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    For anyone who has ever had to hide their heart to keep it safe.And for those who are tired of performing.
May your traffic clear.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "I love you as certain dark things are to be loved,in secret, between the shadow and the soul."— Pablo Neruda, 100 Love Sonnets
&
"We need a place to stand, a place to exist, a place to be seen. And sometimes, that place is just a bench."— Unknown
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PART I: THE INVISIBLE TETHER


CHAPTER 1
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The First February

The park was grey, stripped of its color by the heavy, damp chill of mid-February. It was the kind of cold that didn't just sit on the skin but worked its way into the bone, making knuckles ache and breath materialize in jagged white clouds.

Leo adjusted his scarf, pulling the wool higher over his nose. He sat on the far left edge of the bench, a wrought-iron and timber structure that faced the duck pond. The water was frozen near the edges, a slushy, uninviting grey mirror reflecting the overcast sky.

He checked his phone. 4:02 PM.

There were no messages. There wouldn't be any messages.

Leo was sixteen, and he had mastered the art of being invisible. At school, he was the blur in the hallway, the head bowed over a sketchbook in the back of the library. But today, on Valentine's Day, invisibility was impossible. The world was loud with performative affection. The park paths were cluttered with couples walking hand-in-hand, their laughter sharp and intrusive in the quiet air.

Leo wasn't waiting for anyone. He was here because his house was full of his sister’s friends preparing for a dance, and the library was closed for renovations. He needed a place to exist where no one would ask him why he was alone.

So, he created a shield. He held his phone with purpose. He glanced at the pathway periodically, checking an imaginary watch, sighing with the practiced frustration of someone who has been inconvenienced. If he looked like he was waiting, he wasn't a loser sitting alone in a park on Valentine's Day. He was a tragic romantic figure. A victim of lateness.

It was a safe lie.

At 4:10 PM, the gravel crunched.

Leo didn't look up immediately. He kept his eyes on the screen of his phone, scrolling through a menu of apps he wasn't using. But the footsteps stopped. The bench shifted, a slight groan of wood and metal accepting new weight.

Someone sat down on the far right edge.

Leo risked a peripheral glance.

The boy was roughly his age, perhaps a year older. He was wearing a varsity jacket that looked too thin for the weather, the blue and gold nylon shimmering slightly in the dull light. His hair was dark, swept back but losing the battle against the wind. He was handsome in the way that usually made Leo look at the floor—sharp jawline, confident posture, the kind of face that ended up in yearbooks under "Most Likely to Succeed."

But right now, the Golden Boy looked miserable.

In his hand, resting on his knee, was a single red rose wrapped in crinkly plastic.

Leo looked away quickly, his heart doing a strange, nervous flutter. This was awkward. Two guys, strangers, sharing a bench on the most romantic day of the year, both seemingly waiting.

Minutes ticked by. The cold deepened.

A couple walked past—a girl in a pink coat and a boy carrying a giant teddy bear. They glanced at the bench. The girl whispered something to the boy, and they giggled.

Leo felt the heat rise in his cheeks. He tapped his phone screen aggressively. Where are you? he typed into a blank note, pretending to send a text. He let out a loud, irritated sigh.

To his right, the boy in the varsity jacket shifted. He checked a heavy silver watch on his wrist. He looked at the rose. He looked at the path.

Silence stretched between them, thick and heavy. It wasn't a peaceful silence; it was charged with the mutual embarrassment of being publicly alone.

"She late?"

The voice was deep, startled by its own existence.

Leo jumped slightly. He turned. The boy was looking at him. His eyes were dark brown, framed by thick lashes, but they looked tired.

Leo cleared his throat, tightening his grip on his phone. "Yeah. Suppose so." He tried to sound casual, annoyed but not heartbroken. "Yours?"

The boy looked down at the rose. He spun the stem between his thumb and forefinger. The plastic crinkled loudly in the quiet park.

"Yeah," the boy said. "Supposed to be here ten minutes ago."

"Traffic, maybe," Leo offered. It was a stupid thing to say. The city was small; there was never traffic on a Sunday.

