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  Blurb


Working in the campus bookstore isn’t Colton Wixsom’s ideal job, but it’s where he happens to be when he runs into his first crush, Andre Dupree… his old Swim Coach. Andre Dupree is a beautiful athlete, and for the few years he coached Colton’s intramural swimming club, the Squids, Colton spent every practice with his eyes fixed on the man. Colton quickly remembers Andre’s many female conquests from high school and realizes he doesn’t stand a chance with the straight man. 
Fate has a crazy way of reminding a person of the hills and valleys of life. Colton meets new friends and faces many challenges at college with a smile, but nothing can prepare him for the horrific night that changes his outlook on everything. 
Learning to navigate the aftermath is hard—especially when he insists on doing it alone. His friends fight to help him, even as Colton tries to push them away. There is one person who fights the hardest… the Swim Coach. 
Join Colton Wixsom on his journey of maneuvering life’s challenges as he faces the darkness and searches for the light or a hand to guide him into it. 
This novel is told in one MCs point of view, is approximately 129,000 words in length, and ends with a happily-ever-after. It’s a stand-alone story and doesn’t end in a cliffhanger. 

IMPORTANT TRIGGER WARNING: One MC is subjected to rape and trauma. The description of the act isn’t detailed, but there is continued trauma after the event. Reader’s discretion is advised.
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  Chapter One
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August
My job was not one I was excited to show up for and sad to leave. I dusted and stocked bookshelves, operated a cash register, and fielded some of the dumbest questions known to humankind. Most of the people who shopped at the college bookstore were complete idiots.
I was stocking textbooks, Elements of Architecture: From Form to Place to be precise, when I noticed a couple standing in the aisle. The woman had a list in her hand and was picking up books left and right, and not returning them to their proper place, which was pissing me off. Based on the posture of the man with her, he was completely bored as he scrolled through his phone.
In order to head off the disaster the woman was creating on the shelves, I stood from my kneeling position and walked down the aisle to offer my help. I was hoping to stop her before she caused enough damage to require me to have to stay late and reorganize the entire section.
I approached and pecked her on the shoulder, seeing her stare at me in confusion. Why she was confused, I couldn’t guess because I was wearing a fucking T-shirt with the bookstore logo on the front. On the back of it, one of the fucking idiots who ran the place chose to not-so-cleverly add Event Staff across the shoulders for the first week of school. Being a first-year student on work-study sucked.
“Can I help you?” I asked her. She got a shitty expression on her face and laughed sarcastically.
“I don’t know. Are you able?” Smug bitch.
“Excuse me. May I help you before you destroy this entire aisle, and I have to stay here all night to clean up the mess you are making due to your inability to return the book to the proper slot from which you pulled it?” I articulated to the idiot.
I heard a muffled chuckle from the side, but I could tell she was less than happy with my comment, so I didn’t dare look away from her. “Well, um”—she made a show of squinting at my nametag—“Colton, I’m looking for Documenting Software Architectures: Views and Beyond. The bookstore doesn’t seem to carry it, even though when I looked it up on the website, it said there were new and used copies. Is this something I have to beg and plead for from the”—she looked at the back of my shirt and then sarcastically finished—Event Staff?”
The guy chuckled again, and I turned to glance at him over my shoulder, seeing a face that had been forever burned in my brain. It couldn’t be him, though, right? He moved to California a long time ago. But, God, it looked like him—well, from what my fifteen-year-old brain could conjure for my eighteen-year-old self.
He was fucking beautiful. He was taller than I remember. Back then, he had a swimmer’s build, and considering he was the swim coach at the local pool when I was a kid, I’d spent two summers admiring his half-naked body, so I knew it well. The face was the same. The body, however, was not. It was much more muscular, and Jesus fuck, he was smokin’ hot.
I felt two fingers snap in front of my face, and I turned to the less-than-patient woman who was his companion. Seeing the total disdain on her face, I actually smiled at the bitch. I pulled out the tablet we all carried around and searched for the book seeing we did, indeed, have it in stock—only not in the aisle where she was wreaking havoc.
“We do have several new and used copies of the book,” I began before she threw up her hands and turned on me like a she-wolf.
“Oh, really, Einstein? Where the fuck would they be hidden?”
“Aisle nine,” I announced.
“Aisle nine? What, do you need a GPS device to find the fucking books? Is there a map?” she snapped. I took in her over-processed, blonde hair and light blue eyes, and I guess if you were into that sort of thing, she was hot with her fake tits and all. But that disposition? Hell, I’d become a priest before I dealt with that shit on any consistent basis.
I took a deep breath and looked around, seeing the man smiling as if he knew exactly what I was about to say to the woman: she needed to go to the Computer Sciences aisle. “Data Architecture is part of the curriculum under Information Technology Management, which I assume is what you’re studying, though I wonder how that GPA is working for you.”
The guy cracked up and had to hold onto the shelf to keep from falling on the floor. I was holding in my laughter as best I could, but the expression on her red face was something to behold. It was one that, if looks could kill, I’d have dropped into a funeral pyre right there in front of Ancient Architecture.
“Fuck you, Dupree, and you, Event Staff,” she snapped as she stormed off, high heels clicking out a staccato rhythm on the industrial tile. Surprisingly, the hot guy, whom she’d just confirmed was Andre Dupree, stayed next to me and continued to laugh.
When he finally stopped, he dried the tears in his eyes and stared at me. “I know you, don’t I?”
I chuckled. “I’m not sure if you remember me too clearly. You coached the Unionville—” I began.
“You’re Colton… uh, Zoey’s little brother. Hart, right?” he asked.
“Actually, my dad didn’t adopt Zoey. We’re just half-brother and sister. We have the same Mom. My last name is Wixsom. I was a Squid, thirteen- to fifteen-year-old division.”
He nodded. “That’s right. You were on the last swim team I coached before we moved to LA for my senior year of high school. Wow, that seems like a lifetime ago. So, you’re going to school here now? Are you on scholarship?” he asked, glancing at my shirt.
I laughed. “I wish. No, I’m on work-study. I didn’t like Eric Dean, the guy who took over the Sharks level the summer you would have moved up with us, so I didn’t sign up again and didn’t swim for the high school team. I’ve got a partial academic scholarship, and I work here for my room and board. You go here?” I asked like a fucking moron.
He laughed a little. “Yeah. It’s my last year of undergrad, but I’m going to stay for the masters’ program. Finance Major and Business Management Minor. So, what dorm are you in?”
“Hansee. I moved in last week, so I’d be settled and ready to work this week. I’m still lost when I try to get around campus, but I only got turned around twice today on the way to work, so it’s a banner day for me. You?”
“I live in Blakely Village near University Village. I’ve got two roommates, a guy and that psycho you just bested. Good job, by the way. Not too harsh, but definitely impressive.”
I felt bad for humiliating the woman, but if she didn’t realize the difference between building architecture and data architecture, I truly had to wonder how she’d been accepted at the school in the first place. I thought they were pretty fucking selective in their admission process, but maybe I was wrong? Maybe it was a come-one, come-all situation.
“Um, thanks. I just, um, well, what’s her major, your girlfriend?” I asked because really? She seemed to be as dumb as a box of rocks.
“Heidi’s a data security major when she goes to class. Trust me, she’s not my fucking girlfriend, and I’d never want anyone to get that impression. I’m just here to pick up my box. I ordered my books online, and I should have an order waiting for me somewhere.” I nodded, and we both turned to see the woman clomping back toward us. 
I remembered Zoey telling me about all the girls Andre had dated in high school, and, apparently, dumped. I could see why there was a trail of broken hearts behind the guy. He was really fucking hot in high school, and he’d only gotten better with age. Yes, he was my first crush, and I had the feeling it was now coming back in full force.
“I’ll, uh, I’ll get your box and meet you at the register,” I offered, walking away without waiting to hear any more bitching from the woman.
I found the box, but there was a note on top that it was missing one book, Investment Banking: Valuation, Leveraged Buyouts, and Mergers & Acquisitions. I took the box to the desk and opened up a register, seeing a line beginning to form.
I waited on three customers before Andre Dupree stood in front of me. His friend, Heidi, had already checked out at another register and was waiting impatiently for him. Even though the two other lines were empty, he still stood in my line.
I picked up the box and placed it on the counter, pulling the packing slip. I hadn’t packed the box, so I opened it to confirm all of the books, save the one, were included. When I saw they were there, I initialed the slip as I’d been taught, presenting the bill to Andre.
“You’re missing one book, but…” I typed in the title on the computer and saw we were expecting delivery the next day. “It should be here tomorrow. I’ll pull one and put your name on it. There’s a waiting list for the next delivery but sometimes, well, someone could get bumped down the list,” I hinted. 
He was at the bottom of the list, but I was working the next day, so I had a little power—damn little—but he was my former swim coach so I could do him a favor. That was what I was telling myself anyway.
He shot me the gorgeous, crooked grin I remembered from back in the day and handed me his credit card. “I appreciate it. Do you get a coffee break? I could pick up the book then and maybe take you for a cup of coffee or bring you one if you tell me what you like,” he offered.
No, he’s not asking you out, dumbass. He’s repaying a debt. He’s a Unionville High legend for his fuck hound ways, and you’re an idiot to think there’s anything more to his invitation. “You don’t have to do that. Hey, you led us to the Union County Finals. I actually lifeguarded at the pool after being on the swim team, so I owe you a favor. We can call it even.” I tried to keep the disappointment out of my voice, but I couldn’t be sure he hadn’t picked up on it.
“What time do you open tomorrow?” he asked as that rude, blonde woman paced impatiently by the door. I handed him the receipt, his credit card, and a pen.
“We open at seven every day until Wednesday, which is when a lot of classes start. After that, we open at eight. You could call the store to check if the book came in. Sometimes, the deliveries aren’t reliable, or so I’ve been told. There’s no need for you to make the trip all the way over here if the books don’t come in on time. I mean, I have no idea what time the delivery will arrive,” I babbled. Nice attempt at a selfless act, asshole.
Andre smiled brightly and handed me his phone. I wasn’t sure why, so I looked at him, hearing that Heidi woman going on and on behind him. “Um, what… I thought you’d just…” I stammered.
She grabbed the phone from me and leveled a look. “He’s obviously asking you for your fucking number, numb nuts. What is it?”
I spouted my number to her, and she punched it in before taking my fucking picture. I felt my phone buzz in my pocket, and when I pulled it out, I saw it was from an unknown number. I clicked to ignore it and looked at them.
She rolled her eyes. “That’s his fucking number. Can we go now? I have a date, you know. Unlike you, I actually go out with people before I sleep with them,” she complained.
He chuckled and grabbed his box. “I look forward to hearing from you—about the book. Have a good day.”
The two of them left the building, and I was left…bewildered. What the hell just happened?

