me. Any punishment she wanted to dish out. But she was relaxed, sitting at the front desk, her strawberry-red hair in a bun and a scowl aimed at the computer. “Riv,” I said as I came up to the desk. “I have to apologize to you.”

    “For what?” She turned her big eyes on me with a frown.

    “You left me to close up last night, but I lost track of time and didn’t close until after eleven.”

    River blinked at me. “You’re always on top of the time. So why were you distracted?”

    “I got in the groove of my artwork after helping Taka.”

    “Oh, the one with the marketing assignment?” She tapped the pen she was holding on the notepad in front of her. She wiggled her eyebrows suggestively. “You two seemed to hit it off.”

    I felt myself blushing. “Shut up, Riv. We hit it off as friends, that’s all.”

    “Friends,” she whispered before pursing her lips.

    “Don’t you start, too. Sky already gave me crap. It isn’t like that.”

    “Okay, if you say so,” she said, raising her hands in surrender.

    I shrugged her off, making my way into the workstation room to settle in my usual spot.

    I pulled my drawing tablet and pen from my bag, then connected them to the computer. This short animation was due in a week, and now that my laptop was out of commission, I had to use every moment I could in this lab before closing. I was sure River would let me stay after hours, but I didn’t want to abuse our friendship or my position as an employee.

    I fell into the deep focus I always did, listening to music and gliding the electronic pen across the tablet. It wasn’t the same as having a real pencil and paper in hand; it was a different type of art. Still soothing and beautiful, with more forgiveness than traditional art. I used to think I would be a fine-arts student and get my art into a gallery or sell my paintings for hundreds of dollars, but that was a pipe dream. I realized all too quickly that if I wanted to make a living with art, it would need to be something I could market, and digital art was one of the best options.

    My dream was to freelance. People would pay me a ton of money to have a custom painting printed and framed. I had been planning the freelance avenue since the previous year. As a junior, I still had enough time to complete a portfolio and build the website before I got deep into graduation preparations. I pushed the thoughts of my future to the side and dove back into my project. School needed to be my focus for now.


    Chapter 29

    Nick

    Voices carried through the hallway and into my apartment, but I didn’t register their meaning. My life had been destroyed, and I had been crushed under the weight of it all.

    I couldn’t say how long had passed since I watched him back away from me. He was the first one to show me his face, never once turning his back on me at the end, and I hated it. The look of anguish in his eyes was the only sign that his words were false. Takahiro Akiyama had crushed me and triggered the parts of me I thought had been locked away for good. Once again, I had been abandoned by someone I had given everything to.

    My mind was racing with frightening thoughts. The moment I found out about Adam came back, reopening the wound. The pain I had felt back then returned just as powerfully. Then my mind wandered to the darkest parts of my imagination. Images of someone finding Taka dead in his house. Me getting the phone call that he, too, had left me like Adam had and, once again, family was the cause. Their hate and inability to love their son for who he was had killed him. I hated them. They should feel my pain; know what it was like to love someone so deeply and then have them ripped away from you because others didn’t like it; know what it was like to be gay and hated, forced to follow social norms, even if it made you a shell of yourself, even if it left you wishing for death to free you from the agony. Would Taka feel it was too much? Would I find out that he couldn’t live like that anymore? I didn’t want that news. I wouldn’t be able to handle it.

    Hands gripped my shoulder, pulling me from the mental abyss. I blinked until reality reappeared and saw Sky’s worried face before me.

    “What happened? Why is the door wide open? What are you doing on the floor?” he demanded, anxiety clouding his eyes.

    I stared at him, the brother who saved me after Adam died. My saving grace in life. The person who gave me a reason to keep trying.

    “He broke up with me.”

    Sky looked confused for a few moments. Then, he closed the door.

    “Okay. Um, okay,” he said, sitting in front of me. “Look at me.” He cupped my face in his hands. “Tell me what happened.”

    I fumbled through a tear-filled account of Taka’s visit, speaking through sobs, sucking in heavy, shuddering breaths as I tried to communicate the events coherently.

    “Sky,” I said, biting back another sob, “I had promised myself to never let go of someone I love again, but how could I hold onto him when holding on could risk his life?”

