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			It’s been four years since I’ve seen Logan McGregor. The one guy I could never get over. Former teammate and (unfortunately) very straight best friend.

			This summer was supposed to be unforgettable. Six weeks in Paris. A prestigious soccer institute. But when I find out he’ll be in Paris too, it doesn’t take long for those unrequited feelings to come rushing back.

			Avoiding him is the safest road. Nothing good can come of spending time in his company. And I swear I’ll keep my distance. I will. Except...

			“Hey, roomie.”

			Keeper is a steamy, standalone m/m romance. Contains giant jawbreakers, a pink speedo, an ill-drawn tattoo, and a happy ending. It was formerly published as Out of Bounds.
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			Chapter 1

			Austin

			When I walk into the house Friday night, I’m surprised to find my sister, Megan, sitting on the living room couch watching television. Even more surprising is my roommate sitting beside her, two pizza boxes resting on the coffee table. I blink, but the image remains. Only under pain of death would I ever expect to see the two people who hate each other most in the world sitting in companionable silence.

			The front door shuts, and I stand there in curiosity and confusion, certain this is a dream. Or a nightmare. “Um.”

			“Hello, big brother!” Megan says with a grin. She takes a sip from her huge glass of wine, her eyes a little unfocused.

			Phil tears into a slice of pepperoni, eyes locked on the show that’s playing, though every once in a while they drift to Megan. “She just showed up,” he says, as if this was an inconvenience to him. “She brought pizza though, so I let her in.”

			Megan rolls her eyes. “As if you would turn away free pizza.”

			Phil pushes his unruly hair behind his shoulder. She’s right. No way in hell would my friend and roommate ever turn down free pizza. Or a lay.

			I’ll admit, it feels like I’ve walked into an episode of The Twilight Zone. Moving toward the couch, I study them, wondering if they’re under some sort of spell. “So,” I say, drawing out the word. “Is everything good here?”

			“Yep.” This from Megan.

			“The world isn’t ending?”

			“Nope.” This from Phil, his mouth full of crust.

			Well... okay. Weirder things have happened besides Phil and my sister hanging out. But not by much. I’m still waiting for the alien invasion.

			As my eyes flick to the television though, I groan. Now I know why they haven’t killed each other yet. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

			Gilmore Girls.

			At my look of repulsion, Phil sits up. “It’s the season finale,” he states rather aggressively, as if that’s a perfectly acceptable reason to watch something that I believe is only slightly less horrifying than cannibalism. Megan nods beside him. I’m pretty sure my sister’s never agreed with my roommate about anything, unless it’s something like his lack of intelligence. But Phil defends his decision, saying, “Bro, you know I’ve been looking forward to this.”

			“And I’ve been looking forward to the game,” I shoot back, watching the opening credits with a combination of dread and resignation. Literally nothing exciting happens in this show. Just a mother and her daughter and forced banter. It makes me want to vomit.

			He waves a hand, brushing aside my comment. “We’ll watch the highlights tomorrow. It’s fine.”

			“The last season finale, you moped around for a week.” And I can’t handle a mopey Phil.

			“Austin, you don’t understand. You get attached to these characters. Lorelei, Rory, Luke! Poor Luke.” He shakes his head, his dark eyes somber. Light casts shadows over the strong planes of his face. “That guy’s had a boner for Rory’s mom since forever and she doesn’t have a clue.”

			“It’s true,” Megan says, voice prim. “Unrequited love is no joke.”

			I swallow down a groan. I know a lost cause when I see one. I’ll have to pry the remote from Phil’s cold, dead fingers. “Why can’t you watch it at Megan’s place?”

			There’s a long silence, during which my sister and roommate refuse to look at each other.

			“Your TV is bigger,” Megan chirps.

			And that’s the end of that.

			With a sigh, I drop my gym bag by the front door before sinking onto the couch next to Megan. With Phil on her other side, we’ve sandwiched her in.

			Megan wrinkles her nose. “You smell.”

			“So do you,” I shoot back, grabbing a slice of cheese.

			“Yes, but I smell good. There’s a difference.”

			“There’s a difference,” Phil mimics, before sipping his beer.

			She cuts him a simmering glare. He grins at her. He must have a death wish if he thinks provoking Megan is a good idea.

			Somehow, I manage to make it through the first segment without gouging my eyes out. Megan quickly darts into the kitchen to refill her wine, and I scarf down another slice of pizza.

			“Doesn’t the academy release the names of their participants today?” Phil asks, only partly paying attention to me as the commercial ends and the show returns. Megan rushes back to the couch, breathless.

			That’s right. Next week, I leave for Academy Paris, a prestigious summer soccer institute for up-and-coming professionals located in the heart of France. I’ve never been out of the country before. Neither has Megan, as we haven’t been able to afford it. But this academy gives you a full ride: room, board, airfare. The works. Phil and I graduated UCLA only a week ago, so now we’re free men.

			It’s weird not having to wake up for morning classes. There’s no structure. No studying for tests or writing research papers for classes you don’t care about. My degree is business management, but I always knew soccer would lead me through life. Which is why I still wake up at six-thirty every morning, go jogging, head to the gym, eat a healthy breakfast, hone my footwork. Just because I’m no longer a Bruin doesn’t mean I stop working. Going pro in soccer, as with anything, takes patience, skill, and most importantly, discipline.

			My laptop sits on the coffee table, so I pull it onto my lap and head to the website. Only twenty-five men between the ages of eighteen and twenty-two are selected to attend Academy Paris each summer. I didn’t need to be accepted, as both LA Galaxy and Liverpool have recruited me for their team. I told them I needed the summer to decide.

			LA Galaxy, while fantastic, has suffered from a weaker defense in recent years. If I sign with them, chances are I’d be seeing a lot of field time.

			Then there’s Liverpool. Simply put, they’re one of the best. A force. If I play for Liverpool, I can go anywhere. But they want me for back-up keeper. In other words, a bench-warmer. What are the odds I’d get to play even a fraction of what I could if I started with LA?

			It’s something I need to think on. Academy Paris is six weeks of intensive training, June through mid-July. I have until August 1st to decide which team I sign my life away to.

			I glance at the television in disinterest. Phil mutters under his breath. I look over and see my sister studying him, the rim of her glass touching her mouth. When she catches my eye, her cheeks flush, and she gulps her wine like she’s dying of thirst.

			Hm.

			Turning back to the computer, I log onto my account. A list of all accepted players appears, including their names, countries of origin, colleges, positions, ages, and pictures. It’s kind of cool. The guys are from all over. Some are from Europe, some from South and Central America. One guy is from New Zealand. Another from Angola. I spot two Canadians and two other Americans. I peer closer at the Americans, curious if I’ve heard of them before.

			My mouse hovers over a name, and my heart plummets in my chest, like I missed a step while walking downstairs.

			Logan McGregor.

			It can’t be him. The last time I saw Logan was four years ago. We were best friends in high school. But I haven’t seen or spoken to him since.

			His name brings back a flood of memories. Some painful. Some beautiful. My senior year, he showed up to soccer practice two weeks after tryouts had ended, after having transferred schools. My high school coach, as much as I admired him, was a scary motherfucker. Logan told the man in no uncertain terms that he’d be a fool if he didn’t let Logan tryout. I thought this new kid was daring and bold. Too bold. But he was right. Logan McGregor was one of the best forwards I’d ever seen. A force to be reckoned with.

			He’s also the first and only boy I’ve ever loved.

			It’s hard to make out his features on the tiny thumbnail. I’m not sure what’s worse: clicking on it and seeing his face, or clicking on it and discovering it’s some other guy named Logan McGregor. Someone I’ve never met.

			“Austin?” Megan’s voice sounds far away.

			Phil finishes his beer and sets it on the coffee table. “Checking out the eye candy this summer?” It’s a joke, but the comment puts my back up.

			“Says the guy who fucks anything that moves,” I say, my voice whipping out low.

			“I told you I’m not into that anymore,” he shoots back, glancing at Megan to see her reaction. She doesn’t give any sign that she’s affected by it. Merely sips her wine, lips pursed like she smells something pungent.

			“I’ll believe it when I see it.” Though, truthfully, I haven’t seen Phil with a girl in, well, months. Maybe even a year. I’d thought it was a dry spell, but now I wonder if it’s a personal choice.

			I take a breath. My chest feels too tight.

			“Can you give us a few minutes, Phil?” Megan asks. Her expression is serious and alert. She’s always been able to tell when something is wrong. Years and years of watching out for me when our lives were in upheaval have solidified that sense.

			“What, I can’t listen in on the juicy details?”

			I’m not about to discuss this with someone like Phil. He’s a good guy, but I don’t think he really understands the inner workings of the heart. This is more vulnerability than I’m comfortable showing.

			“I want to talk to my brother alone,” Megan repeats, eyes hard as they rest on him. He towers over her by nearly a foot, and yet Megan is the only person I’ve ever seen who can go toe-to-toe with him and win.

			His gaze flickers with unreadable emotion. Then he nods. “I’ll be in my room. Call me when you’re done.”

			“I don’t know how you do it,” I tell my sister once his bedroom door closes.

			“It’s a gift.” Her focus narrows on the computer screen. “So. This is him, huh?”

			“Who?”

			“The guy who broke your heart.”

			Shit. Why are women so perceptive?

			I wonder if she’s also a mind reader, because Megan says, “What, you think I don’t know love when I see it?” The question is gentle.

			“How did you know?” I ask, curious.

			“You’ve always kept some level of separation between yourself and others. It’s not a bad thing, per say. It’s just something I came to realize as we got older. But your last year of high school, everything changed. You changed. You were happy.” Then her voice falls flat, and my stomach follows. I know what’s coming. I try to block out the memories. “But after graduation, it’s like you became someone else and I didn’t know why. You were sad and withdrawn. I wondered if some girl had broken your heart, but after you came out to me, I wondered if it was a guy instead.”

			Ah, yes. The old coming-out party.

			I came out to Megan my freshman year of college. During one of her visits, we sat in my dorm, and I fought the need to tell her I was in a relationship, only it was with a man. This was nearly two years after I’d begun exploring my sexuality. Now that I was a part of something real, I didn’t want to hide anymore.

			“Megan,” I said, my stomach roiling with dread and fear.

			“Yeah?” She was busy sipping wine, even though she was underage, and watching one of those Food Network shows about cupcakes. This was basically what we did when she came over. I’d never seen any of the baking shows, but they were surprisingly cut-throat. Vicious bakers coated in flour. Stealing ingredients to sabotage the other players.

			“I have to tell you something.”

			Something in my voice must have sent alarm bells off in her head, because she turned her attention on me, eyes serious. Megan and I might have argued sometimes, but growing up the way we did, we were always there for each other.

			“What is it?” she asked.

			My chest constricted. I knew it was the fear I felt fighting against the constructs of our society. I knew I was as important as anyone else, no matter who I found attractive, no matter who I loved. I mattered.

			“I’m gay.”

			She blinked, nothing changing in her expression. “Oh. Okay.”

			Then:

			“Can you pass the wine?”

			Now she dips her chin at the computer screen. “Is that him? Do I need to break his arm for you?”

			A chuckle manages to loosen the tension gathering in me. Megan, ever the protector. “He can keep his arms.”

			“Wait a minute.” She leans closer to the picture. “Wasn’t that guy on your soccer team in high school?”

			Another clench in my chest. It feels weird speaking to her so openly about things. I’m not normally one to divulge in my private life. It must be a special occasion. “Yeah, he was.”

			“That’s right. You two were always hanging out. And he was at Chelsea Holmes’s graduation party.”

			The thought of that party fills my body with sudden heat. Bits of memories I had long ago buried now begin to resurface. Walking into a darkened closet. My hands on Logan’s thighs. His moan resonating in my ear.

			Fuck. Now is not the time to be thinking these things, especially with my sister sitting next to me. I mentally kick them into an empty room and slam the door shut, vowing not to open it again any time soon, if ever. There’s only pain there. Pain and regret and guilt.

			“I always thought he was cute.” She studies me. “He’s gay though?”

			I nearly laugh. I wish. “No, he’s straight.” Which was unfortunate for my sad, pathetic, eighteen-year-old heart.

			“Ah.” Sympathy swims in her eyes. “I’m sorry.”

			Me too, I want to tell her. Me too.

			Four years, and I thought I’d managed to forget Logan. What a terrible liar I am. I only have to see his name before everything rushes back with the force of a dam breaking open.

			Since I’m a masochist, I can’t help but study his picture. He stands with three other guys in their soccer jerseys, smiling, sweaty, the soccer ball captured under his cleat. Victory is bright in his eyes. They must have won a game.

			He’s the tall guy in the center. Black hair. Brown eyes. He has the lanky build he’s always had, except he’s filled out in the years since I’ve seen him. I wonder if his voice is deeper. It was pretty damn deep in high school.

			Megan looks at me carefully. She’s one of the few people who can read my moods. “How are you feeling about the academy, knowing he’ll be there?”

			Leaning back against the couch, I contemplate my answer. “I guess I’m wondering whether or not Logan is the forgiving type. I’m the one who stopped talking to him, you know.” At the time, I thought I hadn’t a choice. After practically molesting him in a closet, I was sure he’d never want to see my face again.

			“Maybe he’s forgotten about it.”

			Maybe. But I’m not so sure.

			Logan aside, I’m also worried about leaving Megan alone with our mother for the next six weeks. My mom has fought alcohol addiction for close to twelve years now. In or out of rehab, she isn’t able to be left on her own for long stretches of time. Megan and I check in a few times a week, just to make sure she has enough food to eat, and to drive her to her AA meetings. The scale can tip in the other direction very quickly, especially if she’s around people of negative influence.

			“Will you be okay with mom while I’m gone?” I ask her.

			“I think so.” She sets down her wine glass. “Hopefully nothing dire will happen.”

			I know what she’s thinking about. Two months ago, someone found our mother passed out in an alley. According to the biopsy, she hadn’t been sexually assaulted. She went to rehab for two months. Which is good. I’m always glad when she checks herself in. But it’s become a cycle. Over the past year, she’s relapsed three times. I love my mother, but I also resent her for not being able to control her actions. Which makes me feel like shit, because I know she’s sick. Alcoholism is a disease.

			Squeezing my sister’s arm, I say, “If you need help, you can always call Phil.”

			Surprisingly, she doesn’t scoff at the suggestion. “I know.” And I wonder if she sees Phil the way I do: loud, obnoxious, yes. But also unfailingly loyal. That’s why he’s one of my closest friends, even if I want to stab him half the time. Most people do, I think.

			“What are you going to do?” she asks. “About Logan, I mean.”

			I have no idea. But I’m dreading the reunion, because I have a feeling I’m not going to like the outcome.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Logan

			I’m on mile four with one mile remaining. My feet pound steadily against the pavement, my muscles warm, hands in loose fists as I take the final lap around my neighborhood. Spring in Indiana is pretty damn nice. It still has the lingering coolness from winter, yet it lacks the insufferable humidity that descends come summer. It’s overcast though, unsurprisingly. Sun, come at me.

			Winter was especially brutal. I’m pretty sure I saw the sun for all of three seconds before the clouds cloaked it, the bastards. Definitely a contributor to my glum mood of late. Half-frozen snow still blankets the ground after the sky decided to dump one last load on us a few weeks back. It’s mid-May, but you never know. At least the sidewalks are clear. For once. Maybe it’s because Greta, my ornery neighbor, complained to the town council about how her dearest Fluffy almost broke his tiny little Chihuahua legs trying to take a shit last week. But hey, what do I know?