      [image: image-placeholder]Walking back to Hansee Hall later that afternoon, my phone buzzed in my pocket. I saw it was from Bryana, one of my best friends from high school, so I clicked on it.
Is there a get-2-no-u party @ Hansee? We r having 1 at Haggerty. Come over. B


I didn’t really want to go because I hated meeting new people, but Bryana was my good friend as was her roommate Amanda. We’d survived Unionville High together, and when I was forced out of the closet at nearly sixteen, they were the only two friends I had after the smoke cleared. Even the guy I got outed over, Kelvin Polk, didn’t stick around.
Kelvin and I hung out during the Christmas break of my sophomore year of high school after he’d been flirting with me since Thanksgiving, though it never went beyond kissing and me giving him a couple of blow jobs. He did give me a hand job at a party on New Year’s Eve, but after that, he didn’t call me again. 
When we got back to school after the winter break, Kelvin pretended he didn’t know me, and when I tried to talk to him about something, he beat the shit out of me and called me a fag. “Get the fuck away from me, you fag! I told you I’m not a queer like you.”  Those words still hurt to remember, even though I realized soon after that Kelvin was a real insecure dick.
His fist connected with my face, and I hadn’t even touched him. All I’d asked him was if he wanted to come over to play Call of Duty at my house after school. Unfortunately, I’d made the mistake of saying it in front of some of his friends. I’d already told my parents I was gay, and we’d dealt with the family drama about it because I actually thought I had a boyfriend when I came out. They were supportive, which surprised the shit out of me.
After my outing in the high school cafeteria that day, I was an outcast at school and the subject of much teenage ridicule. I finally told my parents what was going on at school, but only after I came home a few times with blood on my clothes and black eyes or split lips. Of course, my father actually threatened to go to the kids’ homes to speak with their fathers, but I’d begged him not to do anything to make matters worse. He finally complied with my wishes…for once.
That was when my dad began teaching me the manly art of boxing when he was home on leave from the Army’s Special Forces, which wasn’t very often. Dad spent time with me, and he made sure I knew how to defend myself. He was killed in a foreign country during a classified mission shortly after and had been buried with full military honors. It had only been three years since we lost him, but it still felt like yesterday.
Mom was devastated when it happened, and I tried my best to be the man of the house as my dad had instructed every time he left us, whether it was in the morning, afternoon, or the middle of the night. He never left our home without reminding me I was to take care of Mom and Zoey, and he always made sure to tell me he was proud of me and that he loved me. I truly missed him.
I have 2 work early 2morrow. Raincheck? C xo