    Sky wrapped me in a hug, and he cried in my ear. “I’m so sorry, but I’m glad you let him go. You know he loves you. This was hard for him, too.”

    “Why does it have to be this way?” I clung to him, holding him close. “Why can’t we love each other?”

    “I wish I had an answer for you. I really do.” Sky ran his fingers through my hair as he held me through wave after wave of sobs.

    Life was nothing but cruel.
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    The door to the computer lab opened and a young woman walked in, glasses perched low on her nose. She held a paper up to her face.

    “Hello,” I said, tapping my pen on the desk. 

    I assumed she was a prospective student touring the building.

    River was at lunch, and I had reception duty. River laughed when I tried to get out of it. She didn’t give me much room to wallow in my despair. It had been three weeks since Taka had crushed our future together. Three weeks of me wrestling with my demons.

    The girl stammered her greeting as she flipped the paper over. “I’m looking for admissions. Do you know where that is?”

    I pointed her in the right direction and went back to staring at my laptop. I thought about returning it to him. Then, when I couldn’t bring myself to do that, I thought about burning it. And when I couldn’t handle the thought, I kept it. This stupid laptop followed me everywhere. I thought of it now as a funny way of apologizing for our breakup before he even knew it would happen. At least, that’s how I was excusing my continuing use of it.

    “Earth to Nick,” River said, setting her bag on the floor beside me and sitting on the desk. She pushed the laptop to the side and placed her foot on my thigh. “When are you going to start looking up? You’ve been down for almost a month.”

    “How would you feel if Sarah left you because her parents found out about your relationship and disapproved?”

    She looked chastened. “You get a pass. I’m just trying to lighten your mood.”

    The look on her face brought me back to myself. “I don’t mean to be rude, Riv, and I know I’m a downer right now, but can I not have time to be upset?”

    She pouted and kicked my leg. “Go home early if you’re going to be miserable. I don’t want you scaring away the students.” She shooed me away from her chair and shoved the laptop at me. “Go work on your art and work through those feelings. I love you, but maybe you need to talk to someone. And if you won’t talk to me, I suggest a professional.”

    I didn’t argue. I knew I wasn’t nice to be around, and I seemed to keep taking it out on the people I loved, so I placed my laptop in my bag and left the lab. The Ellis Center was mostly empty, only the occasional person here and there. I grabbed food from the food court and wandered through campus, not hungry but knowing I needed to eat. But the idea of taking a bite of anything had me gagging, so I tossed the bag in the trash.

    Finding myself standing in my dorm, I looked around, bewildered. Every day was like this. I’d forgotten what I used to do before. What was my life like before Taka entered it? How did I live? What did I do? I couldn’t remember.

    The group had fallen apart quickly after the breakup, and I was back to Sky and Riv as my only friends. I hadn’t realized how lonely I was until they were gone. Until he was gone. I missed him.

    My phone vibrated in my pocket, one notification after another. When I opened the screen, I saw several Facebook notifications. I dropped my bag on the bed and opened the app. Will had tagged me in a private photo album with a comment.

    I was busy, so I haven’t had time to upload these, but Pride was great this year!

    Will had gone to Thailand with his parents after Pride. He must’ve gotten back recently. The display photo on the album was a selfie of him and Sky, covered in that infamous glow-in-the-dark paint. I thought back to Sky splashing the paint over us and couldn’t help but smile as I opened the album. What I was met with crushed me.

    Will had captured too many pictures of Taka and me. I scrolled through each photo, unable to stop myself. The two of us holding hands under the giant pride flag as we marched together. Picture after picture of those precious memories. My throat tightened as I came to the moment I didn’t want to relive: Taka smiling, red paint dripping from his face, wrapped in my arms.

    I kept going until I hit the image I knew would break me. The moments after he had said the precious words, “I love you.” Our kiss under the pride flag, covered in paint, sharing the moment, embracing the essence of Pride. I enjoyed every moment of that day. We shared a night I would never forget. The memory was burned into my heart, like the indelible ink of my phoenix tattoo.

