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Chapter One

 


Keys rattled in the lock, drawing me
out of the calculus coma I had forced myself into. I had my books
spread out on the coffee table, hunched over a problem. My gaze
darted to the microwave clock, surprised since I wasn’t expecting
anyone. I swallowed back the lump in my throat, not sure whose face
I’d rather see. The door swung open, and there stood my ruggedly
handsome roommate. My stomach flipped, and I quickly tore my gaze
away from his face.

"Hey, Steven." Sam hung up his coat
and came over to take a seat across from me.

"Hey, man." I kept my eyes on my work,
not looking up.

Sam also had these blue eyes I was
sure could see right through me, which at times left me feeling
vulnerable, like tonight.

It was a Saturday, and I'd expected to
be home alone all night. The music was going, and the tiny
apartment was buzzing with the low thump of the bass. It was a
furnished two bedroom. Nothing to write home about, not that I
would even if it were.

"I thought you and Char were going to
that party?" My chest grew tight as I set the book aside. I thought
he’d be crawling in during the morning light, not this
early.

“I went, but you should
have come with me. Shit’s always boring without you.” He had a
strong jaw line and dimples, giving his broad smile a touch of
cute. I’d seen more than one woman pinch his cheeks over the
years.

"I had work to get done." I was his
stark opposite. Green eyes with black hair fell almost to my
shoulders because I never got it cut. My soft features and
alabaster skin were anything but “manly” while he was tan, and he
had about fifty pounds of muscle on me.

He stared at me until I looked up. "I
always have more fun when you come. Plus you have a good time when
we drag you out."

I didn’t agree. Staying in on the
weekends appealed more than pushing myself outside to socialize.
I’d always been a bit of an introvert, or that's what textbook
definition fit me best. None of the typical feelings and
attractions normal kids my age were going through made sense to
me.

But I didn't have the heart to tell
him. "Yeah, maybe." So instead, I focused on my books, excelling at
school and sports. My first semester at Harvard had come and gone
in a whirlwind, and I was ass deep in my second. “Not like I’d know
anyone there anyway.”

“Maybe if you came out
more, you would.” He leaned forward on his arms.

I swallowed hard. “Maybe you should
stay in more with me instead of going out.” I half
smiled.

He grinned back coyly. “You’d like
that too much.”

I shifted in my seat, looking down at
my hands, willing them to be still in my lap. “Why’d you come home
early anyway?”

"My head is hurting from last night,
so I bounced." He sat back and kicked his feet up on the coffee
table, stretching out his long, lean body. "What are you working
on?"

“You missed me, admit it.”
I tucked a long, dark strand of hair behind my ear and looked
quickly down at the books. "Just some final review for my calc
midterm Monday."

He rolled his eyes and got up from his
seat, moving a book to slip down next to me. Our shoulders brushed.
He was warm and familiar, and it was nothing unusual when he leaned
into me to look at the book that sat on my lap. His closeness still
got me every time, and I melted into him feeling suddenly at ease.
I moved to sit back, and before I could fully recline, he slung an
arm around my shoulder. I angled into his body, absorbing the
comfort only he could bring. I'd spent so many nights poring over
books at his parents' house, settled in his full bed and sprawled
out against him. The excuse was studying, but we both knew the real
reason I'd slept at his house night after night. It was our
unspoken agreement.

"Want some help?" Sam looked over at
me, his pale pink lips only inches from my face.

Sam had never been allowed at my
house, but it wasn’t just because of the part of town I lived in.
“Past the tracks” as most people called it. Three miles took me
from the trailers in concrete hell to picture perfect suburbia
where Sam lived. It wasn't a long walk to that neighborhood where
the grass was all green and the trees were so thick that their
canopies touched in the middle of the road, a place where the cars
were new and the doors were bright colors.

I closed my eyes and tilted my head
back to rest on his muscular bicep. "I think I got it. I was
reviewing."

"You always do that. It's a waste of
time for you to study this much," Sam joked. He was one of those
kids that absorbed information through his pores. Anything he read
or heard was instantly committed to long-term memory. He breezed
through things with mid-level As without any of the work I put in.
Had he committed to any study time at all, he would have surpassed
me in grades, but he didn't see the point. But I'd learned to love
studying, and it had probably saved my life.