I felt bad about not going to the party in Bryana’s dorm, but I wasn’t ready to immerse myself in college life, or that type of college life, so I took a pass. I locked the door and grabbed a book from my freshmen reading list and opened it, settling to rest against the wall beside my bed.
Suddenly, the door flew open, and a guy stumbled in with the key in his hand, signaling he must be my new roommate. He definitely appeared to be drunk off his ass. He faltered around the room and gave me a drunken grin before he politely puked on the floor. I sat up and looked at the fucker. “I’m not cleaning that up.” I guess I should have said a lot of other things, but cleaning up a stranger’s… yeah, that wasn’t me.
He laughed hysterically as he fell onto the unmade bed across from me. “I’ll get it tomorrow.”
Fuck! There’s no way I’m going to be able to sleep in the room with that smell. I’m not cleaning that shit up, and I’m definitely going to lodge a complaint with the residence assistant.
I slid off the bed and dressed quickly in clean clothes. I didn’t want to go to a party, but I wasn’t staying in my room, either. Hopefully, Bryana and Amanda would let me stay with them. I grabbed my toothbrush and headed out after I hid my laptop under my mattress. If the fucker came in and puked on the floor without any concern for his roommate, I was sure he wasn’t above stealing.






  
  Chapter Two
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Bryana saw me walk into the room and shrieked, completely hammered, as she leaped into my arms. “Colt! I didn’t think you’d come. Girls, this is Colton, our best friend,” she announced over my shoulder as I held her aloft like I had a choice. I heard a lot of drunken chatter, and while I didn’t want to be there, it was better than my puke-covered dorm room.
God bless Amanda, who peeled Bryana off me and pulled me over to her side of their room, shooing Bryana out into the hallway where the party was taking place. “Colton, what happened?” Amanda asked. At least someone remained sober on this floor.
“My roommate, who I don’t even know, stumbled into our room, puking on the floor, and then he said he’d clean it up tomorrow and proceeded to pass out. I couldn’t stay there tonight, and the RA wasn’t in his room when I knocked before I came over. I hoped I could maybe sleep here, but obviously, you’re in for the same kind of night if she keeps drinking. I’m gonna go. I’ll sleep on a couch in the common room. Can I borrow a blanket?” I asked.
“Colton, you can have my bed. I’ll try to contain her,” Amanda offered.
“No, no. It’ll be fine. If I could just borrow a blanket, I’ll be okay,” I told her.
She went to a plastic tub under her bed and grabbed a quilt and a small pillow. “These are clean, I swear. Mom sterilized everything. Get ‘em back to me when you can. Sorry about this,” she offered as she walked me out with her hand rubbing up and down my back.
I stood on the concrete sidewalk outside Haggerty Hall, feeling my phone buzz in my pocket. I walked over to a bench, seeing it was likely my best option. Hansee Hall was probably just as rowdy as Haggerty had been, so my idea of sleeping in the common room wasn’t going to work. I laid out the blanket and pillow, reclining on my left side. Surely, campus security was used to finding students asleep on benches and wouldn’t haul me in for loitering, or would they? I prayed not.
I retrieved my phone from my pocket to see a text from the number I assumed was Andre Dupree’s. The screen read “Manwhore,” which I assumed was what Heidi thought of Andre, so I opened it.
Hey Squid--How’s party night treating u? Don’t drink & drive. If u need a ride, call me. Andre


Party night? So apparently it was a real thing that kids on campus got drunk off their asses and puked on their dorm room floors? How did I not know about it? I supposed it was a rite of passage, but it wasn’t one I wanted to join in. Though, when I checked out the bench I was prepared to sleep on, I realized I’d been forced into it, anyway. I wasn’t a big fan of party night in the least.
Not really fond of it. Dorm roommate barfed on the floor. Best friend hammered. Had 2 find other accommodations of the outdoor variety for sleeping, but I’ve been camping B4. Hoping 2morrow is btr. Thx for asking. CW


