

    
        
          The Love That Waited Trilogy

        

        
        
          Firsts & Forevers

        

        
        
          Alexander Grant

        

        
          Published by WriteBooks Publishing, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE LOVE THAT WAITED TRILOGY

    

    
      First edition. January 29, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Alexander Grant.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8233046667

    

    
    
      Written by Alexander Grant.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

A Note from the Author

THEN | PROLOGUE

Willow Creek, 2001

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

CHAPTER NINETEEN

CHAPTER TWENTY

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

EPILOGUE

NOW | PROLOGUE

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

CHAPTER NINETEEN

EPILOGUE

ALWAYS | CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

CHAPTER NINETEEN

CHAPTER TWENTY

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

EPILOGUE

Further Reading: Falling For Willow Creek

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

A Note from the Author
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The Love That Waited began as a question I couldn’t shake: what happens to the love that arrives before we’re ready for it?

Not the loud, dramatic kind of love—but the quiet recognition. The one that settles in early, stays with you through years of living, choosing, leaving, and becoming, and waits patiently for the moment when truth finally matters more than comfort.

Then is about that first knowing—when love appears without permission and without timing on its side.
Now is about what happens when love collides with real life: responsibility, fear, and the patterns we learn to survive.
Always is about choice. Not fantasy. Not certainty. But the decision to stay awake, close doors, and love fully when the cost is no longer theoretical.
Jack and Matt’s story isn’t about perfection. It’s about growth. About learning that love doesn’t erase who we were—it integrates it. That waiting doesn’t mean wasting time. And that some connections don’t fade because they were never meant to.

This trilogy is for anyone who has ever carried a love quietly, wondered if timing could change, or discovered that the bravest thing you can do is choose the person who has always felt like home.

Thank you for reading—and for believing in love that waits.

—Alexander Grant
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THEN
PROLOGUE
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There are some people your body remembers long before your mind catches up.

I know this because my hands still know the shape of him.

I’ll be standing somewhere ordinary—the diner counter, the hardware store aisle, the edge of the motel parking lot—and suddenly my skin tightens with recognition. Not panic. Not fear. Just awareness. The kind that hums low and steady, like something waking up under my ribs.

Matt Reed has been gone from my life for over twenty years.

And yet my body can react as if he just stepped into the room.

I’m older now. My shoulders broader, my hands rougher, my face lined in places that didn’t exist when I was twenty. Time has done what time does—settled me, hardened some edges, softened others. I’ve loved people. I’ve had sex that felt good, that felt easy, that felt forgettable in the way most things eventually do.

None of it erased him.

None of it ever came close.

The memory of Matt lives in my muscles, in the way my breath still stutters when I think about the weight of another man standing too close. It lives in the instinctive tilt of my head when someone touches me, in the quiet ache that blooms when intimacy slows and becomes something deliberate.

What I remember most isn’t the acts themselves.

It’s the restraint.

The way we used to sit shoulder to shoulder, thighs brushing just barely enough to notice. The way his knee would bump mine under the table and neither of us would move it away. The way my skin would prickle when he leaned in to talk, his voice low, warm, close enough that I could feel it along my jaw.

Back then, we didn’t call it anything.

We didn’t have language for it. We barely had permission.

We were just two men pretending our bodies weren’t already telling the truth.

I remember how aware I was of him. Constantly. The line of his neck when he bent over a textbook. The way his shirt pulled across his back when he reached up for something. The casual confidence of his movements, the unconscious masculinity of a man who had never once examined what it meant to be wanted.

I wanted him in quiet, dangerous ways.

Not loudly. Not desperately.

I wanted him the way you want something you’re afraid to break just by touching it.

There’s a particular kind of intimacy that exists before sex ever happens. A charged space where bodies are already communicating even while mouths stay careful. That’s where Matt and I lived for a long time—hovering in that space, breathing it in, letting it wrap around us until it felt normal.

It wasn’t.

It was electric.

I used to lie awake at night with the phone pressed to my ear, listening to him breathe on the other end of the line. Sometimes he’d fall asleep first. Sometimes I would. Neither of us ever said goodnight.