    I grabbed the bottle of vodka from the kitchen and set the phone down on the counter, taking a swig and another until the burn no longer fazed me. Unable to escape my demons, I found myself in the bathroom, sinking into the empty bathtub. I reached for a razor and released the blade from its handle.

    Minutes passed in a daze. I jumped backward in time and then back to the present, over and over. Finally, I flicked the clasp of my bracelet open, letting it fall to my lap, and traced my thumb over the old scars that marked my skin. Any feeling other than heartache would be a welcome change if it meant avoiding this crushing despair. The loss I felt was all-consuming. I would do anything to make it stop.

    His love haunted me.

    Taka’s face flashed through my mind, covered in glowing red paint as he told me he loved me. Then I saw the look on his face as I begged him to stay.

    “I choose my family.” His words echoed in my mind, over and over until I couldn’t take it. 

    Why did they always leave me?

    I gulped down the clear alcohol, wishing it would take my memories. I wanted to disappear from this life. I never wanted to feel like this again.

    With a trembling hand, I brought the sharp edge of the blade to my old scars, feeling the familiar warmth of blood as I reopened wounds that I thought were long gone. Blood rolled down my wrist, dripping into my lap. It was a release at first, but the pain dulled quickly. It wasn’t enough. I ran the blade over my skin again, hoping that it would take my thoughts with it. The last time I saw Adam. The last time I saw Taka. And the last time I saw my father. They all left me. This was my fate: each time I opened myself to someone, they would leave me. I was cursed to lose the ones I loved most. Was Sky next? Would he leave me too?

    As my mind raced with memories of them, I fell into darkness, embracing the loss of feeling as my blood seeped from my wounds.

    “Nick!” Sky yelled, but he sounded far away. “Nick!” His voice trembled like he was crying.

    I must have blacked out. When I opened my eyes, darkness surrounded me, but Sky’s face was lit up in front of me, shining with tears as his warm hands cupped my cheeks.

    “Hey, buddy. What were you doing in here?” he asked.

    Seeing him cry brought fresh tears to the surface, blotting my vision even more. Sky held my head to his chest. His heart was thundering, and his body shook.

    Would he think differently of me after seeing me like this?

    “Help is on its way, Nick. Hold on.”

    I mumbled, “I don’t want to hurt anymore. I’m so tired of hurting.”

    “I know you are, but I’m right here with you.”

    “I don’t want to hurt anymore, Sky.”

    “I wish I could take it all away. I really wish I could.” He squeezed me tight, patting my head as he held me. His sobbing vibrated through me as I realized my actions.

    “I’m sorry I’m like this.”

    “Don’t apologize to me. We’re going to get you help. I promise.”

    I nodded and closed my eyes. I could hear him talking to Will, and soon there were other voices, but I couldn’t respond.
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    Shannon, my therapist, sat across from me, scribbling in her notebook as I talked about my feelings, which I had done every other day since Sky found me drunk and covered in blood in the bathtub. The hospital kept me for a few days, and my mother insisted I see a therapist again. She was worried about a repeat of what happened after Adam died. Neither Sky nor I revealed to her that, based on what Sky told me, I had tried to die.

    I liked Shannon; she was easy to talk to and didn’t press me too much. School was starting back in a few days, and I was finally feeling like my old self again.

    “Do you think you’re ready to go back?”

    I nodded. “I’m ready to get back into the swing of things.”

    “Good. Since you feel that way, let’s reduce our sessions to twice a week, and if you need to meet more than that, call me.”

    I left her office and called Sky. He answered on the third ring.

    “Is your session done?”

    “Yup. Are you still interested in lunch?”

    “You know it. I’m starving.”

    I slid into my car and headed for the restaurant near campus. Things were finally looking up.


    Chapter 31

    Nick

    The smell of food was heavy in the air. Sky was busy in the kitchen preparing dinner, while I was lounging on the sofa and clicking through channels. River had let me out of work early since it was slow, and the administration finally granted the extra headcount we had asked for during the spring semester. 

    Evidently, my channel hopping irritated Sky. He stopped chopping an onion and sighed. “Don’t you have anything you could do right now instead of channel surfing like an old man?”

    I felt old, so I shook my head and gave Sky the bird.