I pulled the blanket over me and settled my head on the pillow. I’d never anticipated being “unhoused” at college by my fourth night on campus, but I guessed it wouldn’t be the only night I slept on a bench if the puker was my roommate. 
That fucking RA better be around tomorrow. I’m working a shitty job to pay for my fucking room and board. I’m not putting up with this bullshit.
Just as I was dozing off, my phone buzzed again. I pulled it out and looked at it to see it wasn’t a text. It was an actual phone call.
“Hello?” I answered without checking the screen.
“Colton? It’s Andre Dupree. Where are you?”
I scanned the area trying to get my senses about me. “I’m, uh, oh. I’m on a bench outside of Haggerty Hall. It’s not bad, actually. Amanda gave me a blanket and a pillow. Luckily, it’s not cold or anything,” I responded, embarrassed I’d told him I was sleeping outside.
“I’m on my way. Walk over to the north side parking lot.” The phone went dead without a response from me, so I hurried to call him back to stop him. I was just hitting the redial number when I saw campus police approaching me.
“Young man, you can’t sleep here. Are you enrolled?” one of them asked me as he aimed a flashlight into my eyes, searing my retinas.
“I am, but my roommate puked all over the room,” I explained. Come on, nobody would want to sleep with that smell.
“Uh-huh. And it’s just a coincidence you chose to sleep in front of the girls’ dormitory? Move along or we’ll give you a place to sleep,” the other guy threatened.
I didn’t hesitate to grab the blanket and pillow as I hurried to the north side parking lot. A black SUV pulled up and the door opened on the passenger side. I felt like a fucking nickel hooker as I looked inside, but when I saw Andre’s nice grin, I let that shit go.
I hopped into the SUV and closed the door, holding the blanket and pillow on my lap. “So, you were going to sleep on a bench?” Andre asked.
“Like I said in my text, I’ve camped before, so it’s no big deal. I think my possible roommate is a sloppy drunk, and one of my best friends is embracing college life more than I thought she would, considering her dad’s the sheriff of Union County. I looked at my options and took matters into my own hands. If campus police hadn’t shown up, I’d have been just fine,” I defended.
He laughed. “If you find yourself in a similar position in the future, call me, Squid. I’ve got a couch.”
I nodded, and when we got to his place, I carried my blanket and pillow up the stairs behind him. He let me in and motioned toward the couch. “It’s not great, but I’d bet it’s better than that bench. Here’s the remote. Help yourself. There’s food in the kitchen.”
I nodded. “Thanks, Coach,” I offered quietly as he ambled down the hallway.
He stopped and turned, walking back into the living room. “Colton, I’m not your coach anymore, okay? Call me Andre or Dre.” I nodded, and he disappeared down the hallway without another word. 
I reclined on the couch and tried to go to sleep but it was only ten o’clock, and I was mostly a night owl. I grabbed the remote and turned on the television, finding some fucking thing on the Discovery Channel about polar bears. I settled in to watch it and eventually dozed off. The couch was much better than the bench.

      [image: image-placeholder]“Right here on the fucking couch!” 
A heavy weight dropped onto my feet and legs after the raspy voice woke me up. Apparently, my body didn’t register under the guy’s fat ass as I pulled my lower half from under him. There was even a goddamn light on in the kitchen so they should have seen me there trying to sleep.
A woman’s moan alerted me it was likely Heidi and some random hookup she’d met earlier. Dude’s pants were already around his ankles and well, he was more than ready to go when she straddled him. I leaped up and pulled hard on the blanket from under his bare ass, reminding myself to wash it before I returned it to Amanda.
“What the fuck?” The guy growled when I jerked the blanket so hard he lost his balance and the two of them tumbled into the floor.
“Who the fuck are you?” Heidi shrieked as she turned her bare torso in my direction, confirming my assumption that her tits were fake. Nobody’s boobs were that perfectly symmetrical.
“I’m, uh, nobody. Coach—Andre offered me a place to sleep, but I’ll get out of the way,” I responded as I finally jerked the blanket from the couch and hurried down the hallway to the bathroom. 
There was a bathtub in there, and well, it was still better than a bench in front of Bryana’s dorm room, so I settled into it with the blanket under me to offer a little cushion from the hard porcelain as I tried to go back to sleep. 
My college career wasn’t starting out on solid footing, though if I was looking for a silver lining—things could only go up from there… right?

      [image: image-placeholder]Splashing water woke me, so I stayed still, trying to figure out where the fuck I was. As I listened, I quickly deduced someone was peeing. Thankfully, I’d drawn the shower curtain to block out the night light over the vanity or things could have been quite embarrassing. I had no idea who it was, but I wasn’t about to move or make a sound. The toilet flushed, but the sound of the faucet as someone washed their hands brought the urge to pee rushing forward like a freight train. “Shit!” I gasped.
I whipped back the curtain, and Andre was standing there looking very surprised for a second. He sat down on the side of the bathtub and stared at me with a smirk. “Colton, what in the name of hell are you doing sleeping in my bathtub?”
“Um, your bathtub?”
“Yeah. This is my bathroom. The other two bedrooms have their own. This one is mine. Last I knew you were on the couch.”
What to do… what to say? “Oh, that. Your roommate, Heidi, and her date came in and tried to have sex on top of me on the couch, so I had to vacate. This was the next best place aside from the hallway or somewhere outside, which wasn’t lucky for me earlier. Trust me, if I wasn’t worried about the campus police, I’d have left instead of climbing in here,” I responded, my face red hot at being caught trying to sleep in the bathtub… and needing to pee.
“God, she’s such a… Okay, bring your things. You can sleep in my room. This has been a pretty shitty introduction to college life for you, hasn’t it?” Andre said, stating the obvious.
I pointed to the toilet, my face reddening in a flash, and he chuckled. “I’m down the hall.”
After I finished my business, I followed him down the hall, settling the blanket on a leather couch by the window in his room. I laid down and decided to answer his question. “I’m not sure what I expected from college, but it sure wasn’t this. I really hope things get better.”
I curled my arm under the sorry pillow Amanda had loaned me, though I really should have been grateful to have it, and I made a promise to myself that I would always have a bed to sleep in and a decent pillow under my head.
Regardless of my current predicament, I needed to remember to thank my host. He’d been kind enough to help me out, even if the solution wasn’t exactly ideal.
“Co… Andre, thank you. I mean, you didn’t have to come rescue me, but thanks for doing it.”
I heard him turning over in his bed. “Hey, anything for a fellow Squid.”
While it wasn’t like my bed at home, the small couch where I was going to sleep wasn’t half bad. I dozed off to Andre’s steady breathing from the queen-sized bed not four feet from me, and it was actually comforting. The dreams, well, they weren’t anything I could control. It was my subconscious, and I had no power to stop my mind’s eye from picturing Andre Dupree naked, right?