			Five miles a day, seven days a week. The pro soccer world accepts nothing less than peak physical condition. In the fall and winter, I run seven miles a day, but on the off-season I like to give my body a break, as it needs the rest. Off-season training also consists of weight lifting three days a week. Leg days. Arm days. Ab and back days. You wouldn’t know it by looking at me, since I’m so lanky, but my body is nothing but pure muscle. Any fat I eat is quickly burned away.

			It’s now officially off-season. College ended a few weeks ago, and while I still use the Indiana University soccer fields for drills and warm-ups, I’m no longer a part of the Hoosiers. I’ve closed this huge chapter of my life, and I don’t know what will come next. My four years at IU were some of the best I ever had.

			Well, maybe not the first year. The thought is brief, a flash of light that quickly dims. I shove it under the rug before it can take shape. At least the last three years were nothing short of amazing.

			After hammering out the final mile, I head back to the apartment I share with my friend and former teammate, Greg. I call him Greg the Leg. This guy can kick a soccer ball nearly two field lengths. I’m not kidding. It’s no wonder recruiters were banging down his door. He’s off to Arsenal come September, lucky bastard. As for me, I’ll be starting with LA Galaxy. Striker. Doesn’t hurt that my left foot is equally as strong as my right.

			Inside, the place is quiet. It’s small, cluttered. The downstairs has the living room, kitchen, and half-bath. Upstairs are the two bedrooms and full bath. Greg is probably at his girlfriend Teresa’s house. A sweet girl, and too damn good for him. And he knows it. That’s why he treats her like a queen.

			Speaking of girlfriends.

			As I head to the kitchen to make myself a protein shake, I grab my phone from the counter and check my messages. I never take it with me when I run, wanting the separation and a chance to clear my head. Greg, who’s deeply attached to his phone, would probably keel over at the thought of no music or podcasts. My footsteps are my drums, my pulse the rhythm.

			Unsurprisingly, there are three missed calls, all from my girlfriend. I sigh. My mistake was not letting Jasmine know that I was going for a run. Not that my girlfriend needs to know what I’m doing 24/7, but... yeah. I’m not going to like what she has to say, which is probably a lot. I know I’m making things worse by putting off the call, not responding to her as soon as possible, but I want to drink my shake in peace. It’s not that much to ask.

			After making my shake, I head into the living room, plop onto the couch, and turn on the television. A game’s on. Good. That can distract me while I put out this fire.

			I dial her number. She picks up on the first ring, as if she was waiting for me to call her back. I wouldn’t put it past her. “Hey, baby,” I say cheerfully, even as I brace myself.

			“Logan.” There’s disapproval in her voice.

			That’s all she says. My name. She’s telling me so much with a single word, mainly that I’m in the dog house. I scrub a hand over my face, fighting back a groan. It would be one thing if I had actually done something wrong. You know, like kicking a puppy or plotting murder. But choosing to leave my phone while going for a run? Ridiculous.

			“I called an hour ago and you didn’t pick up. I called multiple times. Where were you?”

			I bite back a sigh. Jasmine’s a nice girl. We’ve been together for about four months now, after meeting at a bar, of all places. But her constant nagging and clinginess is starting to wear on me. “Out for a run. You know I don’t take my phone with me when I go.”

			“You didn’t tell me you were going for a run.”

			And I don’t have to.

			That would get me nowhere though, so I say, “Must have slipped my mind.”

			“What if it was an emergency? What if I was being kidnapped and the only person I could call to save me couldn’t because it was too much of an inconvenience for him to carry his phone?” She exhales a sharp breath. “My kidnapping on your hands. How would you like that?”

			And here we go.

			“Jasmine.” My tone is firm, but not unkind. I don’t want to be an asshole, though I have to say, she’s asking for it. “If I choose not to take my phone with me, you can’t do anything about that. I’m not changing my mind over this, and I’m not changing my actions so that it’s less of an inconvenience for you.” Fuck that. Honestly, I shouldn’t have to change anything about myself. But I’m starting to realize I’ve changed parts of myself to please her. It sounds terrible, but my life used to be so much easier without Jasmine in it.

			“When you love someone, you’re supposed to change for them,” she snaps back. “It’s called sacrifice. That’s what you’re supposed to do in relationships.”

			That makes me see red. “No. When you love someone, you accept them. You should never expect anyone to change, because most people don’t. We’re two different people with two different identities. We need to maintain independence. Spending all of our waking hours with one another isn’t good.” Even though that’s what Jasmine wants, what I’ve begun to cave about.

			She huffs. I can imagine her pacing in her room. “So what you’re saying is you don’t want to change for me. Which means you don’t love me.”

			My spine snaps straight, as if someone hit me with a taser. Whoa. There are so many things wrong with that statement that I don’t even know where to begin.

			First: Jasmine and I have never talked about love. Never mentioned the L-word. And I’ve been quite satisfied with that.

			Second: This is emotional manipulation and gaslighting. Not okay.

			Third: I’m sure there’s another reason, but I can’t think of it at the moment.

			I’m about to reply with something waspish and hurtful, something I’ll probably end up regretting, when Jasmine sighs into the phone. “Fine, all right. I’m sorry.” It doesn’t sound like she is though. Something I’ve noticed about Jasmine is that when the conversation isn’t going her way, she makes it go her way. “Anyway, I wanted to let you know I’m coming over now.”

			I pinch the bridge of my nose while grinding my teeth together. Another toxic comment burns the tip of my tongue. She’s making decisions for me. Another no. I struggle with my growing temper. Not that I don’t like spending time with my girlfriend, but she was here all day yesterday and the day before, and I need some space. “Jasmine—”

			“I have pizza.”

			That stops me. Pizza? My stomach grumbles. Fuck, I forgot she knows my weaknesses. Yeah, I could eat a slice or four.

			From my silence, she knows she has me in the bag. “Be over in ten,” she croons. The call ends.

			Groaning, I toss my phone onto the table. It’s not that I don’t care for Jasmine—I do. But there’s an expiration date on our relationship and she knew that from the beginning. I think she thought to sway me somehow, so I’d stay here while she finished her last year of college. Not going to happen. My life in Indiana was always temporary. My future was always with the pro soccer world.

			My phone buzzes with a text. I’m partially afraid it’s Jasmine again, but I decide to check anyway. It’s Greg.

			The players are up on Academy Paris.

			That’s right. They said they’d post the participants by the end of the week.

			Learning Greg would be attending the academy with me was a bonus. We’d tried out for years and never made it. I guess the stars aligned this time. I’ve traveled a fair bit in college, but never to France. Who doesn’t love bread and cheese? I know it’s going to be a banging time.

			Quickly, before Jasmine arrives, I grab my laptop from my bedroom and take it into the living room, firing it up. I head to the website and log in. Academy Paris is one of the most prestigious programs for up-and-coming professionals, and only twenty-five players are accepted every summer. You stay at the dormitories at the Université Paris-Dauphine and use their athletic facilities for the summer. But the best part is that since flights are so cheap in Europe, you can use the weekends—free from soccer obligations—to explore more of Europe. And eat more food.

			I begin to scroll through the names when I hear a knock on the front door. “It’s me,” says Jasmine. As if it would be anyone else.

			I start to get up when my eyes catch on one of the thumbnails, and I quickly do a double take. That face looks so familiar to me, but it’s too small to distinguish.

			“Logan! It’s cold out here.”

			My attention goes to the player’s information. Austin Rhodes.

			The name is like a punch to the sternum.

			“Logan!” The word is shrill as creaking ice. Any minute she’ll start kicking down the door. “I know you’re in there. I have pizza, remember?”

			I’m just dazed enough that I set aside the laptop and open the door. Jasmine sweeps past me, setting the pizza box on the table. Then she smiles, as if I had done nothing wrong and she was never mad at me to begin with. “Hi, handsome.” Going onto her toes, she presses a kiss to my mouth as my hands automatically curve around her waist.

			“Hey, baby.” I smile and stroke the swell of her hips, but I’m distracted by that name: Austin Rhodes.

			Former best friend.

			I’m not surprised to learn he was accepted into the academy. In high school, he was unstoppable in the goal. A natural, but never arrogant about it. He must be a force of nature now, with four years of collegiate soccer under his belt.

			Despite my best interests, I followed Austin’s collegiate career the first two years of college. A part of me was still hurt over his abandonment. I think following his soccer career made me feel close to him again. It was something we shared despite distance. Watching his achievements unfold was the only way I knew how to connect to him, since he wouldn’t respond to my texts or calls.

			Jasmine tilts her head back and, without any form of subtlety, says, “I wanted to talk to you about the phone thing.”

			Shaking Austin from my head, I focus on my girlfriend as she continues, “I was worried about you. You need to remember to take your phone when you go running.”

			I don’t know whether to laugh or roll my eyes or both. It’s a never-ending battle with her over something that isn’t even important in the grand scheme of things. “Jasmine, I’ve told you this over and over. Soccer is my life. You can’t expect me to be on call all hours of the day. When I’m training or conditioning, I can’t be available to you. I’m sorry, but that’s just the way it is.”

			“You know I can get any guy I want, right? Any of them would be happy to be with me.”

			It’s a low blow. I know that. I mean, look at her. Jasmine is a serious knockout. Curves in all the right places. Beautiful red-blonde hair and freckles dusted across a nose that is too cute for words. A spitfire personality to match. Ever since graduation, she’s been nagging me about spending more time with her—even though that’s basically all I do—and I can’t give her what she needs. She’s looking for a guy who will drop everything to be with her, and there are guys out there who’d do that in a heartbeat. But that’s not me.

			“If you don’t think this is going to work,” I say honestly, “maybe it’s best if we take a break. I’m leaving for the summer anyway.”

			“But you said you’d be back in July.”

			“Yeah, but only to pack up my stuff. I’m moving, remember?”

			“Oh. Right.” Her gaze drops to the ground. Her voice is quiet. “What’s going to happen, then?”

			I swallow my sigh. I don’t want to have this conversation right now. Honestly, I’m kind of wishing I hadn’t been swayed by pizza. Damn you, pizza. I’d rather be on my computer reading up about the guy who broke my trust in friendship, who in less than a week I’m going to face, and I don’t know what I’m going to do about it. I thought time had dulled my anger, thought I had forgiven him and moved on from the betrayal, but it all comes rushing back. That burning in my chest. The rage and spite. I seriously doubt Austin forgot who I am. We were inseparable our senior year.

			Squeezing her shoulders gently, I say, “We both knew this wasn’t going to last forever. You deserve a guy who will give you the attention you need.”

			“Don’t say that.” Her eyes are wet, and color rushes to her face as she snaps out in panic. “You know we’re good together.”

			Sure we are. Great sex. Fun conversation. But something’s always been missing. Neither Jasmine nor I have dropped the L-word, and for me, it’s because I just don’t love her. I care about her, but love? I don’t feel that deep, emotional bond. It sounds terrible, I know.

			I decide not to say anything, which then freaks her out. Her eyes widen. Her mouth gapes in shock. I’m sure she expected me to agree with her.

			Jasmine quickly backtracks, her eyes turning sultry. “We could eat pizza,” she purrs, walking two fingers across my chest, “or we could move onto the main course.” Her blue eyes twinkle with mischief.

			My attention goes to my computer. “I’m pretty tired actually.” My expression is apologetic. “Some other time?”

			Jasmine sighs. “Fine.” She settles onto the couch and reaches for a slice of cheese. “Pizza it is.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Austin

			When my alarm goes off, it takes me a few minutes to wake. My eyes burn. My head is groggy. I didn’t sleep well. Nerves, most likely. I tossed and turned all night, bits of memory fragments flaring like sparks of light, then extinguishing. Me and Logan, Logan and me. It’s impossible to disentangle the two.

			It’s four in the morning. The fan whirs overhead. My eyes slowly adjust to the darkness. It reminds me of a different darkness, the darkness of the walk-in closet at Chelsea Holmes’s graduation party all those years ago. Him, blindfolded, sitting on a chair, his pants around his knees. Me, kneeling in front of him, feeling as though my skin would split from how much I wanted to touch my friend. Only, he never knew it was me who touched him. That I’d made sure of.

			How do you go back to the way things were? You can’t. Time passes, trust breaks, and you’re left with scattered remains. The guilt weighs on me. I took advantage of my friend that night. I wanted it so badly that I didn’t think about the consequences. And the fallout that happened after, well, that was my fault too.

			Sometimes I think back and wish I had done things differently. Other times, I think that it was the best thing for him. Logan is someone who will always stand in the light. The things I’ve dealt with in my life, all the darkness—it’s better things turned out this way.

			I begin gathering the last of my belongings. I need to catch a cab to the airport. My flight leaves in two hours from LAX. I have a layover in Newark, and then it’s a seven-hour flight to Paris. Enough time to think of a solution to the problem, hopefully.

			The house is dark as I slowly make my way down the hall, my backpack and duffel bag slung over my shoulder. My stomach growls. I can’t afford to buy food at the airport—five dollars for a bagel is freaking ridiculous—so I put bread in the toaster and grab a banana for the trip. I’m filling up my water bottle when there’s banging on the front door. My body goes still as awareness takes over. It’s the middle of the night.

			Moving into the living room, I peer through one of the side windows. The porch light is on, allowing me a view of whoever’s knocking at this hour. When the person steps into my line of sight, dread settles in the pit of my stomach. The woman sways, leaning heavily against the wall.

			Hurriedly, I unlock the front door. “Mom?”

			Blinking up at me, my mother says, “Austin.” Her voice is slurred. Her eyes are bloodshot. A half-empty bottle of what appears to be vodka hangs from her small hand.

			I swallow to bring moisture to my mouth. From force of habit, I check for blood. The first my mother showed up to my house covered in blood. I nearly shit my pants in fear, but she’d only fallen and knocked her head. Head wounds bleed a lot.

			No blood from what I can see. She sways again and would have toppled over if I hadn’t snagged her arm, pulling her inside and onto the couch. “What’s wrong, Mom?” Panic rings in the back of my head. My voice sounds tinny to my ears. She settles in, her head lolling against the cushion.

			It takes a moment for my question to process. She blinks, looks around the living room. It’s probably been close to six months since she was last here. That incident—it was bad. My teammates and I were throwing a birthday party for one of the defensemen. It was a lot of screaming at the television as people played FIFA, or chowing down on pizza, or hanging around the firepit in the backyard.

			A knock sounded. The deafening music drowned out everything, and I only heard it because I was standing near the door, chatting with a friend. I opened the door to my mother, her gray-blond hair a tangle and her skin covered in bloody scratches. I’ll never forget how quiet it got when she stumbled into the house, going on and on in her drunken state about how her most recent boyfriend, the piece of shit, ordered her out of the car on some backcountry road because he was leaving and she wasn’t coming with him. My mom must have walked close to ten miles. I don’t know how she reached my house without collapsing.

			Then she puked all over the living room floor.

			It’s a fine line when someone you love has alcoholism. You want to blame them, yet it’s a sickness too. I’ve let go of a lot of resentment over the years, but some still lingers. I think of the instability Megan and I had growing up, the days when we went hungry. But that’s in the past, and you can’t change the past.

			I look down at my mom. She can’t stay here. At least not with me gone. I don’t want Phil waking up and discovering my mother sleeping off her most recent binge on our living room couch. In the grand scheme of things, Phil probably wouldn’t mind, but it’s awkward and a sore spot for me. I’m going to have to drop her off at Megan’s place.

			Except then she begins sobbing, and I stiffen all over again.

			Slowly, I sink to my knees in front of her. She wears jeans, tattered boots that are a size too big, multiple sweatshirts. My mother is a small woman. She always has been. But drink has made her face bloated, her breath sour, her green eyes watery. “Mom, what happened? Are you hurt? Is someone after you?” Those are the things I address first.