"Yeah. Traffic." The boy looked at Leo, really looked at him, for the first time. He seemed to be assessing Leo’s lie, weighing it against his own. "I'm Rafi."

"Leo."

"Nice to meet you, Leo." Rafi leaned back, stretching his legs out. He didn't look like he was preparing to leave. He looked like he was digging in. "You gonna wait long?"

Leo shrugged, pulling his coat tighter. "Give it another twenty. You know how it is."

"Totally." Rafi nodded. "I'll give it thirty."

They sat in silence again, but the texture of it had changed. The tension had evaporated, replaced by a strange, conspiratorial camaraderie. They were no longer two lonely losers; they were two guys whose dates were rude enough to be late. It was a shared narrative. A fortress built for two.

The wind picked up, rattling the bare branches of the oak tree above them.

"You go to St. Jude’s?" Rafi asked, nodding at the crest on Leo’s discarded backpack.

"Yeah. Year eleven."

"I'm at North High. Year twelve."

North High. The sports school. That explained the jacket. "You play football?" Leo asked, purely to fill the air.

"Captain," Rafi said, but there was zero pride in his voice. Just a flat statement of fact. He looked at the rose again. The petals were starting to brown at the edges from the cold. "Stupid tradition, right? Valentine's."

"Commercial racket," Leo agreed, channeling his father’s cynicism. "Just to sell cards."

"Exactly." Rafi let out a sharp laugh. "And roses."

"And roses."

They shared a small smile. It was brief, gone in a second, but it warmed Leo more than his scarf did.

Another ten minutes passed. The sun began to dip below the treeline, casting long, bruised shadows across the grass. The temperature dropped another degree.

Leo’s thumbs were numb. He knew he should go. There was no one coming. There never was. But standing up meant admitting defeat. Standing up meant walking away from the only person who wasn't looking at him with pity.

"She's not coming," Rafi said suddenly. He wasn't looking at the path anymore. He was looking at the duck pond.

Leo paused. Was Rafi calling him out? "Who?"

"My date," Rafi said. He lifted the rose and dropped it onto the bench between them. "She's not coming."

"Oh," Leo said. "I'm sorry."

"It's fine. We... it’s complicated." Rafi rubbed his face with his hands. "What about yours?"

Leo looked at his phone. The screen was black. He saw his own reflection—pale, wide-eyed, lying.

"I don't think he—" Leo stopped. The pronoun hung in the air, sharp and dangerous. He hadn't meant to say it. It had slipped out, a betrayal of his own safety protocols.

He froze, waiting for the shift. Waiting for the sneer, the scooting away, the slur. North High football captains didn't sit on benches with boys who waited for 'hims'.

Rafi turned his head slowly. He looked at Leo. There was no disgust in his eyes. There was barely any surprise. Just a flicker of something else. Recognition? Relief?

"He?" Rafi repeated, soft.

Leo swallowed hard. "She. I said she."

Rafi held his gaze for a long moment. The wind howled around them, isolating them in a bubble of cold air.

"Right," Rafi said finally. He didn't push. He picked up the rose again, but he didn't throw it away. "She isn't coming either, huh?"

"Probably not."

"Their loss," Rafi said firmly.

He stood up, brushing the cold dampness from his jeans. He looked tall, looming over the bench. For a second, Leo thought he was going to leave without another word.

"Same time next year?" Rafi asked.

It was a joke. It had to be a joke. A sarcasm to cover the awkwardness of being stood up.

Leo looked up at him, shielding his eyes from the low sun. "What?"

"If they stand us up again," Rafi said, a lopsided grin appearing on his face. It didn't reach his eyes, which remained guarded, watchful. "We can complain about the traffic."

"Sure," Leo stammered. "Same time next year."

"See you, Leo."

"See you, Rafi."

Rafi turned and walked away, his varsity jacket a bright spot of blue against the grey park. He didn't look back. He walked past the bin, hesitated, and then dropped the rose inside.

Leo sat alone on the bench for another five minutes. He watched the spot where Rafi had been sitting. The wood was still slightly warm.