"Force of habit, I guess."

"Mmmhmm." He scooted down on the
couch. I went with him, his head tilting and resting against
mine.

I opened one eye and set my hand on
top of his folded ones. "Tired?"

"Yeah, last night did me in." His eyes
were closed, and his long lashes rested against his smooth
cheek.

"You drank a lot," I
mumbled.

We'd been at a swim team party, and a
drinking bet had been put on the table. The game involved teams of
two, the last team standing was exempt from having to wear their
Speedos out in the snow the next day. Sam chose me as a charity
case, but it was he who’d drunk most of the members of the club
under the table, including half of my share before the night was
out. We’d spent the morning huddled together on the MIT quad,
laughing our asses off. I wasn't surprised Sam was hung
over.

"It wasn't bad. The Irish genes give
me an edge." He came from a big family, all with different shades
of red hair, but he was the only one with the blue eyes.

"Charlie coming home from the party,
too?" I didn't dare to hope.

“She didn’t go. She’s
pulling an all-nighter in the library with a group for a project or
something or other." He shrugged.

Maybe I would get a stolen night. One
like old times.

We sat there for a while in silence,
not quite wrapped up in one another but taking comfort from the
other's body heat. I closed my eyes. Even on the sofa a night in
his arms was bliss.

"Want to go to bed?" Sam asked,
rousing me from the light sleep I had slipped into.

“Yeah, sorry." I got to my
feet, cheeks flushing a bit, realizing I’d just fallen into
something that wasn’t a reality anymore. In seven months there had
been a few stolen nights with my best friend, but living with
Charlie had put a stop to how we once were.

His brows fell, and he looked up at me
before getting to his feet. I was turning to head to my room when
he grabbed me by the hand, lacing his fingers through mine. I
stopped, looking up to search his face.

He didn't say a word as he led me to
the bed he shared with her. I couldn't help the smile that spread
over my lips. The dark gave me the cover I needed to watch him pull
the polo off his broad shoulders and cast it aside. I kicked out of
my jeans and added my shirt to his on the floor, before crawling
into bed.

The assured way he scooted in after
me, coming up from behind to wrap his arms around my body, gave me
a pain in the middle of my chest I couldn’t explain. I leaned back
into his bare skin, and a calm washed over me. Within moments, it
was like the nervous bundle of energy that had been wound inside me
for months started to dissolve.

He tucked his head in next to my
shoulder and whispered, “Goodnight," against my skin.


Chapter Two

 


"Someone is going to see you two at
some point and think you're gay." Charlie's voice pulled me out of
my dreams.

Bright light filtered in through the
cheap blinds hanging over the window, reflecting off the
white-washed walls, making the room too bright to open my eyes. My
mind was still groggy and laced with sleep. During the night, Sam
and I had shifted positions, and currently, I lay on my stomach,
which I was thankful for with Charlie in the room. My thin boxer
briefs were my only covering.

Sam's arm was draped over my back, and
his fingers tightened on my ribs in a possessive grip as he mumbled
something about leaving him be.

Charlie laughed and flopped down on
Sam's other side. "I see what you do when you don't have me. You
find someone else to fill the void."

“Well, if you're not doing
your job, someone has to." Sam grunted, not making a move to
detangle himself from me.

"You're making me jealous," she
huffed.

Sam picked up his head. "Aww, baby,
I'm sorry."

She smirked and met my eyes. "If you
got to cuddle Steve all night, I should get a turn." She crawled
over him and landed on my other side, laying her head on my
back.

I was comfortable with them. It was
easy.

"I knew you had a secret crush on him
this whole time!" Sam joked.

Late in our senior year, almost a year
ago, Charlie and Sam had broken up, which left her without a date
to prom. Sam swore he was going alone for the experience. I had
refused to go, not wanting any part of asking someone or the
awkward dancing that would inevitably occur, even if it meant
staying at home for the duration.

****

My father sat in his stained, green
recliner with his feet up, and when the doorbell sounded, he
started cussing. I ran to get it, expecting the postman, but
slipped out the door when I saw who it was. Charlie stood there,
staring back at me, and when I peeked around her, I saw her mother
waiting in the car.

"Charlie, what are you doing here?" I
closed the door behind me.