			“They kicked me out,” she whispers, voice hoarse. Her eyelids flutter, and she leans forward before I gently push her back into the couch cushion. “Evicted.” She says the word slowly, as if she still can’t comprehend what happened.

			I drop my head with a sigh. “Did you forget to pay your rent again?” My mother receives aid from the government on a monthly basis, as she’s currently unable to work.

			“I didn’t have any money left. Not enough. I was two—no, six—hundred short.”

			My guess is that her landlord had been threatening eviction for weeks now. My other guess is that she spent her unemployment check on booze.

			I begin to pace. When I stopped by her apartment last week, she was fine. Or as fine as someone battling alcohol addiction could be. The problem is she’s gotten herself into this cycle she can’t break. Every time Megan and I put her into rehab, she gets clean. But as soon as she walks out the door, it all goes downhill. I think three weeks is the longest she’s ever attended the AA meetings before caving to her addiction. My mom thinks she has it under control. What she doesn’t realize is that addiction controls you.

			This is why I rarely drink. Deep down, I’m afraid of going down that same path.

			At this point, I’m at a loss of what to do for her life. Every time she leaves rehab, we make headway, taking steps to build her a fulfilling life without alcohol in the picture. But we never get far. It’s two steps forward, three steps back. My mother wasting away before my eyes. I can’t force her to change. She has to want it for herself.

			My mother hiccups and turns on the television. I know things weren’t always like this. She turned to the bottle after my father walked out on us. For years, the anger seethed inside me, that a man could leave a wife and two young children alone. Abandon them. No one told me the pain would last over a decade. The heart is a fragile thing.

			“Mom.” I rest a hand on her shoulder. “Is there a friend you can crash with until I talk to the landlord?” And pay off the money she owes.

			She’s not listening. She blinks as she watches a cooking show, hypnotized.

			That’s when I remember I’m supposed to call a cab. I check my phone.

			Shit. I’m running late.

			I dial Megan’s cell, even though she’s asleep. The phone goes to voicemail, and I hang up. I try again. Same thing.

			Shoving my phone into my pocket, I pinch the bridge of my nose. Of course, the day when I’m already feeling uneasy is the day my mom decides to show up. Maybe it makes me a terrible son, but I don’t have time to deal with this.

			In the end, I decide to ask Phil for a favor. I know he’ll help without question, but it still makes me feel guilty, placing this burden on him when it’s not his responsibility.

			“Stay here,” I tell my mom, before heading to Phil’s bedroom down the hall. Phil sleeps like the dead, so I don’t bother knocking.

			The room is dark when I enter, save a slice of moonlight peeking through the curtains. “Phil.” He sleeps on his stomach, facing away from me. I shake his shoulder. “Phil.”

			He groans and rolls over, blinking groggily. “Austin? What time is it?” His voice is a croak.

			“Early.” No need to tell him how early. “I’m sorry to bother you, but my mom just showed up at the house.”

			He sits up, clarity coming into his eyes. “Everything okay?”

			“Yeah.” Well, maybe. “But I have to leave for the airport and I can’t get in touch with Megan. Is it okay if my mom crashes on the couch? I’ll leave Megan a voicemail. She’ll pick my mom up once she wakes.”

			“Megan?” he mumbles.

			I tighten the leash on my mounting frustration. It’s not Phil’s fault he’s slow to comprehend. It’s nearly five in the morning. “She’ll come for my mother in a few hours, all right?”

			With a huge yawn, he turns away. “Yeah, sure, man. Whatever you say.”

			Good enough for me.

			Back in the living room, my mother is slumped into the cushions, the vodka bottle having fallen onto the carpeted floor. I touch it like it’s the plague. Megan doesn’t drink much either, though she’ll have the occasional glass of wine or night out. I think we’re both afraid the addiction lives inside us. I’ll go out with my friends, but usually I make myself designated driver. If we’re walking, I might have a beer, I might not. It all depends on my mood.

			After setting the vodka on the coffee table, I cover my mom with one of the throw blankets. She stirs, snoring softly. The last thing I do before leaving is dump the alcohol down the drain, watching the clear, toxic liquid disappear.

			Somehow, I manage to calm myself enough to sleep on the flight. And when I wake, it turns out we’re landing. That’s when my anxiety hits.

			I have no clue what will happen when I see Logan. Worst case scenario is he doesn’t talk to me. Best case scenario—same thing. The Logan I knew was charismatic, easy to get along with, and had so much presence it was hard for me to look anywhere else. He was the guy who knew everyone, who had so many friends in so many different social circles it was impossible to keep track of him on any given day. People gravitated toward him. He was, simply put, the sun.

			I wasn’t like that. I was quiet and generally kept to myself. I think that’s why we got along so well—balance. The strange thing was, out of all the friends he had, he hung out with me the most. I never understood why. Deep down, I never felt good enough for him. I still don’t.

			Hopefully he can forgive me. God knows I’ve spent the last four years hating myself for what I did.

			It takes another hour for me to exit the plane, grab my luggage, and reach ground transportation. Thankfully, the signs are also in English. My French only goes as far as “hello,” “goodbye,” “please,” and “thank you.”

			After settling into a cab, I stare out the window as the taxi driver weaves in and out of traffic, his tiny car hurtling through the hordes of tourists meandering the backstreets of Paris. The city at night is lit up beautifully, and I catch sight of the Eiffel Tower. Seeing it gives me a little kick to the stomach. It’s hitting me now. I’m in Paris, France. Europe. My first trip across the Atlantic.

			The taxi driver pulls up to a large building. According to my email, this is the admissions office. “Merci,” I say, passing him a tip.

			The air is cool, and I swear it smells of opportunity. Young people stroll down the street, their hands in their coat pockets. They speak French, but also German, Spanish, English, Czech, and Italian. I always viewed travel as something other people did. People who could afford it, who were able to take the opportunities granted to them. Now that I’m here, I’m going to make the most of it.

			Inside, there are multiple tables set up for check-in. People in business casual walk quickly through the large atrium, holding clipboards, chatting as they sip tea or coffee. A few guys carry duffel bags like me. Conversation floats throughout the room, and I take my place in line for check-in.

			The guy in front of me half turns. He has dark hair, dark eyes. My heart gives a little jolt, thinking it’s Logan. But it’s not. “Where are you from?” he wonders. I can’t place his accent.

			“The US.” I offer my hand. His grip is firm. “I’m Austin. Goalkeeper.” If I’m going to be here for six weeks, I might as well do what I can to make friends.

			“Christian from Germany. Center mid-field.” His grin takes up half his face. I smile in response. “I’m going to work extra hard this summer. I’m hoping to be picked up by a team next year.”

			“Are you still in school?”

			He nods, a flop of his light brown hair falling into his eyes. “One year left. You?”

			“Just graduated.” I drop my duffel next to my feet. “So how do you feel about Germany’s loss to Arsenal last Sunday?”

			He groans and covers his face, which pulls a laugh out of me. “Don’t remind me.”

			“If your keeper wasn’t so timid, you might have a better chance next time.”

			“Trust me, I know.” He makes a sound of disgust. “I hope they trade him for someone else next year. He’s made too many mistakes for them to let him stay.”

			We chat for another ten minutes before Christian is called to one of the check-in tables. I’m called to a separate table a minute later. The person gives me an information packet, a schedule, a map of the campus and athletic facilities, emergency contact information, as well as a key to my room.

			With thanks, I follow the map to reach the dormitories. It’s a four-story building near a courtyard, lights pouring onto the walkway. My room is on the second floor. The building is deserted at this hour, but clean. Pale gold walls with watercolors adorn the hallways. Very French, if I do say so.

			I slide the key into the door and head inside. Two queen-sized beds, one on each side of the room. It’s similar to a hotel layout. Bathroom, small kitchenette, and what is probably the smallest seating area known to man. One bed is already taken up by a duffel. Turns out my roommate is here. Hopefully he won’t mind if I sleep for a few hours. The jetlag is already hitting me.

			As I approach the remaining bed though, movement catches my eye. I turn, and I swear my heart stops beating. The dark hair, darker eyes, golden skin, lanky build. That whiskey-smooth voice as Logan looks at me with an unreadable expression and says, “Hey, roomie.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Logan

			Four years. That’s how long it’s been since I’ve seen Austin Rhodes. It might as well be a lifetime, yet I still see him as we were all those years ago, floundering about in life, trying to figure out what came next. The nights spent playing video games into the early hours of the morning. Our afterschool shenanigans.

			But even though my heart is telling me one thing, my brain is telling me another. He’s different. Austin wears a black soccer jersey, exercise shorts, and sneakers. A full sleeve of tats that wasn’t there in high school snakes up his right arm. An eyebrow piercing—also new. His curly hair is longer, but it’s still blond and unruly, falling into his eyes. I’d forgotten how green they were, like crystal. Same height, but broader in the shoulders.

			No, things definitely aren’t what they were.

			We stare at one another in awkward silence. Fuck, it’s weird. That’s another thing that’s changed—the stiffness, the strain between us. It’s like I’m waking up from a coma and discovering the world has changed when I’ve stayed the same.

			On the plane ride over, I told myself I’d let go of the hurt that had resurfaced. I don’t want to spend my summer miserable or angry. But standing here, feet away, from the guy who tossed our friendship aside like a piece of trash, I realize I can’t do that. I need to know why he ghosted me. But I also realize now isn’t the time for that discussion. We’re jetlagged as hell, and I don’t want to make this meeting more awkward than it already is. Because it’s pretty damn awkward, let me tell you.

			Slipping my hands into my pockets, I incline my chin. That’s polite enough. “Hey, man. How are you?” My voice is light, I’m happy to say.

			Slowly, he moves to the empty bed and sets his duffle bag on the mattress. There’s wariness in his eyes. I want to laugh. There should be. Austin should be pissing his pants, because at some point, I’m going to rip him a nice, shiny new asshole. Maybe our friendship didn’t mean much to him, but it meant a lot to me, and when it was gone, I had barely any support in my life. Austin knew. He knew my parents were never present. My father, the senator. My mother, the senator’s wife. And me, a child, alone, only wanting attention from his parents.

			But I’m sure as hell not going to tell him that. For all I know, he hates me, though I have no clue as to why.

			“Good,” he answers, equally polite, reserved. It was never like this between us. “Yourself?”

			His voice is deeper, but he’s still soft-spoken. At least that hasn’t changed. A barrier exists that wasn’t there in high school. Like I’m looking through a chain-link fence to an area beyond my reach.

			That hurts more than anything. Austin was my brother in everything but blood. The grief I feel over our ruined friendship wraps tightly around my throat, denying me of air. Fuck. Really hope I don’t start bawling like a little kid. I think of serious things. Manly things. Like arm hair. That does the trick.

			I keep my voice casual, pretending the room isn’t full of memories and resentment. “Good.” I smile at him, though it doesn’t reach my eyes. I wonder if he can tell. “Six weeks in Europe, man. You excited?”

			“It should be good,” he says evenly, unzipping his duffle and pulling out boxers and a shirt. Then his gaze flicks to me. “Be right back.”

			He goes to the bathroom and shuts the door. To change? Weird. Another difference. Soon I’ll need a list to keep track of them all. There was never any modesty between us before. Shit, half the time we’d moon the other just for fun. I mean, all the guys changed together in the locker rooms. Once you’ve seen one dick, you’ve seen them all. They are the least attractive thing about the male body. They hang there, all flabby, shriveled skin, swinging between a pair of legs.

			I have no idea why I’m thinking about dicks.

			After a minute, he emerges from the bathroom and takes his duffle from the bed. His gaze lands on me before darting away.

			I perch on the edge of my mattress. “How was your flight?” This stilted conversation is almost as bad as the silence. I’m debating whether it’s better to rip off the band-aid now, rather than later. Maybe we should have this conversation now. Or maybe I should throw myself out the window. Yeah. That would fix things.

			He shrugs, pulling back the covers and sliding into bed. “Long.”

			“Same.” I barely hold back a cringe. We’re practically strangers. It’s all wrong. The pain of losing him hits me all over again.

			What I’m dreading more than anything is that the next six weeks will be exactly like this—worse, once I talk to him. Do you remember, I want to say, when we snuck onto school campus after dark? Or the time my car broke down and we had to walk five miles in the pouring rain? But I don’t say any of that. Those memories are perfect in my mind. I don’t want to tarnish the good parts I still have, remnants of our broken friendship.

			Austin doesn’t look at me as he murmurs, “Feeling pretty tired. I think I’m going to hit the sack.”

			Disappointment stabs me in the chest. I ignore it. “Sure thing.” Guess that conversation will have to wait. “You getting breakfast in the morning?”

			He rolls over and turns out the light on his side of the room.

			My question goes unanswered.

			When I wake, Austin’s gone, his bed made, the bathroom empty, the room silent. A wave of relief sweeps through me.

			Yesterday was excruciatingly awkward. It’s never been clearer to me that there’s unfinished business between us. It can’t be swept under the rug, and we both know this. I’m dreading the conversation even as I look forward to it, because there’s a lot that needs to be said, a lot I need to say. I’ve done a decent job burying my hurt over the last four years, but it’s growing restless.

			After changing into my jersey, I head downstairs, following the smell of bacon and eggs and fresh croissants. It’s early, the sun creeping across the courtyard, the air cool, tasting of early spring.

			The cafeteria is a spacious room with a multitude of windows. One side is the seating area, the other houses the buffet. I spot a sign that says, “All you can eat.”

			That’s what I’m talking about.

			I search for Austin as I pile my plate high with sausage, grits, biscuits, eggs, and hash browns. I take a banana for good measure. He doesn’t seem to be in the cafeteria, which is disappointing, but probably for the best. There are probably fifteen or so of the twenty-five players present, all in various states of dress. I only see two who aren’t in pajamas. The rest, I’m assuming, are sleeping off jetlag.

			Since Austin isn’t here, I pick an empty table and start chowing down. A few minutes later, an older gentleman sits next to me with a plate of beans on toast and says, “Good morning,” in a crisp British accent.

			I dip my chin. “Morning.” Gray hair sweeps back from his widow’s peak. He wears large glasses and a suit with a green bow tie. If we’re dressing for success, then this guy wins.

			“I wanted to introduce myself. I’m Charles, the housing manager.” We shake hands. “If there’s anything you need from me—extra towels, sheets, the cleaning crew—you’re always free to stop by room 100. That’s the board room. If you can’t find me, talk to the front desk. They’re happy to pass along the message.”

			“Thanks. I’ll keep that in mind.”

			He takes a bite of toast, wipes his mouth with a handkerchief. I haven’t seen one of those in, well, ever. “The situation is resolved, by the way. You should be getting a new roommate by the end of the day. I’m sorry for the trouble.”

			My hand stills as I’m about to take a bite of eggs. “Sorry,” I say with a frown, sure that I’ve misheard him. “What are you talking about? What trouble?”

			“Wasn’t there an issue with your roommate?” Before I can respond, he shakes his head. “Well, it’s done now. He’s moving to a different room, and you’ll have a new roommate by the end of the day.”

			My skin prickles, and I’m not sure if it’s from anger or panic. “You’re talking about Austin Rhodes, right?”

			“That’s correct.”

			“I’m sorry.” I raise a hand, trying to catch up. Any lingering sleep burns away like dew beneath the sun. “I don’t really know what you’re talking about. Did Austin say there was an issue with us rooming together?”

			Those bushy gray eyebrows draw together in confusion. Charles lowers his toast. “Well, yes. That’s what he told me. You were uncomfortable rooming together. So he asked for a new roommate. It’s not a problem—this happens all the time. We’ll just switch you with someone who hasn’t arrived yet.”