I learned the rhythm of his silence. Learned how long he paused before speaking when he was thinking. Learned the subtle shift in his voice when he was relaxed, when he was distracted, when he was trying not to say something.

There were moments—so small they almost don’t count—where I felt his desire flicker into the open. A lowered voice. A joke that landed just a little too close to the truth. A question that lingered longer than necessary.

Those moments stayed with me.

They still do.

Even now, years later, I can feel the echo of his presence in my body—the way my pulse would kick when he touched me casually, the way my skin seemed to lean toward him without permission. I remember the heat of him beside me, the steady weight of his attention, the knowledge that if I moved just a fraction closer, something irreversible might happen.

And how badly I wanted that.

I’ve spent a lifetime learning how to carry that wanting quietly.

People assume time dulls everything. That distance makes things smaller, softer, easier to set down. But some loves don’t fade—they settle. They sink deeper, embedding themselves into the architecture of who you become.

Matt was never just a memory.

He was a blueprint.

Every intimacy that came after him was measured against something I never fully had but never truly lost either. I didn’t compare people to him consciously—I wasn’t looking for his face, his voice, his hands.

I was looking for that feeling.

That sense of being seen without explanation. Of wanting without strategy. Of desire that felt inevitable rather than negotiated.

I never found it again.

Sometimes, late at night, I still imagine what it would feel like to stand in front of him now. To feel the difference in our bodies—the weight we’ve added, the confidence we’ve grown into, the tension that would still snap into place the moment our eyes met.

I imagine his hands—older, stronger—finding me with the same familiarity they never quite claimed back then. I imagine the way his mouth would hesitate, like it used to, before choosing.

Because that was always Matt’s tell.

He hesitated.

Not because he didn’t want. But because he wanted too much.

I don’t know where he is now. I don’t know who he’s loved, or who he’s become. But I know this with absolute certainty:

If he stood in front of me again, if our bodies closed that familiar distance, nothing would feel unfamiliar at all.

Some loves don’t end.

They wait.

And if this story has taught me anything, it’s that the body never forgets what the heart was brave enough to want—even when the world wasn’t ready to let it happen.
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CHAPTER ONE
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I noticed Matt Reed before I knew his name.

He sat two rows ahead of me, slightly to the left, his chair tipped back on two legs like he trusted the room not to betray him. One arm draped over the desk, the other busy scribbling notes he didn’t seem to look at while he wrote them. He wore a faded gray sweatshirt, sleeves pushed up to his forearms, and his hair was still damp, like he’d showered late and rushed out the door.

I remember thinking—absurdly—that he smelled like soap and cold air.

Willow Creek Community College wasn’t big. It was the kind of place people went because it was close, affordable, or temporary. Sometimes all three. Most of us commuted. Some of us worked full-time jobs around class schedules that didn’t care whether you were tired or not.

I’d moved to Willow Creek for school because it felt like a beginning that didn’t demand too much certainty from me. I didn’t know what I wanted to study yet. I didn’t know who I wanted to be. I just knew I didn’t want to stay where I’d grown up, surrounded by the same expectations and the same conversations that always seemed to end in silence.

Willow Creek felt like a holding pattern — a place you passed through while you figured things out. That suited me. It gave me space to breathe, to exist without having to explain myself. I told myself it was temporary. That once I had a direction, I’d move on.

At the time, I didn’t realize how many of the things that would shape me most would happen in places I never meant to stay.

The classroom itself was nothing special—rows of mismatched desks, fluorescent lights that hummed faintly overhead, windows along one wall that looked out onto a parking lot and a stretch of trees beyond it. The kind of room you forgot the moment you left.

Except that day, I didn’t.

Because Matt shifted in his seat, stretched his arms once over his head, and glanced back—just briefly—like he felt someone watching him.

Our eyes met.

It wasn’t dramatic. There was no lightning bolt, no cinematic pause. Just a second of shared attention that felt... held. He looked curious, not guarded. Opened in a way that felt intimate and inevitable, like something I’d been waiting for without realizing it.