She smiled her irresistible grin. ”I
want you to go to the prom with me."

I glanced behind me where I could
still hear my father bellowing. I sucked my lip into my mouth as my
eyes wandered back to her mother in their hybrid SUV, who appeared
about as out of place as a killer whale in a shopping
center.

"I can't." Not only did I have no
interest in a dance, but there was no way I could spare the money.
I was saving every penny I made at my part-time lifeguard gig for
college.

"Yes, you can. You don't have to
worry. My mom is going to pay for the tux rental, and I already
have the tickets." She held up her hands to cut me off. "I don't
want to hear it. She’s doing it for me. You're my best friend and
the best looking guy at the school." She mumbled something under
her breath that sounded like “other than the asshole,” before going
on. "And there is no one else I could imagine being a better
date."

I groaned when she batted her big,
violet eyes at me. I couldn't say no.

She barely contained her excitement.
“Do you want to go get the stuff now?"

"Who the fuck is at the door, Steve?"
my father grunted from inside.

I didn’t answer him, jogging down the
front steps towards her car. "Let's go."

"You're not going to grab a coat?" She
trailed after me.

I glanced back at the door then shook
my head. "Nope."

When I showed up at the dance with a
purple shiner to match her dress, she didn't say a word. She wasn't
an idiot.

****

The rest of the week flew by, and the
weekend of our first house party had arrived. Both Sam and Charlie
had invited a few friends, nothing out of control. They'd told me
to invite some of mine, but I hadn't really found anyone to ask, so
I figured I’d have a few drinks and people watch. I’d done the same
at many parties in the life of my friendship with the two of them.
This would be no different.

"You're such an introvert, Steve."
Char was standing with the door of the fridge wide open, looking
over what Sam had bought for the night. "I can't believe you didn't
invite anyone."

"I am complacent with my group of
friends." I wrapped my arms around myself watching her back. She
was rarely ever insistent about my behavior, usually leaving me to
do as I always had done. I started to panic thinking she would want
me to branch out like she and Sam had done since coming to college.
Maybe they saw me as needy or something. "I can get out of here
tonight if you don't want me to crash your party." I sucked on my
lip ring thinking of the project I could be working on in the
library until their friends cleared out.

She turned on me, narrowing her
perfectly manicured eyebrows. "You're so dense sometimes." She
grabbed me by the hand and dragged me towards the door, collecting
her purse on the way, but not letting me go. "Come on. Sam didn't
get enough girly mixers."

"I heard that, and man up," he grunted
from the couch where he sat in his video game haze.

"Woman up, asshat." She said it with a
smile, and he didn't even have to look up to know.

Sam held up his middle finger wearing
a similar expression. The flipping the bird had become almost a
game to them since they'd started dating. I could remember whole
dinners at Sam's house sitting alongside his mother, while the pair
of them tried to out flip the bird each other without anyone
noticing. Ever since then it had become synonymous with "I love
you".

Charlie laced our fingers together as
we walked down the two flights of stairs from our apartment heading
out into the cold. I pulled my hood over my head, shocked she
wasn't freezing with only the thin sweater she wore. She stalked
down the block towards the liquor store that sat at the corner. My
stomach turned, and bile rose in my throat. When we were only a
shop away, I stopped dead in my tracks, a dead weight. She tried to
drag me forwards and then turned to look at me when I didn't
move.

"What's wrong?"

She must have noticed all the color
drained from my face. I couldn't speak, and I shook my
head.

"I'll wait out here."

She studied me for a long moment
before she stepped into me. She set her hands on my biceps and
leaned up on her toes. "Come inside, you're going to freeze out
here. I'll be quick I promise."

The weight of the evening, and what
she was asking me to do, sunk me. I took an uneven breath. "I won't
freeze." I looked away.

She gently lowered my hood and slid a
finger under my chin so I would look at her. "Steven, hold my hand
and don't let your past control you."

Taking my hand again she tugged me
forward, and I lifted one foot




































cover.jpg
Evernight Publishing ®





tmp_90a1de31174efb0dc07a0740a4436794_JcWkCq_html_299ae896.jpg
Evernight Publishing ®

i





tmp_90a1de31174efb0dc07a0740a4436794_JcWkCq_html_767cf5ac.jpg
=
)