			The fuck?

			Suddenly, I’ve lost my appetite. I can’t believe what I’m hearing. We said all of ten words to one another last night, and now it turns out Austin’s leaving without an explanation. Again. I literally did nothing except say hello and try to make small talk.

			“Excuse me,” I tell the housing manager. Dumping my tray at the station, I hurry back to my room, rage slowly beating back my exhaustion. I need to catch Austin before he slips away a second time. I deserve an explanation, and I’m going to get it. About whatever issue he has with me, about why he left all those years ago. It’s not just a matter of closure. It’s a matter of respect.

			When I unlock the door to our room, I find him sitting on his bed, his back to me, looking at something he holds in his hands.

			My fury feels like it’s shredding a hole in my chest. I could throttle him right now. I really could. “What the fuck, man? You’re seriously changing rooms without telling me?”

			I wait for his answer. When it doesn’t come—not that I expected one—I blaze forward, too angry to think straight. “What is it this time?” I come around to where he sits, standing in front of him. “Do you despise me? Is that it?” My anger unearths all the hurt I feel, hurt from finding out my best friend dropped me without a word, hurt that I trusted someone who didn’t care for me as I cared for him. Losing a friend is shitty enough, but losing a best friend? It’s like losing a limb.

			“I was going to tell you,” he says, still not looking at me.

			My vision goes red. Is that all there is between us now? Lies? “Bullshit. You were going to run, just like you did back in high school.” I shove the words through my clenched teeth and grapple with the urge to connect my fist with his jaw. Punching Austin, while not the brightest idea, would at least make me feel better. “I’d expect nothing more from a coward.”

			The insult must hit hard, because he jerks his head up. What I see in his eyes pushes me back a step. I anticipated anger, loathing. But not turmoil. Not this agony wrecking his features.

			Some of my anger dissipates. Some—not all. I recognize a kicked dog when I see one. We’re going to talk about this, and he’s not leaving until I have answers.

			“What’s going on, Austin?” My voice softens, and I sit on the edge of my bed so we’re facing one another. Now I wonder if the reason he dropped me has nothing to do with me, but instead something else. Maybe some tragedy befell him and he didn’t know how to communicate what had happened. “You’re acting like you want nothing to do with me, and I don’t get it. Did I do something to offend you?”

			“No.”

			“Do you hate my company?”

			A laugh catches in his throat. It’s bitter. “No.”

			“Then what’s the deal, man? Because for the last four years, I’ve been convinced I did something to make you hate me.” My voice is hoarse with emotion. I swallow, waiting. It’s funny—well, not that funny—but I don’t know if I’m ready for the truth. If Austin tells me he does hate me, for whatever reason, it would probably crush me.

			His back swells as he sucks in a breath. “I owe you an apology.” That green gaze is steady on mine. “I’m not sure if you’re going to like it. It’s a long time coming.”

			Stillness settles over me. Seated on the edge of my bed, facing him, I wait. My heart begins to pound.

			“I’d never had many friends growing up,” he begins. “My home life wasn’t that great. We were poor. Very poor.”

			While I’d never visited Austin’s house, I did notice that he didn’t have many clothes, and the ones he did have were threadbare, second-hand. One pair of sneakers. And his cleats. He was on free and reduced lunch at school. A lot of seniors and juniors had a car that they parked in the student parking lot. I did, but he didn’t.

			I’d never asked him about his home life, just as he never offered to discuss it. It never mattered to me where he came from though. Austin was a friend, through and through.

			“Because of that, I was always somewhat of an outsider,” he says, bowing his head to look at what he holds in his hands. A keychain. It’s a wooden laser cut of a soccer ball, which I gave to him for his birthday. I can’t believe he still has it. “A lot of the guys liked going out to eat after school, buying the newest Nike cleats, going to the movies, but since I couldn’t afford any of that, I always made up an excuse. Funny thing about socializing. Once you turn down invitations enough times, people stop asking you to hang out.” His mouth quirks. “I was fine with it, honestly. They had their lives, and I had mine. Then you transferred my senior year, and things changed.” Softer, he adds, “It changed everything.”

			There’s a pause. Austin has never spoken about his background before. I’m happy to finally get a glimpse of it.

			Another breath, like he’s bracing himself. “You remember Chelsea Holmes’s graduation party?”

			A slow nod. Austin and I, new graduates, rode with some soccer buddies to a house in the middle of nowhere. Austin drove. I was in the passenger seat. Two of our teammates were plastered in the backseat before arrival.

			We’d been to parties before, but never as fresh graduates. There’s something about being pushed from the nest that makes everything sharper, the colors more vivid. We were boys, but we were free.

			That party was the tipping point. On the ride over, Austin and I were friends. The day after, I learned he’d blocked me on social media. Blocked my number. Blocked my email. Since I didn’t know where he lived, aside from Los Angeles, I couldn’t get in touch with him. I learned a few weeks later he left to start classes at UCLA on a sports scholarship. Pride and grief kept me from tracking him down. I wasn’t going to chase someone who wanted nothing to do with me.

			Austin unclasps his hands. Rests his fists on his knees. “It was around midnight. You, me, and a few girls went upstairs to play Seven Minutes in Heaven.”

			I remember that too. Six of us sitting on the floor of Chelsea’s bedroom. Except it hadn’t been a game of innocent kisses. One of the girls voted for blow jobs instead. We drew straws. First straw was the receiver. The second straw anointed the person who’d be giving head.

			Austin continues, “We drew straws. You got the short one.”

			I’d been blindfolded. They led me to the closet and ordered me to take off my pants and sit on the chair, among the hanging clothes. The rules were I couldn’t touch the person who was giving me the blowjob. The task would be completed in silence—or as much silence as I could manage with someone’s mouth on me. Austin and I were the only guys, so the odds of Austin drawing the short straw were pretty slim. I didn’t think anything of it at the time.

			After removing my pants, I sat in the dark, blindfolded, my senses heightened. Someone would soon walk through the door, and I wondered who it would be. Jade was cute, and I had a bit of a crush on her, but any of the girls would have been fine. Shit, I was about to have a girl’s mouth on my cock for the first time ever. I was hard and willing and waiting.

			It didn’t take long for the closet door to open. I wasn’t allowed to talk, and neither was the person who had drawn the short straw. That was the illicit, thrilling part of the game. You didn’t know who touched you, and you wondered.

			“Yeah,” I say, pulling away from the memory. “And then some girl gave me a blow job. Big deal.” I wonder where he’s going with this.

			“It wasn’t a girl,” Austin says, avoiding my eye.

			I blink. The words seem to echo in the room. “You mean—”

			“It was me.”

			I’m not sure what comes over my body. My muscles tense up, and my heart gives one hard kick.

			My cheeks flush with the memory of someone’s mouth on me, bringing me more pleasure than I’d ever experienced in my eighteen years. I’d wondered for years which girl had touched me. Wondered if I’d missed a chance with the nameless, faceless girl who never came forward. But now Austin’s telling me it wasn’t a girl at all. It was him.

			“So you were drunk.” I swallow. “Everyone does stupid shit when they’re drunk.”

			“I wasn’t drunk, Logan.”

			It’s the first time he’s said my name. And I realize it’s true. I don’t ever remember Austin drinking at the party. That’s right—he was the designated driver that night.

			My skin feels too tight. I remain quiet. I’m not sure what to say anyway. We haven’t spoken in so long, and now I’m learning all his secrets.

			“The game was rigged,” he goes on, and it sounds like he’s pulling the words from behind his teeth. He runs a hand through his hair, drops it into his lap. “I cheated so that I could be the one to go into the closet.”

			I frown at him. “Why would you—”

			“I’m gay, Logan.” Finally, he lifts his head, staring me straight in the eye.

			I open my mouth, close it.

			“That year, I was coming to terms with my sexuality, and I just—” He shakes his head, the disgust plain on his face. “I shouldn’t have taken advantage of you like that. I was ashamed at myself because you were my friend and I broke your trust. I don’t know if you remember, but many of the guys on the soccer team were homophobic. I couldn’t come out to them. Or you. If you found out it had been me, I was afraid you’d hate me. So I figured, if you ever did find out, it wouldn’t really matter if I wasn’t a part of your life anymore.”

			Holy shit. That’s a lot to take in, and a lot for one person to keep inside for so long. My mind lingers on his sexual orientation for only a moment before it passes over and latches onto the memory of abandonment, how shitty I felt thinking I had done something wrong. My self-loathing and struggle to rebuild my self-esteem. “That’s fucked up, Austin.”

			“I know. I shouldn’t have taken advantage of you—”

			“Not the blow job, you asshole. Ghosting me.”

			He flinches and falls silent.

			I’m on my feet. I can’t sit still any longer. I pace to the end of the bedroom, whirl around, and face him, needing the distance. “Do you know how shitty it is to wonder—for four years—what you did because your best friend suddenly stopped talking to you? Do you know how difficult it was to suddenly realize I had no one who knew the real me? Sure, I had my family, but it wasn’t the same. You knew I wasn’t close with them.” And it hits me then, the truth of those words. It was never the same without Austin. “Fuck, Austin. I mean, you acted like I had betrayed you.”

			I’d never realized just how much I depended on Austin back in high school until he was gone. Maybe he was the kid who didn’t have very many friends, but I was the kid who knew too many people, and not a single one of them was true. They needed me for a favor. Needed me for money, or for influence, or to make themselves look popular. All fun people, but all surface friendships. Then I met Austin, and we clicked. He was humble where others were arrogant. He was steady where life was chaotic. I admired that about him. Looked up to him. I never told him that.

			“I really want to punch you right now,” I tell him.

			The strain around his eyes makes him appear years older. “I won’t stop you.” Soft.

			It’s his regret that washes the last of my anger away. Slumping onto my bed, I struggle to orient this new information. It’s silent between us, some of the earlier tension having eased. At the end of the day, I don’t want to punish him. All I want is for him to know how much he hurt me, and I think he does know, since it seems he’s carried this regret with him for years.

			“My first year of college was shitty,” I snap at him. “Not one single friend, not even on the soccer team.”

			“If it makes you feel any better, mine was too.”

			“Yeah? Well, good.”

			His mouth twitches at that.

			I shake my head, fighting my own smile. How can I be mad at the guy, but also forgiving? Deep down, Austin knows he made a mistake. And maybe that’s why it’s easy for me to let it go. He knows he did wrong, and he’s owning up to it. “I don’t know, man. Going off to college was supposed to be fun. But that first year I was basically a hermit. I didn’t have anyone to talk to.” I’d wanted to talk to Austin though. For the first few weeks of school, I’d texted him, even knowing he probably wouldn’t respond. He didn’t. But still, I tried.

			His sigh seems to cost him a lot of energy. “You didn’t get along with your teammates?”

			“They were fine, but it’s hard to find someone you click with, you know?”

			“Yeah,” he murmurs. “It is.” He looks at me for a long time. Something flashes in his expression—fear? “You really don’t care that I’m gay?”

			“Austin.” I’m having a hard time deciding whether to laugh or groan at his ignorance. “My brother’s gay.”

			He blinks. “Oh.”

			I snort. “Yeah. Oh.”

			“That’s why I asked for a room change,” Austin explains. “I didn’t want you to feel uncomfortable living with me. I wanted you to have the choice as to who to room with.”

			“And if I want that person to be you?”

			“What?” He’s startled.

			“What if I want to be your roommate? What then?”

			“I don’t know.” He watches me with typical wariness, not sure where this is going. I’m not entirely sure either, but I do know Austin was the best friend I ever had, and if there’s any way we can return to that place, then I want to try. “I guess I didn’t think you’d want to be my roommate, especially after coming clean about... you know.”

			“Then I guess you’re an idiot.”

			He laughs at that, quiet. Always quiet with him. “Yeah, I guess I am.”

			I then say, “So you’re going to let Charles know you don’t need to switch rooms?”

			He nods, a corner of his mouth lifting.

			“And you’re going to stop being a dick.”

			Another nod.

			“Then we’re good.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Austin

			“So you think you have what it takes to play soccer?”

			Our coach for the summer, a man named Vin Romero, strides up and down the lineup of players standing at center-field. He’s a squat Italian man, lines carved into his bronze skin, gaze sharp and stern. His gait is steady, yet lighter than I would expect of a man closer in appearance to that of a bull than a deer.

			Vin Romero is a legend. He played for Manchester for twenty years as a defenseman. Five-time Olympic Gold Medalist. Two-time World Cup Champion. But what made him a legend was the game in 1993. Both of Manchester’s goalkeepers were injured, so he stepped into the goal, barely even trained, and stopped every shot made. Manchester secured the win that game.

			I’m in awe. Before I became a goalie, I played defense for many years. I worshipped the man, and saw myself in him, too. He came from nothing. A broken home. In college, he walked six miles to the field every day, there and back, because he didn’t have enough money to afford a bike or car, and the buses didn’t stop where he lived.

			Any athlete will tell you that people like Vin Romero aren’t born. They’re made.

			Further down the line, Logan watches him in equal awe. My gaze settles on him for only a second before turning back to Coach Romero. The last few days have been slightly awkward, but not nearly as tense as they were that first day. Logan, knowing him, probably feels no awkwardness. He’s let go of his anger. But I still harbor guilt over making assumptions about his character, for abandoning him. The guy who unknowingly stole my heart back in high school.

			Every day gets a little better though. It’s like old times. The jokes, the laughter, and then the deeper conversations as we stay up later than is smart. We’ve spent a lot of time reminiscing, but also talking about the future too.

			Now that a few days have passed, I’m mostly over the jetlag. Our days are scheduled with breakfast in the morning from six to eight. Our first practice runs for two hours, from nine to eleven. Noon is lunch. We have free time until four, when we have our second practice. That goes until six. Dinner is seven to nine. Since this is our first practice of the summer, I’m not sure what to expect. I’m guessing morning practice covers conditioning or drills, and the evening practice is scrimmage.

			“Tell me,” Coach Romero goes on, stern as a drill sergeant. “What do you think the most common pitfall of your average soccer player is?” He looks to us each in turn. I think he’s enjoying himself.

			Someone down the line says, “Communication.”

			Coach jerks a nod. “Yes. Communication.” A feral grin takes up his face, and he looks even scarier than he did two seconds ago, if that’s even possible. “Today we’re going to do an exercise that shows me how well you communicate on the field. We’ll be splitting off into pairs. Find a partner.”

			There’s a lot of movement as the guys claim their partners. Check-in was a few days ago, but already friendships have been made. Besides Christian, the German guy I met on the first day, I haven’t socialized with many of the players, choosing instead to eat or explore the city alone. It’s a habit that’s deeply ingrained.

			A hand on my shoulder drags my attention to whoever stands behind me.

			Logan.

			My pulse stutters before I remember that friends is all we’ll ever be, and I’m lucky he’s even forgiven me, lucky he’s talking to me. So I shove that feeling aside and smile. He smiles back.

			“If the drill is communication, I want to make sure it’s with someone I understand,” he explains. I hear what he doesn’t say—that he doesn’t know any of our teammates either.

			No, that’s not true. The other day he introduced me to his roommate from Indiana, Greg.

			“Don’t you want to partner with your roommate?” I ask him. Greg is a nice guy, all smiles and kindness. He has a girlfriend back home who he talks about. It seems to be a healthy, loving relationship.

			“I thought you were my roommate.” He tilts his head in confusion. Coach calls us down to one end of the field. Logan slaps my back. “Let’s go!”

			As one, we all jog to the end of the field near one of the goals. The university’s athletic center is huge. A ten-billion-dollar complex. There are multiple fields surrounded by stands, and we currently practice on the central field, as the turf was recently replanted.