He hadn't waited for anyone today. But somehow, he felt like he had just met the person he was supposed to find.

Leo stood up, his legs stiff. He checked his phone one last time, purely out of habit, and walked home in the twilight, the silence of the park feeling a little less heavy than before.
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CHAPTER 2
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364 Days of Silence

The year between sixteen and seventeen is a canyon. It is wide enough to lose yourself in, and deep enough to bury the person you used to be.

For Leo, the days following Valentine's turned back into the grey blur of routine. St. Jude’s Academy was a fortress of brick and ivy, a place where silence was a currency and grades were the only metric of worth. Leo moved through the hallways like a ghost, clutching his sketchbook to his chest like a shield.

He drew the bench.

He drew it in charcoal during free periods. He drew it in blue ink on the margins of his history notes. He sketched the wrought iron curves, the grain of the timber, the frozen duck pond in the background.

And sometimes, in the safety of his locked bedroom at 2:00 AM, he sketched the back of a boy in a varsity jacket.

He found Rafi online. It hadn’t been hard. "Rafi, North High, Football" was a search string that yielded immediate results.

Rafael Al-Hassan.

Leo stared at the screen of his laptop. There were photos of Rafi holding a trophy, Rafi mid-shout on a muddy field, Rafi with his arm draped around a girl with perfect teeth and a ponytail.

The girl’s name was Jessica. She was tagged in everything. #PowerCouple. #MyMVP.

Leo felt a cold, hard stone settle in his stomach. Of course. The "she" Rafi had been waiting for. Or maybe a new "she." It didn't matter. Rafi belonged to a world of bright lights, loud noises, and public adoration. Leo belonged to the quiet corners.

He hovered his mouse over the "Add Friend" button. His finger trembled.

If he clicked it, the bubble would burst. Rafi might look at Leo’s profile—full of artsy photos of buildings and reposts about indie bands—and realize that the boy on the bench wasn't just a guy waiting for a date. He was a guy who slipped up on pronouns.

Leo closed the tab. He didn't click.

Silence was safer.

Rafi lived his life at maximum volume.

Summer hit the city like a hammer, turning the air thick and suffocating. The football field at North High was a gridiron skillet.

"Again! Let’s go, hustle!" Coach Miller’s whistle cut through the humid air.

Rafi ran. He pushed his legs until the muscles burned, until his lungs felt like they were filled with broken glass. He hit the tackling dummy with a savage grunt, sending it toppling into the dust.

"Good hit, Al-Hassan!"

Rafi stood up, hands on his knees, gasping for air. Sweat dripped from his nose, stinging his eyes. He looked up at the bleachers.

His father was there. He was always there. Standing with his arms crossed, wearing sunglasses, nodding slowly. It wasn't a nod of pride; it was a nod of maintenance. The machine was working as intended.

Rafi walked to the sidelines, grabbing a water bottle.

"You're zoning out, Raf," his teammate, Marcus, said, slapping him on the shoulder pads. "Jessica’s waving at you."

Rafi looked toward the fence. Jessica was there, looking pretty and bored, holding her phone up to record him. She smiled and waved.

Rafi waved back. He forced the corners of his mouth up. It felt like a mask he had to glue on every morning.

She isn't coming, he had told the boy on the bench.

He had lied. Jessica had been coming. Rafi had texted her ten minutes before they were supposed to meet and told her he was sick. He had gone to the park alone because he felt like he was drowning in the noise of his own life. He had needed to sit still.

He thought about the boy. Leo.

Leo with the wide, terrified eyes. Leo who had said he.

Rafi took a long drink of water, watching the heat shimmer off the turf. In the locker room, the guys talked about girls with a hunger that Rafi mimicked but never felt. He knew the script. He knew the lines. He was an excellent actor.

But on that bench, for twenty minutes, he hadn’t been acting.

"Al-Hassan! Get your head in the game!" his father yelled from the stands.

Rafi crushed the plastic water bottle in his hand. He threw it into the bin.

"I'm in," he muttered. "I'm always in."

October brought the rain and the falling leaves. The city turned into a watercolour painting of oranges and
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