I looked away first.

I always did.

The professor started talking about course requirements, about essays and attendance and how participation mattered. I wrote everything down even though I already knew it. My handwriting was neat when I was nervous. Controlled.

Matt leaned forward, chair legs settling back onto the floor, and I became painfully aware of the space between us. Not distance exactly—more like a line that could be crossed if either of us moved the wrong way.

I told myself I was imagining it.

Halfway through the lecture, he dropped his pen.

It rolled back toward my foot.

I bent down to pick it up, my fingers brushing the cool tile, and when I straightened, he was already turned around, palm open.

“Thanks,” he said quietly.

His voice surprised me. Lower than I expected. Warm.

“No problem,” I replied, handing it to him, careful not to let my fingers touch his skin.

They didn’t.

Still, the awareness lingered, buzzing under my skin like I’d narrowly avoided something dangerous.

When class ended, people packed up quickly, chairs scraping, backpacks slung over shoulders. I stayed seated longer than necessary, pretending to organize papers that were already perfectly aligned.

Matt stood, pulled his bag over one shoulder, and hesitated.

He glanced at my notebook, then back at me.

“You actually take notes,” he said, amused.

“Only when I pretend I know what I’m doing.”

He smiled. “Fair. I’m Matt.”

“Jack.”

“See you Wednesday, Jack.”

And then he was gone.

I sat there for another minute, heart beating harder than it should have for a conversation that lasted less than thirty seconds.

On the drive home, I kept replaying it. His smile. The way he said my name like it already belonged to him somehow. I told myself it was nothing. That people met people all the time. That attraction didn’t mean anything on its own.

I had never dated a guy. I had never even admitted—out loud—that I might want to.

Neither had he. At least, not that I knew.

Willow Creek wasn’t hostile exactly, but it wasn’t welcoming either. It was the kind of town where things went unspoken and people pretended not to notice. Where you could exist comfortably as long as you didn’t ask too much of anyone.

I’d learned early how to fit inside that.

Wednesday came faster than I expected.

This time, it looked as if Matt saved me a seat.

I noticed because the chair beside him was angled just slightly, like someone had nudged it out of habit. He looked up when I walked in, grin easy, familiar already.

“You’re early,” he said.

“Guess so.”

He jerked his chin toward the chair next to him. “You can sit here if you want.”

We talked quietly before class started. About the professor. About how boring the parking lot view was. About nothing that mattered, and everything that did.

I learned he lived on the east side of town, near the feed store. That he worked part-time at a bookstore but hated the fluorescent lighting. That he drank his coffee black and pretended it didn’t bother him.

He learned that I commuted from just outside town. That I liked structure. That I listened more than I talked.

Neither of us mentioned girls.

Neither of us mentioned guys.

But there was something deliberate in the way our knees brushed when we shifted in our seats. In the way he leaned closer when he spoke, like he trusted me with the space between us.

After class, he asked if I wanted to grab coffee.

I said yes before my brain could interfere.

We walked to a small café near Main Street, one of the few places in town that stayed open past dinner. The air outside was crisp, the sky pale and wide. He held the door for me without thinking about it, and the gesture felt strangely intimate.

We talked for hours.

About books. About family. About what we thought our lives might look like someday, even though neither of us sounded convinced. There was an ease between us that felt rare and fragile, like something you didn’t want to examine too closely for fear it might disappear.

At one point, he laughed at something I said, head tipping back, eyes closed, and I felt it—sharp and sudden—the pull of wanting him closer. Wanting his attention. Wanting to be the reason he smiled like that.

I didn’t name it.

I wouldn’t, for a long time.

When we finally stood to leave, the sun was setting, casting long shadows across the street. Matt hesitated, hands in his pockets.

“You want to do this again?” he asked. “Coffee, I mean.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I’d like that.”

He smiled. Slower this time. More careful.

As I drove home, I realized something had already shifted.

I didn’t know what we were becoming.