  
  Chapter Three
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The smell of coffee woke me the next morning. I turned over, mindful of the narrow couch, only to figure out I wasn’t on the couch. I was in the queen-sized bed, resting my head on a very comfortable, plush pillow with the blanket Amanda had loaned me clutched in my hands. There was a sheet covering me, and when I pulled it up and looked down, I was still in my jeans, though the button had been popped.
Andre walked into the room in a pair of basketball shorts, no shirt, and wet hair, my heart racing at the sight. He turned to see me looking wide-eyed as I quickly buttoned up my jeans, praying he didn’t think I was practicing self-abuse in his bed. I wasn’t sure why I was there in the first place, but I couldn’t remember what had happened the previous night that had in his bed. 
“I’m uh… D-did I get in bed with you?” I stammered as I sat up, praying to the heavens I hadn’t started sleepwalking again. I used to when I was a little kid, and I hoped to hell it wasn’t starting up again. I never remembered when I did it, but Mom and Dad used to tease me about it. It was fucking embarrassing to think I might have just climbed into bed with him and unbuttoned my jeans.
He laughed as he pulled on a t-shirt. “Ha! I wi… No, you fell off that fucking couch and I picked you up and put you in bed with me. I unbuttoned your jeans because I can only imagine how uncomfortable they would have been for sleeping. I didn’t take advantage of you if you’re worried. It truly was a test of my integrity.”
“A, uh, a test? I don’t— You should have just woken me and shoved me back on the couch. I’d have been fine. I’m a restless sleeper, so I’d imagine you didn’t get much rest,” I offered, hoping beyond hope that I hadn’t kept him awake. I was relieved, though, that I hadn’t crawled into bed with him on my own. Hell, if the campus police hadn’t come around, I could have slept on that fucking bench and avoided a lot of problems and humiliation.
Andre sat down on the bed and looked at me as I huddled against the headboard, still holding the blanket Amanda had loaned me like a little boy. I knew I looked scared as hell, but he was my crush. You don’t wake up in your crush’s bed and not freak out. I’d defy anyone to do it.
“I’m fine. I didn’t know how you liked your coffee, so I just left it black. I mean, maybe you don’t like coffee? Shit, do you want tea or…Oh, wait. We have some hot chocolate.”
His eyes began darting around the room, and I noticed his coffee cup shaking a bit when he took a sip, making me wonder if he was nervous, and if so, why? “No, coffee’s good. Black is fine.” I took the mug from him and took a sip, tasting it. It was really good, not like the crappy coffee I was used to from the cafeteria on campus which was all that had been open in the mornings when I went to work before school officially started. The peripheral coffee shops and fast-food places hadn’t started opening early yet, but they would be in a couple of days when all of the students were wandering the campus once again.
“This, um, this is good. What kind is it?” I asked as I took another sip, wishing to hell I had something other than coffee to talk about with him. It was then I worried about what the time might be. I needed to get to work, and I had no idea how long before I was officially late.
I reached into my jeans pocket, not finding my phone. “Shit. Did I leave my phone somewhere here? I need to get to work.”
“It’s just after six, so you’re fine. Seven, right?” he asked. I nodded.
“I’ll give you a shirt and you can shower here if you’d like,” he offered. As much as I wanted to thank him and decline his offer of a shower, I certainly knew my roommate wasn’t up yet, so that mess in my room was still there. I didn’t have time to decline, so I agreed.
“I’d appreciate it. I’ll, um, I’ll wash your shirt and get it back to you as soon as possible,” I responded nervously. Fuck, I wasn’t sure I could get out of bed on steady legs as I looked at the man.
He gently placed his hand on my calf from his perch next to me. What the fuck does that mean? Obviously, he was taking the roll of big brother in the relationship. Okay, I could work with that.
“Colton, I’m not sure what’s going through your head right now, but we’re cool, okay? What time do you get off work today? When do your classes start?”
“I, uh, I’m working a double today. Classes start for freshmen tomorrow. My first is English Lit. It’s at eight,” I volunteered.
He smiled. “Classes start for everyone tomorrow. I have a seven-thirty seminar, which I really should have thought through before I enrolled, but I’ve had the professor before and I like her.”
“Oh, um, I don’t know anything about my professors. Well, other than what I read on the school website. I guess some of them will be hard to get used to, but I tested out of a few things. Do you think that was a mistake?” I asked, digging for conversation like a dog for a bone.
“Mistake? What kind of a mistake?” he asked as he sipped his coffee.
“I mean, the Comp classes teach you how to do research, and I’m not sure if I should have tested out of them,” I responded.
Andre grinned at me. “You’re worried about how to properly conduct research for writing papers?” I nodded.
“Well, you’ve come to the right place. I’m a whiz at research. You need any pointers or help just call me. As one Squid to another,” he responded with a friendly grin. I sighed, wishing it was more than just the connection of the swim team that had him offering to help me with anything.
“Um, thanks, but I’m sure you have better things to do with your time than deal with me and my issues. Anyway, about that shower?” I really needed to get away from him. My mind was becoming clouded with all kinds of images of the two of us that would never happen, which consequently, was making my dick hard right there in front of him.
“Towels are under the vanity. I’ll leave you a shirt on the bed. What are you going to do with those?” he asked, pointing to the pillow and blanket I was still clutching like a three-year-old toddler.
“They, uh, they belong to my friend Amanda. I’ll have to wash them and get them back to her, so I’ll take these things to work with me. I’ll be out of your hair in a few minutes,” I told him as I got up, tossing the blanket on the leather couch in his room along with the pillow.
I started around the side of the bed and kicked something, seeing it was my phone. I picked it up and found a text from Amanda.
Where’d u sleep? I went on the hunt but couldn’t find u. FYI – Bryana puked all over our room, so I understand Y U didn’t go back 2 urs. I’ll see U later at work. Mandy


I laughed and shoved the device into the pocket of my jeans. When I looked up, Andre was standing there staring at me with an arched eyebrow. “Oh, that was Amanda. My other friend, Bryana, puked in their room, too. I’ll just, uh…” I mumbled, pointing toward the bathroom door.
Just as I was about to leave, he said, “Is she your girlfriend?” 
Oh, fuck. How the hell do I answer that without turning bright red?
I turned to look at him. “No. She’s a great girl, but she’s really not my type.” 
That sounded vague enough—I hoped. It wasn’t that I was embarrassed about my sexuality, but I didn’t really know him, and if he were as judgmental as some people, I really didn’t want to find out and ruin the crush I’d had on him since I was thirteen. I was also worried he’d freak out because we’d shared a bed. I doubted too many straight guys wanted to find themselves in bed with a gay guy.
“So, what’s your type?” he asked as he made the bed. Tall, muscular, reddish-brown hair, bright green eyes, strong jaw, gorgeous smile. Yeah, there was no way telling him that was going to go over well.
“I, uh, I’m not sure what my type is yet, but I know it’s not anyone… I, uh, it’s not Amanda.” I hurried out of the room before he asked any more questions since I wasn’t sure he’d stop asking questions I didn’t really want to answer.