			Coach Romero chuckles darkly. He’s holding a basket filled with what looks like fabric. “The most important part of communication? Listening! And what better way to listen than to take your most valuable sense as a soccer player away from you?”

			The guys murmur in trepidation. Something about those words makes the hair stand up on the back of my neck. At first, I think it’s a rhetorical question, but I’m not so sure.

			“One of you must go first. Choose.”

			The field manager begins setting up cones in random patterns. Logan and I share a look of confusion.

			“What’ll it be, Rhodes?” he asks. “You want to go first?”

			I shrug. “Sure.”

			Coach hands me a piece of fabric. Then I realize what it is.

			A blindfold.

			The other volunteers glance around in surprise, some laughing nervously. A chill courses through my body, and the laughter dies as quickly as it came. This can’t be good. The guy next to mean swears like a sailor.

			Quickly, I glance at Logan, who looks as shocked as the rest of them. When he sees me watching him, he sends me a reassuring smile, and some of the anxiety in my chest eases.

			Those with blindfolds line up across the goal line. Coach says, “If you want to learn how to communicate effectively on the field, you need to first learn how to listen to your teammates. Now. Get a soccer ball and put on the blindfolds. Your partners will direct you through the obstacle course. The last team to get through the course gives me five laps around the field. The first to make it through the course also gives me five laps. This is a game of strategy, so play wisely. Players, take your marks.”

			I capture the ball beneath my cleat and tie the blindfold around my eyes. The world goes dark, and my sense of hearing heightens. I’m acutely aware of those breathing on either side of me, the squeak of a cleat against the ball, a few chuckles in the background.

			“On three,” says Coach.

			My stomach tightens. It’s all fun and games until someone twists an ankle or gets a concussion.

			“One.”

			I already have an idea of which players will hit the ground running and which will take their time. I’m fairly certain Logan and I won’t end up in last place.

			“Two.”

			The problem will be making sure we’re not in first.

			“Three!”

			A few of my teammates launch forward, blind, as they dribble the ball. Everyone is shouting at once, pitching their voices louder than the rest so their partners can hear their directions. Almost immediately, I hear a body fall, the dull thud against the grassy field. Then another seconds later. A curse rings out, and there’s laughter, choked and disbelieving from the guys giving directions. Lucky bastards.

			I wait for Logan’s voice. Before putting on the blindfold, I mapped the layout of the obstacle course in my mind. The start is located on the left side of the field, while I currently stand in the center. The course then makes a large half-circle, ending on the right side of the field.

			“Rhodes, you with me?” Logan’s voice, deep and raspy. It feels like fingers trailing down my spine.

			“Yeah.” Somewhere ahead, the sound of another body hitting the grass. More snickering. Whoever it is, hopefully he didn’t break any bones. Learning how to fall is just as important as learning how to aim a kick.

			“We’re going to take this slow,” Logan says, above twelve other guys screaming their directions at their partners. One lucky player is partnered up with Coach, since there’s an odd number. “You can’t see it now, but it’s a shit show out there. People ramming into one another, tripping over their feet.” He snorts. “One guy accidentally kneed someone in the balls.”

			Ouch.

			“It’s probably twenty or so paces to the starting point. Ten o’ clock. Remember: slow.”

			Dribbling while blindfolded is harder than it seems. While dribbling, I’ll occasionally glance at the ball, but it’s more the security of having the choice to look at it, if I want. Now I don’t have that choice, and I’m reining in the power of my foot taps so the ball doesn’t go too far, but is always touching some part of my cleat. I hear Logan shout, “Keep going. A few more steps.” If someone’s about to hit me, he’ll let me know.

			“All right, now straighten out. You’re almost at the first cone. Yep, stop there. Ahead there’s a weaving drill. Five cones in a row, about two feet apart.”

			I think I knock over one of the cones in the process—or maybe I trip over a cone that someone else has knocked over. The distance feels a lot longer when you can’t see it.

			This reminds me of high school, the times Logan and I would stay after practice to work on drills. He was always willing to give out advice and direction, which I was generally too nervous to ask for. Just being in his presence made me feel important.

			“Austin!”

			Damn. I was getting sidetracked. I pause, waiting for his instructions.

			Logan directs me to the next phase of the obstacle course, where I have to run from side to side, which I manage to complete by only tripping once. I lose the ball, but find it again. I’m sweating and my head is pounding from having to think so hard. I strain to pick apart Logan’s voice from the masses.

			“Fuck!” One of the players swears. I can’t tell which direction it came from.

			“Two minutes left!” Coach Romero barks.

			I say to Logan, “Are we last?”

			“Don’t worry about that. Just worry about getting to the finish line.”

			I feel like I’m going to jump out of my skin. Logan’s steady voice is a warm current running through me. We always worked well together. With us, it’s a give and take. Balance.

			“Okay Rhodes, there’s a guy coming up on your right, another on your left. You’re the last three. Turn more to the left, yes, exactly like that. Now sprint. Go, go, go!”

			Logan directs, and I follow him. My trust in him sends me across the finish line as the whistle blows. I rip off my blindfold, finding myself huddled with the other players at the opposite end of the field. Two guys are still on the obstacle course. I wasn’t last, at least.

			Once we all gather together, laughing and making fun of the people who ran into one another—one guy has a serious knot on his forehead—Coach lectures us on the importance of communication. “You have to listen to your team. I know it’s hard to hear one another on the field sometimes, what with the fans screaming, but you have to listen. You have to. You tell one another when someone’s open, when there’s a man at your back, when you’ll take possession of the ball.” He looks to Ilya, a left-midfielder, and nods to how he stands with his hands cupped around his junk. “Let’s get some ice for you. As for the teams who were first and last—and those who didn’t finish—do your laps.”

			When Coach disappears, the guys all start poking fun at everyone. Typical. I work on passing exercises with Christian until Coach returns. We start with ground passes, using the inner arch of our foot to keep the ball low.

			From the corner of my eye, I watch Logan complete his own exercises. Footwork, quick and light. Then he slows it down. If you can’t do something slow, you won’t be able to do something fast. That’s what my coach at UCLA always told us, and I’ve taken it to heart. Logan recognizes the truth in those words.

			Though I’m passing with Christian, I’m always aware of Logan’s presence, even when my back is turned. I hear the shock of a foot hitting the ball, a second of silence as it soars, and then the thwack as it hits the back of the net. Christian and I practice throw-ins for a good ten minutes when Logan approaches, the soccer ball resting beneath his arm, on his hip.

			I stop, pushing strands of sweaty hair from my eyes. I forgot to bring my headband. “What’s up?”

			Logan pulls his eyes away from my forehead, looking at me. “Want to practice shots?”

			With him? That’s not even a question. My answer will always be yes.

			I turn to Christian, a question in my eyes, but he’s looking at the small scrimmage going on. He jerks his thumb in their direction. “You guys have fun. I’ll be working with them.”

			Wordlessly, I take my position inside the goal. He’s loose as he sets up the ball, studying the angle. Logan kicks equally well with both feet, so he can go either way. He takes the first shot.

			I block it.

			And the next one, too.

			And the next.

			When I’ve blocked eight in a row, I quirk an eyebrow, giving him a long look. “For some reason, I thought this would be more difficult.”

			He snorts, but something in his eyes sparks. It makes heat coalesce in my stomach. There’s challenge there, and fire. I know the feeling. The need to prove yourself.

			“I was being nice before,” he says conversationally, legs planted as he studies me. A flush colors his cheeks. His dark eyes are bright. “But I’m happy to shank you if that’s what you want.” He tosses a devilish smirk my way.

			My heart pounds as I imagine that mouth on me.

			Get your head out of the gutter, Rhodes.

			He lines up, giving nothing away. I always found Logan difficult to read as a player. It’s one of the dangers of facing him in the net. But I studied him so much in high school—far more than he would be comfortable knowing—that I discovered one or two of his ticks. A subtle tightening around his mouth told me which direction he’d aim at. I look for that tick as he steps forward and pulls back his powerful leg.

			Only I don’t see it as his foot cracks against the ball. His face is smooth, stoic, emotionless. I’m so focused on watching his face that by the time I come to, it’s already too late. The ball soars past me into the net.

			Well, that answers my question. He broke the habit. Which means Logan is a far more deadly competitor.

			Logan watches me. I can’t tell what he’s thinking. “Distracted, Austin? That’s unlike you.”

			If only he knew.

			“Again,” I tell him.

			So he does. He shoots, I block. Occasionally, when I’m distracted by the way he moves, he gets a shot by me. But I can’t tell him there’s a reason for that. It’s not because I can’t move fast enough. It’s because he’s like living flame, and I’ve stumbled across it after years spent in the cold. Logan McGregor burns with life.

			At some point, we switch positions. I may be a keeper, but it’s still important for me to know how to do everything as well as the other players. That includes being able to shoot.

			Logan’s not completely terrible in goal. Since he doesn’t have the training, I notice a few mistakes with the way he holds his body, how he reaches to block the ball, but he’s not half-bad. I get most of my shots past him, but not all. The ones he stops, he seems to be satisfied with.

			By the time we’re done taking shots, the temperature has warmed. Coach Romero still hasn’t returned, and I wonder if that means morning practice is over. Some of the guys stand around, chatting or passing the ball. We head for the bench and take a seat. That’s when Logan’s phone rings.

			He fishes it out of his bag, and a frown touches his mouth as he stares at the screen. He doesn’t say anything.

			“Who is it?” I ask, curious.

			“Jasmine.” His voice is quiet. “My girlfriend.”

			My stomach drops, and I quickly wipe the devastation from my face. Of course he’s in a relationship with a girl. I would expect nothing less. And I’m an idiot for forgetting that no matter how much I want this man, I can never have him. He’s never belonged to me, and he never will. I have him for six weeks. That’s all.

			He sends me an unreadable expression. “I need to take this.”

			It’s almost like he’s asking me for permission, but that doesn’t make any sense. I nod. “Sure, man. Do what you have to do.”

			While he takes the call, I try to ignore the budding disappointment in my gut. I nearly laugh. Did I think anything would be different? If I want to move on, I need to let go. I should have let go a long time ago, when I cut contact between us. I just... couldn’t. I was in love with the guy. I’m still in the same place, wanting him. Only now he’s with someone else. My behavior isn’t healthy. It’s not fair to either of us, especially me.

			So I decide now. To let go. Because wanting Logan as more than a friend will destroy me, in the end, if I’m not careful. I’ve been given a gift this summer. I want to be free of my emotions. I want for things to be the way they were before I had feelings for him.

			So I take a deep breath. And when I release it, I let all those feelings go with it.

			Moving on is hard. But it’s just another part of life, in the end.

			Logan speaks in low tones. I can’t hear what he’s saying, but judging from his body language, he’s not happy. Frustration is coiled in his muscles, the taut line of his back. One of his hands lifts in the air, and his voice spikes in volume, the tone hard and unforgiving. It doesn’t sound good.

			A few of our teammates dart glances his way. Pedro, one of the defensemen from Venezuela, says, “Sounds like he’s in the dog house.”

			Logan argues over the phone for probably ten or fifteen minutes before he tips his head back and stares at the sky. His shoulders slump as his hand drops from his ear, the cell phone dangling from his fingertips. Then he returns to the bench.

			He takes a swig of his water bottle. He stares straight ahead, a muscle ticking in his jaw.

			As if sensing his brewing anger, a few teammates give him space. I stay put though. “Everything all right?” I ask.

			“Maybe. I don’t know.” With a sigh, he drops his phone into his soccer bag. “Jasmine broke up with me.”

			I give him a look of sympathy. Simply put, breakups suck. After my first boyfriend broke up with me, I was a mess for nearly a year after. Though, to be fair, he was a complete asshole and cheated on me beforehand. That broke my self-worth. “Sorry, man.” I don’t really know what else to say. I never met the girl, and I know nothing about their relationship. But a part of me, the selfish part, can’t help but feel a little happy at the turn of events, that—at least for the summer—I have Logan all to myself.

			“I think I need a drink,” he says, a deep line wrinkling his brow.

			I check the time. It’s after nine, so morning practice is over. Coach never came back. I’m guessing Ilya’s injury was more serious than it looked.

			It’s too early for a drink. But I look to Logan and smile. “I’ll give you something better.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			Logan

			“Shit, I forgot about this episode,” I say, shoving popcorn into my mouth. Outside, the sky has gone dark. The sun set hours ago. At least I think it did. I was too busy enjoying myself to care.

			Austin and I lay sprawled across our respective beds, gorging on popcorn and watching The Twilight Zone. We used to do this in high school—movie nights at my house where we’d pig out and watch old episodes until we passed out on the couch. Sometimes we’d mute the volume and make up our own lines for the characters. Sometimes we’d sit in complete darkness, lights off and curtains drawn, trying to scare the shit out of each other when either of us used the bathroom. I don’t remember how or why the tradition started. I think we were bored one rainy afternoon, scrolling through Netflix. Once we convinced our teammates to join in, it became a weekly Friday night occurrence.

			The memory makes me smile.

			This episode is an old favorite. A Stop at Willoughby. God, it freaked me out in high school. I don’t know how Rod Serling did it. Every episode is like a dream gone wrong. That prickle against the back of your neck. The need to glance over your shoulder, certain that something’s watching you, that all is not as it seems. The creepy entrance music certainly doesn’t help.

			Austin chuckles from his bed. His legs are crossed at the ankles, and he eats popcorn from a bag resting on his stomach.

			After our evening practice, he dragged me to a convenience store, telling me to pick whatever junk food I wanted. He wouldn’t tell me what we were doing, but I knew it was related to my breakup with Jasmine. After giving him a confused look, I did as he ordered and got popcorn, candy, chips—the works.

			“Forgetting something?” he said at the checkout counter, holding something up.

			“Dude!” With an incredulous laugh, I snatched the bag from his hand.

			Ladies and gentlemen, Austin was holding Dino-Sour Eggs. Gigantic sour jaw breakers that break your teeth and pucker your mouth from how unbearably sour they are. We used to eat them in high school before they were discontinued. Finding them here, in a convenience store in Paris, was mind-blowing in the best way. The fact that Austin remembered a small detail from long ago? It’s even better.

			After gathering enough junk food to feed an army of children, we returned to the room. Imagine my surprise when Austin hooked up his laptop to the television and told me we were reinstating our weekly Friday night ritual. I didn’t know what to say. I was touched, and suddenly my mood lifted.

			“Wouldn’t that be an awesome prank to pull on someone?” he says as the black-and-white picture showcases a man sitting on a train. “You pay off the train conductor. Get some booze in your friend so he falls asleep. Make him believe he’s waking up in a town that doesn’t exist.”

			“That’s sick, man.” I take a swig of beer, my grin widening. With him, I feel freedom I haven’t felt in a long time.

			Austin sips from his water and laughs again. One of his arms is folded behind his head, his shirt riding up a bit. His other arm rests on his stomach. It’s the tatted one. They’re all done in black, lines and shapes of intricate designs. I wonder what the pictures represent, if anything.

			He glances over at me, and I snap my eyes to his. I didn’t realize I was staring.

			A small indentation appears between his blond eyebrows, but he turns back to the television, saying, “Remember that one episode about the ugly woman who went to the hospital for a procedure?”

			“Yeah.” The woman had been very attractive, but in this society, it was apparently the more unattractive features that were seen as beautiful. “Or the episode about the guy who survives the nuclear fallout.”

			“He finally has time to read.”

			“And then his glasses break.”

			“A tragedy.” On screen, the man falls asleep and wakes up in the mysterious town of Willoughby. I shudder. This episode gives me the creeps.