But I knew—deep in my bones—that whatever this was, it wasn’t temporary.

And it was going to matter.
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CHAPTER TWO
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By the third week of class, Matt Reed had slipped into my life so easily it felt like he’d always been there.

We didn’t plan it. There was no conversation where we decided to become friends. We just... kept ending up in the same places. Same seat in class. Same coffee shop after. Same stretch of Main Street when we walked out together, shoulders brushing as we adjusted to each other’s pace.

It felt natural in a way that made me uneasy.

The coffee shop sat just off the square, tucked between the hardware store and a florist that always smelled like wet soil and cut stems. It wasn’t fancy—wooden tables scarred with initials, chalkboard menus written by someone with uneven handwriting—but it was warm.

Matt always ordered first.

Black coffee. No sugar. No cream.

“Doesn’t that taste like regret?” I asked him once, watching the barista pour.

He grinned. “I like to suffer.”

I liked the way his mouth curved when he smiled, like he wasn’t trying to be charming. Like it just happened to him.

We usually took the same table by the window. From there, we could see people come and go, watch the light shift across Main Street as afternoon bled into evening. Sometimes we talked the whole time. Sometimes we sat quietly, books open, knees nearly touching under the table.

Those were my favorite moments.

There was something intimate about shared silence. About knowing when not to fill space.

I learned things about him in pieces. That his mom lived three towns over. That his dad had passed when he was a kid, though he didn’t offer details. That he liked routines, even if he pretended he didn’t. That he hated fluorescent lighting and loved early mornings.

He learned that I overthought everything. That I organized my notes by color. That I listened more than I spoke. That I noticed things people assumed I wouldn’t.

He teased me about it gently.

“You always watching like that?” he asked one afternoon, nodding toward the window where I’d been following a couple arguing on the sidewalk.

I shrugged. “Habit.”

“Feels like you’re cataloging the world,” he said. “Like you’re waiting to make sense of it.”

I didn’t know how to answer that.

What I didn’t tell him—what I wouldn’t tell anyone—was how aware I was of him. Of the way his forearm rested on the table, veins faint beneath his skin. Of how his laugh softened when he wasn’t performing it for anyone. Of the way he leaned in when he talked, like distance was optional.

There were moments—small, fleeting—where I caught him looking at me when he thought I wasn’t paying attention. His gaze would linger, unreadable, before he looked away too quickly, like he’d been caught doing something private.

I wondered if he felt it too.

I wondered if he ever lay awake at night replaying conversations the way I did.

We never talked about girls.

It wasn’t intentional. We just... didn’t. Conversations drifted around that territory without landing. Friends, family, plans. The future, spoken vaguely, like something that existed far away.

If anyone asked, I would have said I was straight.

I would have said it without hesitation, because that’s what people expected, and because I didn’t yet have language for the rest of it.

But with Matt, there was a quiet understanding. An unspoken agreement not to push certain doors open, even as we stood right in front of them.

One night, after the shop had emptied and the barista was wiping down counters, Matt checked his watch.

“You hungry?” he asked.

I nodded. “Always.”

We walked down to the diner, the air cool enough to raise goosebumps along my arms. He walked close, not quite touching, but near enough that I could feel the heat from him through my jacket.

Inside, the diner smelled like coffee and grease and something sweet baking in the back. We slid into a booth near the window. He took the seat across from me this time, stretching his legs out until his foot brushed mine.

He didn’t move it away.

Neither did I.

We talked until our voices fell into that low, private register, until the waitress refilled our cups without asking. He told me about the bookstore job—how he liked the quiet, the order of shelves, the way customers revealed themselves by what they picked up.

I told him about my commute, about how I liked the drive because it gave me time to think.

“What do you think about?” he asked.

I hesitated. Then, “Everything.”

He smiled at that, slow and thoughtful.

“You ever feel like you’re waiting for something?” he asked. “Like... life hasn’t started yet?”

I hesitated, surprised by how much the question affected me. 

“All the time,” I said.

He nodded, like that confirmed something for him.