      [image: image-placeholder]I was in the stockroom of the bookstore unloading boxes because I didn’t have my official Event Staff t-shirt so I couldn’t be on the floor according to the store manager, who was a real dick. I really didn’t care because I wasn’t in the mood to deal with the general public. Too many things were clouding my ability to process the recent events in my life, and I wasn’t really sure how to sort them out.
After I’d showered and pulled on the black T-shirt Andre had left for me on his perfectly made bed, I took my empty coffee cup to the kitchen, along with the pillow and blanket I’d shown up with. Andre was there with Heidi the Whore, who looked pretty fucking rough, by the way. 
There were two other guys sitting there, neither of whom were familiar to me, so I stood in the entryway, unsure of what to do. I dropped the blanket and pillow on a bench outside the kitchen, and the sound must have caught their attention because they all looked up at me at the same time.
“Well, who’s the hottie?” a big guy asked as he shoved nearly an entire half a bagel into his mouth. He was still pretty damn good looking, and I wondered if Andre had any ugly acquaintances.
The other big guy had dark curly hair and sparkling brown eyes. His skin was an enviable tan, and he had a very warm smile. “Cute.”
I felt my face turn bright red, but I walked over to the sink to rinse the cup and put it in the top drawer of the dishwasher. “At least he’s house-trained,” the Whore assessed sarcastically.
“Fuck off, Heidi. Colton, this is my other roommate, Lance O’Day and this is Juan Ortiz. What exactly are you, Juan? I mean, besides a fucking mooch?” Andre introduced with a smirk directed at the guy with the wild hair.
“You, sir, are an asshole. So, Colton, where are you from?” Juan asked as he sent another grin in my direction.
“I’m, uh, from Unionville. It’s about four…” I began.
“No shit? Hell, I might need to make a trip that way. Seems like a good place to—” Lance began. Juan slapped him on the arm, and Andre shot him a dirty look.
“Excuse them, Colton. They’re all idiots. Anyway, I coached the intramural swim team while I was in high school, and Colton was a Squid for two years while we still lived in Unionville. Under my exemplary tutelage, we won all-county the last year I coached,” Andre bragged.
“What were your events?” Lance asked.
“Two-hundred-meter breaststroke and four-hundred-meter freestyle,” I responded.
“Were you any good?” Heidi the Whore asked as she smacked on a piece of toast, disgustingly.
“Colton won both events every time he competed,” Andre replied as he sipped his coffee. I, however, was both surprised he remembered and equally stuck in hell because all I wanted to do was get the fuck out of there.
Juan laughed. “What other strokes you good at, Squid?” Lance and Heidi laughed with him, and I was fucking confused.
“Fuck off, all of you. Come on, Colton, I’ll let you out,” Andre stated forcefully as he rose from the table. I waved goodbye to the other three and went to the bench to retrieve my dirty shirt, the blanket, and the pillow.
I hurried to the door and tried to open it to get the fuck out, but it wouldn’t budge. Andre walked up and turned the deadbolt, making me feel like a fucking moron. “Colton don’t mind them. They need other shit to worry about. They were just teasing you because they’re all insecure. I’ll stop by later to pick up my book,” Andre reminded me.
Before he opened the door, he turned to me and smiled. “Remember, if you get in a bind again, call me. We Squids have to look out for each other. There’s a shuttle to take you back to campus at the bus stop, down the block. It’s free. Have a great day,” he responded with a fatherly squeeze to my shoulder. 
I didn’t like the patronizing tone at all, but what the fuck was I going to do? I could pretend the shoulder-squeeze meant something else until the cows came home, but I knew it didn’t, and I wasn’t about to have another Kelvin-from-high-school episode on my hands. The best thing to do was to avoid him. At least it was a plan.
A hand on my shoulder shook me from my obsessing. “Colton, there’s a really hot guy at the front counter asking for you,” Amanda told me.
I turned to her and rose from my place on the floor. “Tall, good-looking with reddish-brown hair?” I asked her, certain it was Andre.
“Oh, yeah. All kinds of dreamy,” she sighed.
I walked over to the desk and picked up his book, handing it to her. “Do me a huge favor. Tell him you couldn’t find me, but you found this book with his name on it.”
She looked at me like I was a whack-a-doodle. “Mandy, I don’t want to—”
“Colton, this isn’t exactly the National Archives back here. How do I tell him I couldn’t find you in a fifteen-by-fifteen stockroom?”
I thought for a minute. “Tell him I stepped out to make a delivery. He’ll believe that. I just can’t face him, okay?”
Thankfully, she took the book but looked at me and responded, “Fine, but you owe me the story. He’s gorgeous, and you’re crazy for avoiding him.”
I nodded, remembering she’d moved to Unionville the year after Andre had moved to LA. Her father, a Lutheran minister, was assigned to the church in town, and she and Bryana became good friends. After I was outed, she and Bryana became my only friends, so I knew I could trust Amanda with the story.
“Lunch is on me,” I told her. She kissed my cheek and walked out without another word.
I went back to my task of unloading the books from the earlier shipment, trying not to think about Andre Dupree. Mindless work seemed to be going in my favor, so I walked over to my backpack and grabbed my phone, shoving it into the waist of my jeans before popping in the earbuds to listen to music.
I was lost in my playlist and dancing a bit as I continued reviewing orders and packing boxes. When I felt a hand on my shoulder, I nearly jumped out of my skin. I turned to see Andre Dupree standing there with a big grin on his very handsome face.
I pulled out my earbuds and looked at him. “Is there, uh, something I can do for you? Amanda gave you your book, right?” My hands instantly started sweating as the vision of him backing me up against the metal bookshelves and kissing me senseless ran unbidden through my head.
He held up a bag. “She did. Thanks for setting it aside for me. I just wanted to make sure my friends didn’t make you uncomfortable. They’re asses on a good day, and with the hangovers they were nursing this morning, I’m afraid they might have been a bit much to take.”
I didn’t want to let on that I was embarrassed about the past twenty-four hours, and my interaction with his friends was just the icing on the cake. I didn’t know how to handle the feelings I had for him, so I pretended I didn’t have any and put a smile on my face, offering my best I-don’t-give-a-fuck attitude.
“No worries, Andre. They weren’t that bad, really, and trust me, I’m used to far worse. Look, you’re nice to offer to help me out if I get in a bind again, but I need to get my shit together. I’ll get used to college life, and you don’t have to be my big brother, Coach. I know how to take care of myself, and I’m used to it because I’ve been doing it for quite a while,” I told him as I went back to work so I didn’t have to look him in the eye.
“Colton, I’m not trying to manage you, and I think I should—”
I turned to him and held up my hands in surrender. “Look, Andre, you and I don’t have anything in common except that you were my swim coach years ago. I’m damn sure your friends wouldn’t… well, my sexual orientation probably wouldn’t go over with you or your friends. I’m gay, and historically when people find out, I don’t hear from them anymore,” I explained. My gums just started flapping, and I couldn’t stop them. 
“The best thing for you is to forget we ran into each other. I mean, your classes likely aren’t anywhere near my classes, and if I find myself without a place to sleep, I’ll figure it out on my own. I hope you don’t think I was trying to put the moves on you when I was sleeping in your bed, but you put me there, so it’s not like I was trying to get you to switch teams. I was given enough shit in high school about being gay, and I was hoping my college experience would be a lot more tolerant," I stated firmly.
“You’re gay?” he asked, his mouth hanging open.
Dear God? Colton Wixsom here. Why are you putting me through more sh—stuff like high school? I thought I suffered enough, but I have to do this, yet again? I’d appreciate it if you’d back off on this. I haven’t had sex with anyone, so it’s not like I’m sinning here. Please take it under advisement. Sincerely, Colton.
I sighed heavily. “Yes, I’m gay. I swear I didn’t perv on you while you slept. Just, please, don’t say anything. Please just go,” I begged.
His mouth was still open when we both heard, “Colton Wixsom to the front. Colton Wixsom to the front.”
I didn’t wait around for any comment from Andre. I hurried out of the room, seeing the checkout line was wrapped around the stacks, so I went to the front and opened the fourth register which we rarely used. I noticed out of the corner of my eye that Andre was hovering, and I prayed he’d just let it go and leave before I suffered any additional mortification.
The next time I looked up, he was gone, and I was fucking relieved. I steeled my mind and my heart, hoping I didn’t have the occasion to hear from him or run into him ever again because it was for the best. Of that, I was certain.