			“Did you watch The Twilight Zone a lot in college?” I ask him. I’m curious as to how Austin spent his free time. If he discovered any hobbies or new interests.

			Austin shakes his head, and I can’t help but feel a little pleased that he didn’t continue this tradition without me. “I didn’t have much time for hobbies outside of soccer and school. Although, once I fell in with my team, I discovered their obsession with a much different show.” He grimaces.

			My curiosity is piqued. “And that show is—?”

			“Gilmore Girls.”

			My body goes still as my attention pulls away from the screen. “No shit? Mine were, too.”

			He gawks at me. “You’re kidding.”

			Slowly, I shake my head. It’s slightly concerning that a bunch of men are so obsessed with Stars Hollow. But also, not surprising. When you really think about it, our lives are rather boring. We spend most of our time kicking around a ball, and the rest of it eating, shitting, and sleeping.

			Austin asks me with suspicion, “Do you watch the show?”

			I nearly lie. From the way he says it, I can tell he doesn’t watch the show. Which makes me feel embarrassed, but I own my shit. “Maybe,” I say with as much nonchalance as I can muster.

			A shit-eating grin stretches across his face, lighting his features. His eyebrow ring winks in the lamplight. “You do. You sap.”

			My chuckle vibrates in my chest. “Can’t help it, man. I have to find out if Rory and Jess end up together.” Pretty sure they’ve broken up about three times by now. The show is way too addicting. I’ve wasted hours of my life watching it, but I need my Kirk fix. He’s the best character, by far. “You’re missing out.”

			Austin rolls his eyes. “Trust me, I’ve seen it. My roommate loves that show. I think he was the one to get our teammates interested. It’s sad. We used to go to bars to watch the game. Somehow, we migrated to frilly drinks and Gilmore Girls on Monday nights.” His mouth twitches, and he sighs with resignation.

			We both laugh. I’ve missed this. The ease of our friendship, of being in each other’s company. The last time I felt so open with someone was in high school. With Austin.

			Growing up, my life wasn’t that difficult. My father is a former senator. He was in office when I was in primary school. There was always pressure to be on point with whatever I did. No public disappointments. I could never tell if people actually wanted to be my friend or if they just wanted to look important by spending time in my company. Austin was the only person I never doubted. His intentions were always true.

			We settle into companionable silence, watching episode after episode. I’m not sure how late it is, as my phone is on the other side of the room in my soccer bag. I try to ignore the urge to check my messages. Jasmine won’t be texting me. It’s over between us.

			“How are you feeling?” Austin asks after some time.

			Over the phone, Jasmine had once again complained that I hadn’t answered her call. It’s like our previous conversation—the one where I told her I wasn’t going to have my phone on me all hours of the day—never happened. She berated me for a good ten minutes. You need to pick up when I call. Make sure to check your text messages too. I told her that wasn’t going to happen. I can’t sacrifice every hour of the day to please her. I can’t plan and rearrange my free time based on her needs either. Nor do I want to do that.

			She was quiet after that. Never a good sign. I felt the dark cloud of doom descend over me.

			“I don’t think this is going to work,” she said. It was spoken as a threat.

			It was the final blow. No relationship should ever come to ultimatums. But the funny thing is, she was right. It wasn’t going to work. I couldn’t give her the attention she needed, and her possessiveness was becoming too stifling. So we broke up. And that was that.

			Tilting my head back against the pillow, I stare at the ceiling. “Honestly, I’m relieved.” Which makes me feel guilty, because I know Jasmine cared about me. But our relationship was like trying to fit a square peg into a round hole. It wasn’t going to work. “I can see now that something wasn’t working. Our values didn’t align, among other things. We were too different.”

			He doesn’t say anything, but I can feel his attentiveness, despite my attention returning to the television screen. The episode ends.

			And maybe that’s why I don’t look at my friend. Jasmine, as much as she was a nice, fun girl, never took the time to listen to me. As such, she never knew me. She knew fun me, soccer me, but there are other sides to me, too. I can’t even remember the last time we had a deep conversation. It was all about events and going out to eat. Which is fine, but I need more. I need investment. Knowing Austin listens feels like I put this object in a box and tucked it away for safekeeping. Now I’m pulling it down, opening the lid. It’s both familiar and new.

			“We met at a bar,” I tell him. “It was later in the night. I was drunk off my ass, playing ping pong with one of my friends, when this beautiful girl approached me and started chatting. I didn’t think anything of it at the time. She was drunk too, and I figured, well, people mingle when they’re drinking. I had gotten out of a long-term relationship a few months before and wasn’t looking for anything serious. But once we started talking, I found out we had grown up in the same hometown.”

			“Denver?”

			I can’t hide my surprise. “Yeah.” I didn’t think Austin remembered that. “Anyway, I guess we were too drunk to remember to exchange numbers. But then a few days later I got a text from her. She had tracked down my number from a mutual friend. We started hanging out.” I shrug. “It was fun.”

			“What did you like about her?” Austin asks, his attention wholly focused on me.

			His stare is so intense that I have to look away. I’m stumped. When I think of the reasons I liked Jasmine, they all sound pretty shallow. Maybe it’s because they are shallow.

			“She’s beautiful. Funny.” I wrack my brain for something else. Anything. What did we do while hanging out? Shit, I don’t even know how many siblings she has, if any.

			The obvious reason feels too personal. Growing up, Austin and I never discussed sex, for whatever reason. For me, I didn’t have the experience, so there was nothing to say. For Austin, I now know it’s because he hadn’t come out yet.

			I decide to tell him anyway. “And she was crazy in bed.” Yeah, we spent a lot of time exploring one another’s kinks.

			Something about the silence draws my attention back to his face. His green eyes are contemplative, but there’s something else. My pulse spikes, then settles. I’m nervous about his reaction, is all. Wondering if he’ll judge me.

			But the only thing he says is, “Nice.”

			I keep talking to fill the drop in conversation. “Jasmine didn’t understand how hard I work at soccer. I felt bad because sometimes we’d make plans but then practice would run late, and she’d get mad at me even though I did my best to accommodate her. She wanted more from me. More time, more affection, more communication. A guy who could give her the time of day.”

			“It seems like you two weren’t a good fit to begin with. Anyone who enters a relationship with the intention of changing someone isn’t compatible with that person.”

			I nod, grateful that he understands.

			“You’ll find someone,” he continues. “Maybe not right away, but eventually.” He sounds certain.

			“How do you know?” Not that I’m not torn up over the breakup, but I’ll admit the thought of being in a stable relationship with someone I love sounds nice.

			“Because you deserve that.” Austin says it simply, like it’s something he’s always known.

			I’m starting to feel uncomfortable about how personal this conversation has become, so I steer it in another direction.

			Taking one of the Dino-Sour Eggs, I hold it up like it’s a trophy. “Bet I can finish this before you finish yours.”

			Austin’s smile is slow. That’s just how it is with him. He’s never been shy really, just incredibly reserved. Distant, at times. But it seems he’s thawing out, and nothing could make me happier. “What are we betting on?”

			I think for a moment. My eyes linger on his, and he’s quick to look away.

			Hm. What are we betting on?

			Back in high school there were plenty of bets. Once I lost a bet to Austin and had to show up to school wearing my mother’s clothes. Austin lost a bet and had to stick his dick in the freezer. That one was interesting. Except then I lost the next bet and had to draw dicks all over my face. In permanent marker. My mother was horrified. Austin pissed himself after I told him of my trip to the local grocery store. An old lady fainted in the cleaning aisle.

			“You lose,” I say, “and you have to wear a speedo at the time and place of my choosing.”

			Austin’s look is pure loathing. I laugh. “I don’t own a speedo.”

			“That’s okay. I do. Also, it’s bright pink.”

			His mouth parts. He swallows. “I want to ask why you own a bright pink speedo but I’m afraid.”

			“A gift from Jasmine.”

			“Fine. And if I win, you have to wear it at a time and place of my choosing.”

			The smile he gives me is so bright, so bold—it’s the Austin I remember. He tosses a curl from his eyes and says, “You’re on.”

			And that’s how we find ourselves sucking giant, sour jaw breakers in the early hours of the morning. I win, of course. It was an unfair bet because Austin doesn’t have as high of a tolerance for sour candy as I do, and I was banking on that. “Looking forward to seeing you strut your stuff in the speedo,” I tease.

			“Fuck you.”

			As my laughter trails off, I say, “So what have you been up to all this time? I mean, besides not watching Gilmore Girls.”

			A frown touches his mouth as he considers the past four years. Personally, I’ve been low key. Traveled a time or two. But mostly I put my nose to the grindstone. Soccer was my past, present, and future. And it worked, because after this summer I’ll be a starting player with LA Galaxy.

			“Went to school for business administration. Was on a full ride at UCLA. Which is good, because otherwise I wouldn’t have been able to afford it.”

			“Have any teams picked you up yet?” I ask.

			“A few.”

			“I’m sure that national championship title your sophomore year didn’t hurt your chances.”

			A stillness settles over him. “How do you know that?”

			Oh, shit. Busted.

			“I, uh, kind of followed your soccer career.” My smile is rueful, though hesitant. I’m not sure what Austin will make of it. “For the first two years, at least.”

			“Oh.” He blinks and promptly answers my previous question. “Liverpool wants me. Also LA Galaxy.”

			I perk up at that. “Really? I signed on with LA after summer.” How cool would it be to have Austin and I playing for the same team?

			And Austin—I don’t know how to describe it, but he just shuts down. He nods, distant. Eats some popcorn. Returns to The Twilight Zone.

			And that’s the end of that.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			Austin

			It’s a tied scrimmage with four minutes remaining. The earth is springy beneath my feet as I guard the goal, looking out at my teammates. It’s the end of the first week, and after days of straight drills, Coach Romero finally rewarded our hard work with a scrimmage. I’m glad of it. Drills will always be important, but the game—that’s what makes me feel alive.

			As this is our first scrimmage, I expect it to be somewhat of a shitshow. And, well, it is. Coach was big on communication this week, but it’s different when put to the test. Yes, we talk to one another. Yes, we remain aware of where the other players are on the field. But we don’t yet gel. Trying to fit together the various skill levels takes time and effort. It feels a little like playing chess in the dark.

			It hits me how long it’s been since I played a formal game. Four months. I spent those first weeks after graduation playing as much pick-up as I could, but there’s no comparison to having a full team, playing on a proper-sized field. Attending Academy Paris won’t miraculously shape me into the best player, but with the right resources, it sure helps.

			Coach Romero stands off to the side, tracking our movements. Our team wears orange, the other yellow. He substitutes players when he sees fit. I imagine he’s analyzing the way we interact, questioning if there’s a better place for us. From what I’m observing, the mid-fielders and the forwards on my team aren’t communicating very well. A Belgian guy named Jack, on the left, carries the ball all the way to the forwards but doesn’t pass it off. I get it. He wants the glory of a goal. But he’s pissing off the forwards. They do nothing but stand around, useless. At this rate, I’m afraid my team is going to fall apart sooner rather than later.

			It’s late afternoon. The sun is hot, but the air is cool. Our morning practice consisted of conditioning. We ran circuits until my legs felt like they were going to fall off. Then we spent an hour in the weight room. That practice wore me out. My legs are sore just from standing.

			One of my guys attempts a shot on goal. Christian, the other team’s goalie, is wicked fast and eerily in-tune with the ball’s destination. He blocks the shot, then throws it to one of his defensemen. Now they head toward our side of the field.

			My eyes seek out Logan, who jogs upfield, occasionally glancing over his shoulder to keep the ball in sight. One of my midfielders covers him. He calls to his teammates that he’s open, and they send it as he races to an empty spot toward center. He traps it against his chest and sprints forward, trying to close the gap between the goal.

			Logan was fast back then, but now he’s downright unstoppable. As he dribbles down the field, I mentally prepare myself. My muscles coil in anticipation. I’m waiting for the smack of his foot hitting the ball. I’m trying to get a read on his body language.

			He outruns my last defenseman. As if he can feel my gaze on him, he lifts his head, meets my eye. I know the next step will be his shot. Judging from his location and how fast he’s running, it will probably be higher than my chest. I’m already shifting position, because even after all this time, I remember the way he moves.

			The ball soars left.

			I go left.

			It hits my palms. Surprise flashes across his expression. I offer him a small smile before rolling it to my teammate, who sends it back upfield. Logan, however, lingers by the goal post.

			“Nice save,” he manages, watching me. Sweat drips down his face.

			“Thanks.” It feels good to know I can still block hits from the hardest-hitting, fastest forward I’ve ever played against. “Maybe next time.”

			Logan snorts. “Yeah. Maybe.”

			One of his teammates shouts his name. Logan curses and makes a beeline for center field. His team intercepts the pass, but one of my guys steals back the ball. The fight for possession draws his defensemen forward, unknowingly giving my men the advantage. There’s no one between them and the goal. My man kicks it high and deep, up and over the heads of the other team’s defensemen.

			“Fuck.” This comes from one of their players. Everyone streams back downfield.

			“What are you doing, Williams?” Coach shouts to one of their defensemen. “Aggressive! You need to be aggressive! This isn’t a ballet.” A vein throbs at his temple.

			We shoot, but one of their players blocks it with his head. The ball is fair game. The fight for possession is downright vicious. It’s times like these that I wish I wasn’t stuck on the opposite end of the field. I can’t tell who has the ball, but then I see one of my players wide open. The ball soars to him, which he traps against his thigh. We make the shot, leaving the score 3-2. Coach Romero blows the whistle.

			Game over.

			Buzzing with adrenaline, we all gather at the benches. We’re drenched in sweat and breathing hard. Many players plop onto the grass with a relieved sigh. Others chug water or Gatorade. I take a seat next to Logan, waiting for what Coach Romero has to say. He scrubs his palms over his face, then drops his hands at his sides. “Well, that was—” His eyebrows lift to his hairline.

			“A shit show?” Christian suggests glumly from the edge of the bench, his elbows on his knees.

			Coach opens his mouth, then closes it. “I was going to go with ‘interesting,’ but that too.”

			Logan snorts a laugh and looks at me. Without words, I understand everything he’s saying. It’s amazing that so much time can go by, and yet my heart stills knows this man. As for the laugh, well, he isn’t wrong. The scrimmage was hilariously bad.

			He turns toward our group of players—my team. “Damien, your team struggled with communication. There were multiple times when someone passed, and two or three players went for the ball. That shouldn’t happen. You know this. I know this. You look up, make eye contact. Say their name. Anything. When multiple people from the same team fight for the ball, you’re asking for your opponents to steal it.”

			We nod in understanding. I may not know these guys yet with only a week at the academy under my belt, but they’re like me. Next practice, they’ll show up early. They’ll go above and beyond. And they’ll make damn sure to communicate. In a game, there are no second chances. You fix your mistakes before you ever walk onto the field. One mistake can be the difference between a championship title.

			Coach then turns to Logan’s team. “I honestly don’t even know what to say with you all. You got distracted. McGregor, while you were chatting with Rhodes at the goal—” Logan winces at being targeted. “—your team struggled to gain the ball back. If you had been paying attention, don’t you think that last goal could have been prevented? Defense: What the hell were you doing? Everyone was clumped together at midfield. You left your goalie wide open. Damien’s team took advantage of that blunder and scored. You need to pay attention.”

			I cringe on their behalf. It’s like being scolded after a parent discovers your hand in the cookie jar.

			He continues to pummel Logan’s team for another five minutes. It’s brutal. We’re set to ridiculously high standards, but that’s just how it is. This is the world of professional soccer. It’s not a rec league. It’s not even collegiate. Mistakes can make or break your career.