When we finally left, the sky was dark and the town quiet. We stood outside the diner for a moment, neither of us quite ready to go.

“I’ll see you Wednesday,” he said.

“Yeah.”

He hesitated again—something I was starting to recognize as his tell—then leaned in and hugged me. Brief. Casual. But his hand pressed flat between my shoulder blades, firm and grounding, and I had to fight the urge to lean into it.

When he pulled back, his eyes searched my face for a beat too long.

“Drive safe,” he said.

That night, my phone rang after midnight.

It was Matt.

“Sorry,” he said immediately, voice low. “Did I wake you?”

“No,” I lied.

We talked until two in the morning. About nothing. About everything. The sound of his voice in the dark felt intimate in a way I couldn’t explain. When the call ended, I stared at the ceiling for a long time, heart still racing.

This was how it started.

Not with a declaration. Not with a decision.

Just two men finding each other in quiet spaces and pretending it didn’t mean more.

But I already knew.

Whatever this was becoming, it was deeper than friendship.

And it was only a matter of time before pretending stopped being enough.
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CHAPTER THREE
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We also started texting.

Short messages at first. Functional ones. Class reminders, jokes about assignments, comments about something we’d seen that day. The kind of exchanges that didn’t mean anything on their own—except that they kept happening.

Matt texted the way he talked. Casual. Slightly teasing. Always open-ended, like he was inviting conversation rather than closing it.

Me: You survived the reading?
Matt: Barely. Might sue the professor for emotional damages.
Me: I’ll testify.
Matt: Good. I’ll need character witnesses.
Sometimes the messages came while I was still awake, sitting at my desk with a textbook open but unread. Sometimes they came later, when the house was quiet and my thoughts were louder than I wanted them to be.

I started keeping my phone closer.

I noticed when his replies slowed. When they sped up. When a conversation drifted into silence and stayed there, unresolved, like neither of us wanted to be the one to end it.

Then one night, he called.

It was after midnight. My phone buzzed on the nightstand, his name lighting up the screen. I stared at it for a full three seconds before answering.

“Hey,” I said.

“Hey,” he replied, voice low, hesitant. “Sorry. I know it’s late.”

“It’s fine,” I said, heart already beating faster. “What’s up?”

He exhaled softly. “Nothing. I just... couldn’t sleep.”

Neither could I, but I didn’t say that.

We talked the way people do when they don’t want the conversation to end—circling topics, letting silences stretch without discomfort. He lay in bed on his end; I could tell by the way his voice sounded closer to the phone. More unguarded.

I imagined him there—shirtless, maybe, hair rumpled, eyes half-closed. The image slid into my mind without permission, and I had to shift, uncomfortable with the way my body responded.

There was something intimate about hearing him like this at this time of night. Not across a table. Not in public. Just his voice, steady and private, threading itself into the quiet of my room.

“Do you ever think about leaving?” he asked suddenly.

“Leaving Willow Creek?” I asked.

“Yeah. Or just... leaving in general.”

“All the time,” I said. “Do you?”

“Sometimes,” he admitted. “But then I think about what I’d miss.”

“Like what?”

He paused. I could almost hear him choosing his words.

“People,” he said finally.

I had to think about it longer than I expected.

After that, the calls became routine.

Some nights we talked for an hour. Some nights we talked until one of us fell asleep. There were evenings when we didn’t talk at all, and those nights felt oddly empty, like something essential had been misplaced.

I learned the sound of his breathing when he was relaxed. The way his voice softened when he laughed quietly so he wouldn’t wake anyone. The slight hitch when he was tired and trying not to admit it.

Once, I realized I was lying in bed in nothing but my boxers, phone pressed to my ear, listening to him talk about a book he loved. The awareness of my own body—warm, alert—made my pulse quicken.

I shifted again, uncomfortable.

Matt noticed.

“You okay?” he asked.

“Yeah,” I said too quickly. “Just... tired.”

He hummed in acknowledgment, and the sound traveled straight through me.