    A few minutes later, a light tap came from the door, and I tilted my head to Sky. “Expecting Will?”

    “He didn’t say anything, but it could be. Go answer it, old man.” He waved the knife toward the door, motioning for me to go.

    I hopped up and swung the door open.

    My blood ran cold as I looked at the sad picture before me.

    Taka stood there, his T-shirt and jeans soaking wet. A duffle bag sat on the ground, also soaked through. He stared at me, eyes swelling with tears.

    “Please, forgive me.” His lip quivered as he locked eyes with me, his fists tightly clenched by his sides. Tears spilled down his face as he begged for forgiveness, holding back a sob. “I’m sorry.”

    My mind reeled. Had he run away from home and come here? Was he choosing me over his family? My heart swelled and broke all in one breath as I yanked him through the door, wrapping him in my arms. “Of course I forgive you.” Droplets of water fell from his hair as he rested his chin on my shoulder, clinging to me.

    “Nick, what’s taking so long over there?”

    I craned my neck to look at Sky as he came around the door.

    “Taka! Are you okay?” He rushed over and pulled Taka away from me as he looked him over.

    Taka nodded, wiping the tears from his eyes and shivering.

    “Come in and take a hot shower,” Sky said.

    I grabbed the duffle off the ground and nudged Taka forward. “Come on, let’s get you cleaned up and fed.”

    Sky smiled. “Guess I should double the recipe now.”

    I led Taka into the bathroom and handed him a fresh towel. Then I grabbed some sweatpants, quickly returning to him. He seemed fragile, like at any moment, something would break him. “Tell me what happened, but take your time,” I said, turning on the shower and setting the change of clothes on the counter.

    “I punched Casey today. Then outed myself to the entire class.”

    I raised my eyebrows. “Why did you do that?”

    “He’s the one that sent the photo to my father.”

    Rage boiled in my chest. I regretted not punching the guy myself. Biting back my anger, I pulled Taka close and lifted the hem of his shirt. “What else?”

    “I left home. Confronted my father and left.” He paused, a shudder coursing through him. “I didn’t even say goodbye to Mom or Tami. I said what I needed to say to my father and got the hell out of there.” He lifted his gaze to mine. “I didn’t even tell them I love them. I just left.”

    I cupped his face in my palms, happy he was standing in front of me but guilty that he had taken such extreme action for me. “I know that it’s hard. I know you hurt. God, I know you hurt.” I pressed my forehead to his, stroking his cheeks with my thumbs, wiping his tears away. “I will give you everything I can, but I know it will never replace the love of your family, and I’m so sorry for that.”

    His shaky hands clawed their way around my waist, clinging to my shirt. He said, “I’m sorry for everything. Breaking up with you was the hardest thing I’ve ever done. I didn’t want to, but I thought it was the only way.”

    “I was never angry with you. I was scared for you. I didn’t want you to fall into the same darkness I’ve seen before.”

    He wrapped his arms around my waist and pulled me tight against him. “I never stopped thinking about you. And I never stopped loving you.”

    I kissed his forehead, the tip of his nose, and his lips. “I love you.” I brushed my lips over his once more before tearing myself away. “Now, get in the shower before you get pneumonia.” I lifted the shirt over his head and tossed it in the sink. Taka slid out of his pants, then stepped into the shower. He seemed like he had lost weight in the last few months. 

    I sat on the toilet while he showered. The silence between us was comforting. Knowing he was there was enough to warm my heart.

    Taka’s phone rang on the counter beside me. The name that appeared on the screen gave me chills: Mom. I cleared my throat and glanced at the shower before looking back at the phone. “Your mom is calling you.”

    “Ignore it.”

    His bitter words cut through the noise of the water like ice. I could never imagine a time when I wouldn’t speak to my mother. With a sigh, I ran my hands over my face. “I’m sorry you have to go through this.”

    “I’ve made my decision; it was mine to make this time,” he said. He sounded more self-assured than I’d ever heard him.

    The phone finally quieted and flashed the missed call message, but a moment later, it rang again. His mother gave him only seconds before her next call would come through. Eventually, she stopped calling, but minutes later, Tami’s name popped up on the screen, and I was once again told to ignore the call.
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