      [image: image-placeholder]I trudged back to Hansee at ten-thirty that night after devouring three slices of pizza at the only open stand in the food court. My plan was to eat, shower, and pass out until I had to be at my first class, Literature, at eight the next morning.
When I took the elevator to the third floor and plodded down the hallway to my room, I was dreading every fucking step. I prayed to heaven that when I opened the door, there was no puke on the floor. I hoped to hell the asshole cleaned it up because I didn’t want to have to do it, especially after the day I’d had. It was non-stop idiots with stupid questions, and I was thrilled I didn’t have to work again on Wednesday.
I shoved my key into the lock, but the door opened before I turned the knob. I was pissed and fully expected everything I owned would be gone. I walked into the small room and saw the dirty blond puker on his bed with his laptop resting on his stomach.
The sounds coming from the electronic device alerted me he was watching porn. It was only punctuated by the fact his hand was down his sweats. God, why?
I quickly turned my back and stood at the door. “Uh, dude, seriously?” How fucking rude could he be?
“Shit. Sorry, man. I didn’t know if you were coming back or not. I’ll, uh, I’ll be back,” he replied as he hopped up and closed his laptop, leaving me there alone. He went into the bathroom, which happened to be where I wanted to go, so I sat down on the bed with my pajamas in hand, waiting for the douche to return.
After a few minutes—I didn’t contemplate what the fuck he was doing in there—he returned. His face had drops of water or sweat, I didn’t know which, and he was only wearing a towel. He had a muscular body, but there was something about him that set me on edge.
“Jamie Turner,” he introduced, sticking out his hand. I had to live with the dick for nine months, so I decided to let go of preconceived notions and try to make friends.
“Colton Wixsom. How bad was your headache this morning?” I asked, trying to remind him of his antics the previous night which led me to sleep elsewhere, thus delaying our formal introductions.
He smirked and dropped the towel without shame. I saw his cock, and I was grateful it wasn’t hard. I looked at the floor and reached down to untie my shoes, ignoring him altogether.
“Look, man, I’m sorry about last night. It wasn’t the best way to meet your new roommate, and I cleaned the place today. In the future, if I go out with friends and get drunk again, I’ll make sure to sleep with a trash can nearby. It was shitty of me to run you out of here, and I won’t do it again.”
I glanced up and saw he was dressed, so I stood from my bed, clutching my pajama pants and a clean t-shirt. “Look, it’s not that big a deal, okay? It really wasn’t the best way to meet, but let’s forget it and start over,” I suggested to him, offering my friendliest grin.
“I think I should let you know I’m gay. If you don’t like the idea of having a gay roommate or you have a problem with it, then I’ll go to the RA and get reassigned,” I offered, praying he’d run screaming from the room.
Unfortunately, he didn’t. “Hey, dude, I don’t give a shit who you fuck. You ever wanna give me a blowjob, feel free. A blow job is a blow job, regardless of who gives it,” he surmised.
I rose from my bed and walked to the door, turning around to face him. “I won’t be giving you a blow job, okay? I, uh, I’m not really out here at school, but I thought you should know,” I told him. I hurried down to the shower room so I could get cleaned up and get ready for bed.
I fucking hated the communal shower, but I didn’t have a choice in it. We had a toilet and a sink in our room, but if you wanted a shower, you had to go down the hall. It sucked a lot, and my mind flashed to Andre’s bathtub where I’d attempted to sleep the prior night. I wished to fuck I had that luxury in my shitty dorm room.
When I came out of the shower with a towel fastened around my waist, I walked over to the bench where my clothes had been left, only to find they weren’t there. I looked around and saw my roommate standing by the door with my clothes in his hands. He flipped the lock on the door and tossed my things on the floor.
“What, fag, my cock ain’t good enough for you to suck?”
God, this isn’t going to be good. 
I didn’t want any trouble, and I certainly didn’t want to start off on the wrong foot with the guy, but I definitely wasn’t going to take any shit. “Jamie, you don’t want to start anything with me. I might be gay, but I can definitely take care of myself. We don’t need to begin our college lives this way. Just open the door and give me my things.”
He laughed darkly. “Wixsom, I think you're not going to get out of here without sucking my cock. I wasn’t able to finish jacking off before you interrupted me. I think you owe me one,” he taunted darkly.
I whipped off the towel and stalked over to where he stood with my clothes at his feet. I grabbed my boxers and bent to put them on when he shoved me again and his knee met my right eye, knocking me on my bare ass.
I stood up and finished pulling on my boxers, watching him the whole time, the fucking jerk. I felt the throb of my eye, but I told myself not to start any trouble. “I’m guessing that was an accident. I’m not gonna suck you off, and you’re not gonna touch me again, you understand?” I snapped as I faced him without fear.
He seemed surprised, which was to my advantage. “Go talk to the RA and get yourself another room if you don’t want to be my roommate. I’m not interested in you, but if it makes you uncomfortable to live with me, then by all means, move. It makes no difference to me,” I told him as I finished getting dressed. I reached up and flipped the lock, grabbing my things and heading back to our room without waiting for him.
I went to bed and fell into an exhausted sleep. College so far… sucked.