There were moments—more frequent now—when the conversation drifted toward something intimate without ever naming it. Compliments slipped in under the radar. Comments about how the other looked that day. About missing each other when we didn’t meet up.

“You should’ve come by earlier,” he said once. “The shop was dead.”

“I would’ve,” I replied. “If I’d known.”

“I’ll text next time,” he said. “So you don’t miss it.”

I heard what was underneath it.

One night, the conversation went quiet for a long time. I thought he’d fallen asleep until he spoke again.

“You ever think about... things?” he asked.

“What kind of things?”

He hesitated. That familiar pause.

“Just—stuff,” he said. “Late at night.”

I swallowed. “Yeah.”

“What kind of stuff?” he asked softly.

I closed my eyes.

“You know,” I said carefully. “Life. People. Things that don’t make sense during the day.”

He exhaled slowly. “Yeah.”

The silence stretched, comfortable and dangerous at the same time.

“Jack?”

“I’m here.”

“I like when it’s just us,” he said.

I swallowed. “Yeah. Me too.”

Neither of us said anything else. We didn’t need to.

That was as close as we let ourselves get.

After that, the edge sharpened.

Texts lingered longer. Calls grew later. There were moments when his voice dropped, when mine did too, when the space between words felt as intimate as touch.

Once, he laughed softly and said, “You have a nice voice.”

The comment caught me off guard.

“You do too,” I said, before I could stop myself.

Another pause. Longer this time.

“Goodnight, Jack,” he said eventually.

“Goodnight, Matt.”

I lay awake long after the call ended, staring at the ceiling, body charged with awareness I didn’t know what to do with.

We still didn’t say it.

We still didn’t name it.

But the line between us had shifted, thin and fragile, like ice beginning to crack under steady pressure.

And we were both standing right on it.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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By the time it turned physical, we had already decided not to talk about it.

Not consciously. Not out loud. But there was a shared understanding between us that whatever was happening didn’t need to be named to be real. In fact, naming it felt dangerous. Like saying it out loud might break whatever careful balance we’d found.

So we didn’t.

We just kept finding excuses to be close.

Most nights, Matt came over after dinner. Sometimes with books, sometimes with nothing at all. My place wasn’t special—small living room, an old couch that dipped in the middle, a lamp that buzzed faintly when it was on too long—but it became ours in a quiet way.

He never asked if it was okay to sprawl across the couch. Never hesitated to kick off his shoes, stretch his legs, make himself comfortable. It felt natural, like he’d been doing it for years.

“You always sit like you’re afraid the furniture’s going to judge you,” he said once, watching me perch neatly on the edge.

“I respect personal property,” I replied.

He laughed. “You’re ridiculous.”

“Move over,” he added, patting the cushion beside him.

I hesitated just long enough to notice it, then sat.

The couch forced closeness. Our thighs touched almost immediately. I could have shifted. I didn’t. I felt desire course through me.

“Comfortable?” he asked.

“Fine,” I said.

He glanced down at my crotch, then back up at me. “You sure?”

“Yes,” I said, too quickly.

He smiled like he knew something and leaned back, arm stretching along the back of the couch behind me. Not touching. Close enough that I could feel the heat of him through my shirt.

We watched TV like that, neither of us paying attention. Every movement became intentional. Every shift registered. When he laughed, his chest brushed my shoulder. When I leaned forward to grab the remote, his hand hovered near my waist, close enough that my skin prickled with awareness.

At one point, I leaned back without thinking and rested against him.

Just barely.

He went still, then eased closer instead of away, his breath slowing as if he’d made up his mind about something he wasn’t going to say out loud.

“Jack,” he murmured.

I answered without words, just the smallest shift toward him.

It wasn’t touching. Not really. But it felt like more than nothing.

We stayed there, suspended in it, neither of us brave enough — or ready — to name what we were doing.

The phone calls took on a different shape after that.

They weren’t just conversation anymore. They were presence. We lay in our respective beds, voices low, lights off, sharing silence as much as words.

“What are you doing?” he asked one night.

“Nothing,” I said. “Just lying here.”