			And yet, though Coach Romero is stern, he’s never unkind. He’s actually kind of inspiring, weaving anecdotes of his own experience decades ago. It helps me connect with who he is, the vision he has for us. The guys take it all in stride. At the end of the day, we’re here to improve. And there’s always something to improve.

			Coach shakes his head with a smile. “We’ll start with passing drills at tomorrow morning’s practice, so bring your A-game. Let’s bring it in.”

			We stack our hands together. “One, two, three: Paris!”

			The team disbands and heads toward the locker room, though a few players return to the dorms. The room is full of chatter, hissing showers, shedding clothes. As I move down one of the locker aisles, I notice Logan peeling off his shirt from the corner of my eye. I glance away, heading to a shower stall at the end of the hall.

			Bad enough I have to endure the torture of living with someone I’m still attracted to. Logan’s straight. End of story. I promised myself I’d let it go, and I did. Mostly. I’d be doing myself the biggest favor in the world by getting over it.

			After removing my sweaty, grimy clothes, I duck under the hot spray, facing the wall. Four years of distance, zero contact, and my heart still pounds when he’s near. It was just a crush. That’s what I told myself throughout the years.

			It was never just a crush.

			The night of the graduation party, I’d already accepted I was gay. Months and months of painful self-discovery led me to the realization one morning while eating breakfast at my kitchen table, of all places. The lightbulb finally went off. The reason why hanging out with Logan felt like a drug. The way my body tingled when our hands accidentally brushed. I wanted him—wanted to touch him—as more than a friend.

			So when Logan was chosen to go into the closet blindfolded, I knew this was the only chance I’d have to act on my desire. It was sharp as a knifepoint, my desperation even sharper. Sitting in a circle on the bedroom floor with the other party-goers, my palms started sweating as I slapped together a last-minute plan. No one knew of my sexual orientation, and I wasn’t ready to divulge that information. I was barely comfortable with it myself. But I wanted Logan more than anything, and for the chance to touch him the way I’d dreamed, I’d risk outing myself.

			There were four girls in the bedroom besides myself. The odds of me picking the short straw were slim. But what they didn’t know was the sleight of hand trick I’d picked up a few months ago, bored while waiting for the bus to pick me up from school one morning. So I cheated.

			I’ll never forget their wide eyes and scandalous giggles as they saw the short straw resting in my open palm. It was like walking in on a secret, illicit affair. Knowing I’d have to put my mouth on another guy’s dick shocked and thrilled them. They were drunk. Glassy eyes and sloppy grins. None of them saw the anticipation I fought to contain. The joke was on them. I was getting exactly what I wanted.

			One of the girls, Jade, pushed me toward the closet. Disappointment flashed in her eyes. I knew she had a crush on Logan. “Well, go on.”

			My legs shook as I walked to the closet and cracked open the door. From the doorway, I saw Logan sitting on a chair in the dark, pants gone, his erection bobbing between his thighs. My mouth was dry. This was the point of no return. Slowly, I shut the door behind me.

			A hand on my shoulder jolts me back to the present. It’s Logan. I’m standing under the shower spray, but the water’s gone cold. The locker room has emptied out. I’m naked.

			He frowns as I jerk away from his touch. He’s fully clothed. A blessing in disguise. But I still have to think about something other than the fact that I’m naked and we’re standing less than two feet apart. Paint drying. Toe fungus. Ear wax. I manage to get control over my dick. I pretend he’s my grandmother removing her dentures for the evening. That seems to help.

			“You okay?” he asks in concern.

			“Yeah.” I turn off the shower and slip a towel around my waist. The memory of that night brings heat to my face. I banish the thought to another continent before facing him again. “What’s up?” My tone is even and steady, I’m happy to note.

			“Some of the guys are going to head out for a drink. You down?”

			Aside from Christian, I’ve barely spoken to the other players. It’s not that I don’t want to. They all seem nice. But my natural instinct is to separate myself, do my own thing. I very nearly pass with the excuse of being too tired, but I also know the damage to our friendship can never be repaired if I avoid Logan. Things will never be as they once were, but maybe they can get close to that.

			“Sure,” I say, heading to the bench where my duffel rests and pulling out a set of clean clothes. “I need to eat something first, but I can meet you. Where are you meeting?”

			“The Gray Lady. It’s just down the street from the dorms. Take a right when you walk out the front door, head down about four blocks. It’ll be on your left.”

			“Cool. See you then.”

			“Oh, and Austin?”

			I turn, and my gaze narrows in awareness at the evil expression on his face. “Yes?” The word is slow.

			“I’m looking forward to you cashing in your bet.” With a dark laugh, Logan heads out of the locker room.

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			Logan

			We arrive at the bar a little past seven. I’m with Greg, Manuel, who’s from Spain and who has the most accurate corner kicks I’ve ever seen, and Christian. The bar is on the small side, with low lighting and soft French music drifting through the background. A lot of violin and accordion. It’s not packed, but it’s not deserted either. Most of the patrons lean toward middle-aged or older. Quieter than I expected, but I’m not complaining. There’s enough room for us to find a booth. I look around the bar for Austin, but he’s not here yet.

			Our server approaches our table, her smile wide as she takes in the three fit soccer players. She’s beautiful, with dark features and wide hips. I smile in return as she glances at each of us. “What can I get you to drink, boys?” She has a faint accent, but it’s not French. She looks to be Italian.

			I know in France you’re probably supposed to drink wine, but I’m a beer man through and through. “I’ll have a Stella, please. Oh, and a Peroni,” I add, thinking of Austin. He liked that beer back in high school, so I’m assuming he still likes it now.

			She shoots a smile my way, jotting down my order. Greg’s too busy texting his girlfriend to give her notice, but Christian and Manuel eye her with equal appreciation as they give their orders. Once that’s done, she makes small talk with them before sashaying back to the bar. My eyes can’t help but linger on her very fine ass.

			I guess I’m a free man now. It’s been a week since Jasmine broke up with me, and I feel completely fine. Actually, I feel great. I don’t have to worry about keeping my phone on me, don’t have to worry about what to say to repair whatever damage I’ve caused for not being present enough.

			Greg, as if noticing my happy expression, asks, “I’m guessing the post-breakup is going well?”

			“Better than I expected, honestly.” I informed him about the breakup a few days ago. To which he’d responded, “I honestly never liked her that much anyway.”

			That was certainly a surprise. “Why?” I’d asked. Jasmine was nice enough, even if she was too high maintenance. The girl had seventeen different shades of lipstick.

			“Her voice was annoying.”

			The comment caught me off guard. “Her voice?”

			“You didn’t notice? It sounded like a squealing baby.” He said this with a completely straight face.

			“Oh.” I blinked, thinking back. “I guess it did.”

			Talk turns toward sports, as it usually does. There’s a game playing on television. Greg is starting to get nervous because his girlfriend is coming to visit in a few weeks. And he’s proposing.

			It blows my mind, knowing my friend wants to spend the rest of his life with his girlfriend. They’ve been together for three years, and it’s obvious they’re madly in love. When I first met Greg, he didn’t have much stability in his life besides soccer, but once he and Teresa started dating, I saw a change in him. Maturity. Compassion. Dedication. It was like his life flipped a switch. I’d never seen him happier. Not that I’m looking to get hitched any time soon, but it would be nice to have someone by my side, through good times and bad. The forever kind of love.

			Christian zones out of the conversation, his attention locked on the game. I can’t blame him. Germany’s playing. I doubt an atomic bomb going off would pull his attention away.

			“I was surprised they asked me to the academy,” Manuel says, his expression closed and contemplative. “I heard someone dropped out, which meant a spot opened up for me. It was a miracle.” He shakes his head in disappointment. “I was asked to play for Barcelona a few years ago, but I tore my ACL. They chose someone else. It pushed me back almost two years for recovery.”

			Yeah, that has to be rough. All your dreams come true, and suddenly they’re being snatched away. “How’s your knee now?”

			“Good as new.” He knocks his knuckles against it. “Or as good as it will ever get.”

			The server returns with our drinks and lingers. “Are we interested in any appetizers this evening?” The question is directed at Christian, but he’s sucked into the match. Clueless. Just yesterday he was complaining about how he hasn’t hooked up with anyone in months. You snooze, you lose.

			I shake my head, and Manuel does the same. Greg is still texting furiously. “We’re good for now, but thanks.”

			With another smile, she disappears into the growing crowd.

			Manuel and I talk for another twenty minutes. Again, I glance around the room, but Austin hasn’t shown. I’m almost done with my first beer, and I find my mind drifting to the graduation party. It was the last time I saw Austin before he disappeared. It still irks me that he’d think I’d cast him out over his sexuality. I’ve never cared about that shit. It’s his life. He can do whatever—and whoever—he wants.

			The buzz takes me back. I sat on a wooden chair in the closet, half-naked, blindfolded, my breathing loud in the enclosed space. My ears strained for sound as my heartbeat thundered through me. God, the anticipation of the door opening had been almost too much. The thought of a girl’s mouth on me, which was something I dreamed about no less than five times a day. I was hard and waiting.

			The creak of hinges. I tensed. Everything was dark.

			Soft footsteps on the carpet, and then the click of the door closing behind whoever had entered the closet. I hoped it was Jade. She was cute and sweet, with big blue eyes. We sat next to one another in English, and she always made a point to ask me about my day. But, being eighteen and inexperienced, I could never tell if that was because of attraction or if she was just being nice. And I was too chicken-shit to ask her out.

			The rules stated I wasn’t allowed to talk to whoever entered the closet. The other person wasn’t allowed to talk either. I couldn’t touch whoever was to give the blowjob, but she could touch me.

			Another step. The tread was heavy, but I didn’t think anything of it at the time. I inhaled, hoping to catch the girl’s scent. I couldn’t smell anything beyond the dust and fabric of the clothes. Whoever it was stood right in front of me, as I could feel the heat from her body. Releasing a breath, I licked my lips.

			Clothing rustled. I wondered why for only a moment before the girl knelt in front of me, and I tensed. A feeling of vulnerability crept over me. Was it obvious I was inexperienced? I was half-naked while she was fully clothed. I heard her breathing—deep and steady. My own deepened to match. My cock throbbed as blood pulsated throughout the tip.

			More rustling. The girl’s body heat was a blaze against my bare legs. Fabric brushed my thigh, and I sucked in a breath. I remember thinking please. Without even realizing it, my legs opened wider, and the girl shifted a few inches closer. A stream of warm air coasted over my dick. God.

			My hands gripped the sides of the chair. Every muscle in my back and legs contracted in anticipation, the moment I’d feel heat against my most sensitive flesh. A bead of sweat winded down the side of my face. It was too warm in the closet. I nearly asked who was here. I’d be breaking the rules, but I wanted to know which of the girls would be touching me tonight. The sense of not knowing heightened my arousal.

			A brief touch along my cock. My hips jerked. My world narrowed at the touch of a finger tracing along my length. It traveled up, dipping into the slit where my precome leaked. I think my mouth opened as pleasure swamped me, but I couldn’t be sure. I no longer had control over my own reactions.

			Another breath. The girl’s mouth was right there. An inch forward was all I needed. I forced my hips still, though at that moment I wanted nothing more than to shove into her mouth.

			It felt like an eternity passed. Then, the lightest touch of the girl’s tongue circled my head. My breath stuttered in my chest, and it felt as if all the air in my lungs evaporated. I needed to touch her. Just her shoulders, just to anchor myself. Another slow lick shot heat up my spine and through my pelvis. A small groan slipped out—

			“Logan?”

			Someone slaps me on the back, and I blink in the dim-lighted room, coming back to myself. My beer sits in front of me, now empty. Looking up, I meet Austin’s green gaze.

			“Are you all right?” His hand rests on my shoulder. His expression is concerned.

			My face burns and my pants are tight. Shit. I’m half-hard from the memory. A mouth on me. But not just anyone’s mouth. Austin’s mouth. I think it’s finally hitting me.

			The only thing I can do is shake off the memory and feign a smile. “Hey, man.” I lift my drink, set it down again.

			That’s when I realize what he’s wearing.

			“You actually wore it,” I say, taking in his muscular body and the tiny stretch of pink fabric covering his crotch. A few blinks and I have to look away.

			His cheeks are red, but he doesn’t break eye contact. I have to give him credit. People are beginning to stare. Our new teammates aren’t sure of what to make of this, so I explain to them the bet while I scoot over to make room for him in the booth.

			Austin slides in next to me, his thigh pressed against my own. He nods to Greg, Manuel, and Christian, who barely spares him a glance. I pass him a beer, my pulse having slowed. “Got this for you.”

			He nods his thanks and takes a sip. “Peroni?” he says in surprise.

			For some reason, I want to deny it. I remember a lot of things about Austin. Like his love of Thai food. That ugly haircut he got a few months after knowing each other. I smile. “Good to see some things don’t change.” Even though a lot of stuff does.

			The look he sends me is almost wary. “Thanks.” He sets the beer down. Austin isn’t much of a drinker, so I assume that’s the last sip he’ll have. Even knowing that, I still wanted to get it for him.

			While Manuel disappears to get another drink, I turn toward Austin and find a safe topic of conversation. But surprisingly, he talks first.

			“How are you feeling about—you know.”

			Ah. The breakup.

			I shrug. “Pretty good, all things considered. Live and learn, right?”

			He nods. Murmurs, “Live and learn.” He takes a swallow of his beer.

			“What about you?” I ask, suddenly curious. “Are you seeing anyone?”

			“No.”

			I wait for Austin to elaborate, but he remains as closed as ever. A short laugh slips out, because I’m not at all surprised. I’m suddenly remembering how difficult it was to converse with him in group settings. “Come on, man. That’s all you’re going to give me? No juicy gossip? No trail of broken hearts?”

			He sighs. Glances at the television before turning back to me. He looks amused. “You really want to know?”

			“I’m asking, aren’t I?”

			My friend shakes his head. “I’m telling you, it’s that Gilmore Girls. The need to pick apart romantic relationships.” But his eyes dance, and he goes on. “There was one guy I met at a party when I was a freshman. We lived in the same dorm. We dated for a few months.”

			I wave my hand, gesturing for him to go on. “And?”

			“And it turns out he was a narcissistic asshole who gaslighted me. I decided relationships weren’t really my style. Nowadays, I stick to hookups, and I’m happy with that.”

			I understand—to an extent. Getting burned can color your perspective, but ever since I met Austin, he’s been closed off emotionally to most people, aside from his sister and, well, me. I don’t want one bad experience to make him think relationships are something to fear.

			I’m curious as to what type of guys he goes for though. The way he looks now is different. He’s edgier. It makes me wonder if he attracts men of a similar look. He didn’t have those tats in high school, or the eyebrow ring. It’s the juxtaposition of his edginess and the quiet, calm personality beneath that intrigues me.

			“You have a type?” I ask.

			He chokes on his beer, spewing it across the table. Christian takes no notice as he screams obscenities at the game. Germany made a blunder, causing the other team to score, I think. Greg and Manuel have both disappeared.

			“You want to know my type?” he croaks once his coughing fit is under control.

			“I don’t know, I’m curious.” The bar is busier than it was, and many of the patrons are men, some Italian, some American, some French. There’s a good variety of ethnicities. I draw his attention to the bar. “Any men over there who catch your eye?”

			He follows to where I point, considering the crowd for a moment, brows knit. Then he tips his chin toward the end of the bar. “The guy in the blue shirt. Short dark hair.”

			I appraise who he points to. He’s a good-looking guy. Around our age, probably. Fit. At one point, the man turns around and scans the crowd, and I catch sight of his raw-boned face. He has dark eyes.