  
  Chapter Four
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September
A few days after my run-in with my asshole roommate, I was walking across the quad when I heard my name being called. I turned to see Amanda and Bryana hurrying toward me. I’d been trying to avoid Bryana until my black eye faded because I wasn’t about to explain to her what had really happened with my roommate. I was trying to give the guy the benefit of the doubt. Maybe we got off on the wrong foot or maybe he was having trouble adjusting to being away from home? I had to hope that was the case.
I turned to the side and hoped the encounter would be short. “Where the fuck you been? I’ve been calling you, Colt,” Bryana chastised.
I reached into my shirt pocket and pulled out my sunglasses, suddenly remembering I had them before I turned to look at her. “I’ve been attending classes, Bryana. I didn’t get any of your calls,” I lied. 
Amanda glared at me because I’d told her when we were at work that I fell and hit my face against an open desk drawer. My attempt at hiding the black eye only gave her more ammunition to speculate that I’d been in a fight like she’d insinuated the previous day when we were straightening shelves together.
Bryana reached up and jerked my glasses off, turning my face roughly to the side for a better look. “Uh-huh. A drawer? Really, Colton? I’m not stupid. What the hell happened?” she demanded.
“Fine. Some dickhead tried to steal my backpack. I decked him, but he hit back. He didn’t get my bag, but he got one good punch in before he ran off. Satisfied?” I snarled at her.
She reached up and gently brushed her fingers over my eye, causing me to wince. “Did you call campus police?”
Fuck! “Uh, yeah. I gave them a description—well, as best I could remember. Look for a guy about my size with dark hair and a broken nose. That’s who they’re looking for,” I lied.
“God, Colton. I’m so sorry. Do you think he targeted you because you’re gay?” she asked. I was instantly pissed off because it wasn’t like I wore a fucking sign, but honestly, my attacker did injure me because I was gay, so I couldn’t be too mad at her for jumping to the conclusion.
“I have no idea. Do I swish my hips or something?” I asked as I walked away with an exaggerated gait. I kept on walking, leaving them behind me, both laughing hysterically.
I went to the library to do some research and work on homework. I didn’t want to do it in my room because I didn’t want to run into my roommate, which was apt to make for a long semester. 
Why I didn’t go to the RA, Ahmed, after it happened wasn’t anything I wanted to explore. Jamie hadn’t done anything since the altercation in the shower room, and I was trying my best to believe he was just a dickhead without much behind it. I hadn’t hit him, but I’d beat him senselessly if he tried anything else. I was resolute in that decision.
I saw a backpack hit the table in front of me, and considering the library was really fucking big and empty, I was surprised some asshat sat down next to me. When I looked up, Andre was standing there, and boy, did he look pissed. I had no idea why, but he sure seemed to be mad.
“I called you three times,” he hissed at me.
I pulled out my phone and looked at my missed calls, seeing he had, indeed, called me three times and left three voicemails. My phone was on “silent” because I’d been in class, never mind the fact I didn’t want to speak with anyone. I’d been ignoring his calls because I didn’t want to have the discussion with him regarding my gay status and his unnecessary desire to be a big brother to me.
“So?” I responded as I tossed my phone on the table and went back to my research. I didn’t look up, and thankfully, he was on my right side so my black eye wasn’t visible to him. I didn’t want to explain that to him, either.
“The least you could do is look me in the eye, Colton. I thought we were friends,” he snapped at me.
I chuckled. “We’re not friends, Coach. I appreciate the fact you feel responsible for helping me ease into college life since you knew me when I was a kid, but I can take care of myself.”
He narrowed his eyes at me, noticing my bruised eye. “What happened to you?”
I took a deep breath. “I tripped over a pair of shoes and whacked my face on the desk in my room the other day, but I’m fine. No blood spilled.”
I turned back to my book and ignored him. Unfortunately, he didn’t ignore me. “That roommate, what’s his name?”
At once, I was defensive because I didn’t need him riding in on a white horse. If Jamie and I were going to be roommates, we had to figure things out for ourselves. I didn’t need anyone, much less Andre Dupree, butting into my business. 
“Look, my roommate is no concern of yours. He apologized for that night when he puked, and there’ve been no problems since. Things are fine, okay? Leave me alone.” I packed up my shit and stormed out of the library.
I went back to my dorm room, grateful to find it empty. Quiet. I just wanted to be left a-fucking-lone. Why didn’t people get that?
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