“Same.”

Another pause.

“You ever wish,” he said slowly, “that you could stay in moments like this longer?”

“Yeah,” I said. “All the time.”

I could hear him shift on his end, fabric brushing skin.

“What are you wearing?” he asked casually, like the question hadn’t been rehearsed.

I swallowed. “Just a T-shirt. Boxers.”

“Yeah?” he said softly.

“Yeah.”

“Sounds... comfortable.”

It wasn’t what he said. It was how he said it. Like he was imagining it. Like he was seeing me.

“What about you?” I asked.

He hesitated. Then, “Same.”

The silence that followed was thick, charged. My body responded before my mind caught up—heat pooling low, breath shallow.

“Jack,” he said.

“Yeah?”

“You ever think about... stuff?”

I knew what he meant.

“Sometimes,” I said.

“Me too,” he admitted.

We didn’t elaborate. We didn’t have to.

The next time he came over, the tension sat between us like a third presence.

We spread books across the coffee table, knees brushing under the edge. This time, when our legs touched, he didn’t pull away. He pressed closer, just enough to make it undeniable.

“You good?” he asked, glancing at me.

“Yeah,” I said.

“Okay.”

His hand landed on my forearm when he laughed at something I said, fingers curling briefly before he seemed to realize what he was doing.

“Sorry,” he said.

“It’s fine,” I replied.

It didn’t feel fine. It felt electric.

Later, as he reached across me to grab a notebook, his chest brushed my shoulder. His arm lingered at my back, palm flat, steady.

“You’re warm,” he said without thinking.

“So are you,” I replied.

Our eyes met.

Something passed between us—recognition, maybe. Or relief. Or fear.

I reached out and adjusted the collar of his shirt, an excuse that barely qualified.

“You’re crooked,” I said.

He watched my fingers, then looked back at me, eyes dark.

“Better?” he asked.

“Yeah,” I said.

My hand lingered too long.

He caught my wrist gently, not stopping me, just acknowledging it.

“Jack,” he said, voice low.

“I know,” I replied.

Neither of us moved.

His thumb brushed the inside of my wrist once. Slowly. Deliberately.

My breath hitched.

Then, like we’d both reached the same silent decision, he let go.

We didn’t talk about it.

That night, after he left, my body felt restless, keyed up in a way I couldn’t ignore. I lay awake replaying every touch, every look, every almost.

The next day, he texted me.

Still thinking about last night.

I stared at the screen longer than I should have.

Me too.

A few seconds passed.

Yeah, he wrote. Thought so.

That was all.

But it changed something.

Whatever space had existed between us before felt thinner now — not crossed, not broken, just close enough to feel every time it shifted.

We were still pretending it wasn’t there.

But both of us knew — we were standing right at the edge.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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Camping came up the way everything did between us—like a suggestion that already knew the answer.

We were leaning against my car after class, the afternoon stretched thin and warm, the town quiet in that post-lunch lull where nothing much happened and everything felt possible.

“I need air,” Matt said, squinting toward the tree line beyond the lot. “Like... real air. Not whatever this town recycles.”

I smiled. “You mean trees.”

“Yeah. Trees. Dirt. Something that doesn’t ask me what I’m doing with my life.”

I glanced at him. “You get that a lot?”

“Only from people who already think I’m doing it wrong.”

There it was. The thing underneath the joke.

“There’s a spot up by the ridge,” he went on, kicking at the gravel. “Couple days. Nothing fancy. Just quiet.”

He didn’t look at me when he added, “You could come.”

I didn’t pretend to think about it.

“Yeah,” I said. “I’d like that.”

The drive up felt different than our usual rides around town. Less looping, more deliberate. The road narrowed, trees pressing closer, the radio low enough that his humming slipped in and out between stations.

“You ever notice,” he said, one hand on the wheel, “how people only ask real questions when they’re trying to escape something?”

“Is that what this is?” I asked. “An escape?”

He thought about it. “More like a pause.”

I nodded. That made sense.

The campsite was empty when we arrived
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