			It seems Austin goes for the tall, dark, and handsome. Interesting. Growing up, I always pictured him with a blond girl. Maybe it was his hair. It was so fair back then, more white-blond than it is now, and he always reminded me of some Scandinavian dude.

			I take a sip of my beer before remembering it’s empty. I’m going to need another soon. “You could always go talk to him,” I say.

			“He’s straight.”

			“How can you tell?”

			“I just can.” He looks around, zeroing in on a different man across the room. “That guy’s queer, though.” I turn to look. Tats. Partially shaved head. Jeans that mold to his legs. “I’m not sure what he identifies as, but it’s not straight.”

			This man has similar coloring to the other. I shake my head. There doesn’t seem to be any signifier to me that the man isn’t straight. I guess it comes with the territory. “Are you going to go talk to him?”

			“No.” He turns back to me. “I’m not looking for anything. And anyway, I’d rather catch up with you.”

			For some reason, the statement makes me smile. While I wouldn’t blame him for hooking up, I’m glad he’s choosing to spend his time with me. Four years is a long time to not speak, and we only have five weeks left of the academy.

			Our server returns. “Another refill?” She turns her pretty smile onto Austin once she realizes there’s a new addition at the table. Her eyes linger on his tattoos, on full display, and his bare chest. “And you, honey?”

			I muffle my laughter behind my hand as he blinks at her in confusion, probably having no idea that right now, she’s fucking him with her eyes. “Uh.” She rests her fingers on his shoulder, stroking softly. Either she doesn’t notice he’s barely touched his beer, or she doesn’t care. Probably the latter.

			“I think he’s good,” I say, leaning forward to draw her attention away from him. I point to my now empty glass. “But I’ll have another Stella.” I grin at her, but she’s no longer looking at me. She’s looking—no, leering—at Austin. Which is fine, but it’s a little irksome as Austin isn’t even interested in women.

			“Sure thing.” Another winning smile in Austin’s direction before she saunters off, not bothering to ask Christian his order. He’d probably ignore her anyway.

			“Jealous?” he asks, all casual, a devilish gleam in his eyes that wasn’t there earlier.

			I slant him a look. “That girl has no idea you swing the other way.”

			He shrugs, comfortable in his own skin. “It’s the tattoos. It always gets them.”

			Without realizing it, I study the ink spreading up his right arm. “What does this say?” I point to a line of narrow script that disappears around his bicep.

			He rotates his arm so I can get a better look. Tempus edax rerum.

			“It’s Latin,” he says. “It means ‘Time, devourer of all things’.”

			“Fitting.” I never imagined Austin as someone who’d ever get a tattoo, as he was pretty straight-laced in high school. He was the one always watching out for my drunk ass.

			“I got my first tattoo after I broke things off with my ex.”

			My eyebrows lift to my hairline. Austin offering a piece of himself without my asking for it? I remain quiet, not wanting to miss anything.

			“I needed to feel in control of my life. At the end of that relationship, I had no self-esteem, and generally felt like shit. The tattoo was a reminder to myself: I am the master of my own life.” A sheepish smile. “Sounds like a load of crap, now that I think of it.”

			I shake my head. “It’s not.” It’s real, after all. And it’s true.

			“I guess. Anyway, not long after that I got my second tattoo, and my third. It turned into a form of self-expression.”

			“Yeah, just like Brandon Love,” I joke.

			“Brandon Love—” He pauses as realization dawns. “The Christmas party, right?”

			“Yep.”

			“Oh, God, I’d forgotten about that.” Laughter bursts out of Austin, loud and free. The server returns with my drink. She leaves quickly, but not before smiling at Austin again.

			I shove aside my annoyance and take a sip. “He was such a dumb ass. Drunk off his ass, too.”

			I soak in the memory. It was a few days before Christmas. One of our friends hosted a party because his parents were out of town. A rager, that one. Anyway, we were all sitting around shooting shit when Brandon, one of our teammates, comes over and tells us he wants to get a tattoo because his girlfriend, Mame, kept claiming he wasn’t serious about her. They’d been together for, what, three weeks?

			After more hassling from Brandon, Austin drove all three of us to the nearest tattoo parlor. It was after midnight. In stumbled Brandon, drunk. He tells the guy, in no uncertain terms, that he wants Mame’s name tattooed on his ass. I imagine that’s when the tattoo artist tried to talk him out of it, because Brandon shouted, “This is the woman I’m going to marry!”

			Laughing harder, Austin says, “Then he was screaming like a dying animal as they tattooed his ass. He just kept saying, ‘Mommy! Mommy!’” He snorts into his beer, shoulders shaking as he bows his head, trying to hold himself together.

			An hour later, Brandon hobbled back into the waiting room. He was so damn proud of his new tat and couldn’t wait to show his girlfriend.

			“And then—” Austin’s laughter descends into hilarity. He can’t talk anymore because he’s crying, banging a fist against the table so the glasses rattle. This causes Christian to glance over at us in confusion. Two guys laughing their asses off for no apparent reason? He shrugs and goes back to watching the game. “Then he shows us the tattoo.”

			How could I have forgotten? Brandon pulled down the waistband of his shorts so we could see the ink. He’d ripped the bandage off it, which you’re not supposed to do, but again, he was drunk and a moron. He’d told the tattoo artist to write the word “Mame” inside a heart.

			It said ‘Mom.’

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			Austin

			“Where are you off to?”

			I glance up from packing clothes on the bed. Logan stands in the doorway, dressed in a t-shirt and exercise shorts, having returned from breakfast. I ate close to an hour ago, as I have a flight to catch this morning.

			Smiling, I shove the rest of my toiletries into my backpack and zip it up. “Rome.”

			His eyebrows lift skyward. “No shit? You didn’t mention it.”

			I give him a half-hearted shrug. To be honest, I wasn’t sure if I’d take the plunge. But flights are so cheap between European cities it seemed like a wasted opportunity if I didn’t take it. It’s been a slow process opening up to Logan again, too. Our first week came and went, and while things are closer to normal than ever, I hesitated in mentioning it to him. Maybe I thought he wouldn’t care? And maybe I was afraid that in mentioning it to him, I’d want him to come with me. Our rocky beginning has finally smoothed. I don’t want to stir the pot.

			“I’m just going for the weekend,” I say, slinging the backpack over one shoulder. “Coming back Sunday. Don’t trash the place when I’m gone, okay?”

			He gives me a funny look, but before he can respond, I’m out the door. I have a plane to catch.

			I reach the airport with plenty of time to spare. Boarding isn’t for another thirty minutes, so I wander around until I find a bar with a soccer match playing. Perfect.

			I head for an empty seat. A tall guy sits to my right with nice broad shoulders. A quick glance of appreciation is all I allow myself. Then I do a double take at the shaggy dark hair, the strong profile. “Logan?”

			He swivels toward me on his bar stool, goofy grin in place. “Austin. What are the odds?”

			My mouth gapes. I shut it with a snap. “What are you doing here?”

			“Oh.” Leaning back in his seat, he tilts his head in a nonchalant manner, taking on an air of importance, one hand gripping a glass of beer. “Just having a drink.”

			“In an airport?”

			He rolls his eyes, dropping the act. “I’m going on a trip, idiot. To Amsterdam. You left so quickly this morning I didn’t get a chance to tell you. Booked the flight last week. Sixty dollars round trip. You can’t beat that.”

			And we just so happen to show up at the same bar, same time, same day?

			Since I’m here, I slide onto the stool next to him. The bartender asks me what drink I want.

			“Ginger ale,” I reply. He nods and goes to get my order ready.

			“Need to settle your stomach?” Logan asks.

			“A little bit, yeah. Flying makes me kind of anxious.” I mean, we’re sitting on a chair in the sky. That’s just not natural.

			Once the bartender sets down my drink and I take a sip, I turn toward Logan. “So. Amsterdam, huh?” My smirk leans toward a leer. I think we both know why he’s going to Amsterdam.

			“Yup.” He doesn’t bother hiding the devilish grin. “Weed and women. What more can you want?”

			“Oh, I don’t know. Your health? Seriously, you need to be careful about catching an infection. I don’t know how often the prostitutes get tested, but it can’t be that often.”

			“They’re called sex workers.”

			“Same thing.”

			“Okay, well, we know what I’ll be doing.” His eyes crinkle when he smiles like that, and my heart can’t help but turn over and display it’s vulnerable underbelly. Logan doesn’t know how irresistible he is. “What are you going to do in Rome?”

			“Besides eat a shit-ton of pasta? Walk around to see the sights. To be honest, I’m mostly going for the food.” I take another sip of my soda. The bubbles help settle my stomach. “I’ve never traveled abroad, so I’m not going to cram too much into the trip. I only have two days.”

			Logan shifts in his seat, his knee touching mine. “You never traveled in college?”

			“I could never afford it. I was on scholarship at UCLA, and I didn’t have much wiggle room to travel or buy a lot of things. On the weekends I was a ref at some of the rec leagues, so I made money from that. I saved as much as I could.” Was it hard, at times, watching my friends do great things while they left me behind? Yes. But that’s life.

			Logan flicks a glance at the screen and sits up straight. “Shit.”

			Somehow, in the last four minutes of the game, Arsenal made a goal.

			“Are you a Chelsea fan now?” I ask in curiosity, studying him in a new light. In high school, Logan was a die-hard Arsenal fan. Nearly kicked my ass once when I insulted their keeper.

			“I am.” He watches me, as if daring me to challenge what we both know: that he used to despise Chelsea.

			I merely take a sip of my drink. “Turncoat,” I mutter, to which he snorts into his beer. Then I ask, “How’s your family doing?”

			“Jason is doing well. He’s working at an internship in Denver this summer for a tech company. This is his second summer working there, so he’s hoping they’ll hire him when he graduates college in two years. He’s insanely smart. Got a 4.0, is involved in all sorts of extracurriculars.” He laughs self-deprecatingly. “And here I am kicking around a ball, not even utilizing my degree.”

			“I’m glad to hear that. I always thought Jason would go into politics. He was really into the debate team in high school.”

			“Me too. I think he got bored of it though. No one was ever better than him, and it’s hard finding inspiration when you’re already the best at something.” In the soccer world, there’s always someone faster, more disciplined, more sure-footed than you. Some people always want to be the best, but I love nothing more than finding inspiration in others, seeing my shortcomings and working toward improvement. “My dad is doing well. And my mom—” He takes a breath. “She passed away a few years ago. Car accident.”

			“I’m sorry, Logan. I didn’t know.”

			“Yeah.” His focus goes to the line of liquor bottles displayed along the back of the bar. “It was hard on everyone, but especially Jason. That’s when he switched to IT. He realized he didn’t love politics and wasn’t following his dream. Life’s too short, you know?” He shakes his head as if to scatter the sadness coloring the air. “What about you? How’s your family doing?”

			“Megan is doing well.” I decide not to mention my mother, who isn’t doing well, and who Logan’s never met. I’m not ready to air out the skeletons in my closet yet, if ever. “She’s coming to visit, actually. You’ll be able to see her.”

			An announcement comes on over the intercom. “First call for boarding for flight 678 to Rome.”

			“That’s me,” I say, downing the rest of my drink. The conversation was too short for my liking, but I’ll see Logan in a few days.

			The flash of disappointment across Logan’s face, however, is totally unexpected. “Have a good trip,” he says, watching me.

			“You too.” In high school, we’d always talked about exploring Europe together. But that’s obviously not in the cards today. If I budget correctly, I might have enough money to take another weekend trip soon. I’ll be sure to ask Logan to tag along.

			Boarding goes relatively smoothly. I settle into an aisle seat when, twenty minutes later, I spot a familiar face among the line of people struggling to pack their bags into the overhead compartments. And, lo and behold, he takes the seat across the aisle from me.

			It’s the second time today I’ve been blindsided. Unless Logan has an identical twin brother I didn’t know about, and this is all a cruel joke. “I thought you were going to Amsterdam.”

			Logan’s smile lights up his face. “Changed my flight. I decided it would be more fun traveling with a friend than alone.” He stares at the back of the seat in front of him, murmuring, “I guess I wasn’t ready to say goodbye yet.”

			My stomach flutters at the confession. It seems as if he doesn’t realize what he said. “Oh. Well, when in Rome, right?”

			He settles back as the flight attendants finish closing the overhead compartments. With a smile, I settle in as well. It’s a two-hour flight to Rome. Enough time for a quick nap.

			We take off, and soon, I’m dreaming in the clouds.

			Two hours later, we touch down in Rome. Together, Logan and I make our way off the airplane. It’s early morning, so we have the whole day ahead of us, plus tomorrow. Check-in at the hostel isn’t until early afternoon.

			Then I realize our dilemma. “You need a place to sleep.”

			“Ah.” He laughs. “I kind of forgot about that.”

			We’re standing near the baggage claim in the airport. It’s busy at this hour. People coming and going, speaking a multitude of languages. We didn’t check any bags, but it offers a good place to figure out what the next step is. I say, “We can see if there’s an open bed at the place I’m staying at.”

			“Let’s do that.”

			We check the map and find my hostel only a few miles away. Since it’s a beautiful day outside, not too hot, we decide to walk.

			Everyone is out. Shopping, eating, sight-seeing. Like Paris, Rome is beautiful. But unlike Paris, it’s far, far older. It blows my mind that I’m walking the streets of what used to be a great, ancient empire. This is where Julius Caesar once ruled. Before he got stabbed in the back, that is.

			Also, Rome has a lot of fountains. And I mean a lot of fountains.

			When we reach the hostel, I ask the receptionist if there’s a room available.

			“We have one bed left in a shared 4-person room. Thirty euros a night plus tax.”

			“That’s perfect,” Logan says, and passes over his passport and money so they can check him in.

			I ask, “Is there any way we can leave our bags here until it’s time to check in?”

			“Sure.” The guy smiles at me. He has an English accent and a lot of piercings. Dark hair and eyes. He’s definitely my type. And judging from the appreciation in his gaze, it looks like I might be his type, too.

			As he leads us to a locked closet in the hallway, I notice his body. Fit. Maybe a long-distance runner, as his legs are toned. We drop our bags and head out the door, but before we step outside, I hear the guy say, “See you around, maybe?”

			I glance over my shoulder. In my peripheral vision, I notice Logan frown. Again, I give the British guy a once-over. “Sure thing,” I say with a grin. Logan snorts.

			Outside, we loiter on a street corner, looking at the GPS on Logan’s phone. Aside from going to a gay bar later in the evening, I didn’t have any plans set up ahead of time. I start to ask Logan if there’s something he’d want to do when he says, “Be right back.”

			“What—?” But he disappears around the corner.

			Ten minutes pass, and I begin to worry that he’s either gotten hit by a car or he’s been kidnapped, when someone pulls up to the curb. It’s Logan... on a scooter.

			“Dude.” I approach and run a hand over one of the handles. “This is either the worst idea you’ve ever had or the best idea you’ve ever had.” Because Italian drivers do not mess around. I’ll likely be a smear on the roadway before the day is done.

			His grin is playful, and it makes my own mouth curve in response. He revs the tiny engine. “Hop on.”

			I straddle the back of the scooter, keeping some space between us. “Uh.” My mind blanks as I think of where to put my hands. I finally settle them on his shoulders. It seems like a safe enough location. “Where to?” I ask.

			The corner of his mouth lifts. “You’ll see.”

			And we’re off.

			Logan and I spend the majority of the day being lame and touristy. We hit all the hot tourist spots: the Piazza del Popolo, Santa Maria in Trastevere, the Coliseum, to name a few. Winding through the old buildings of pale stone, moving deeper and deeper into the heart of a city that has stood thousands of years, the place of government and art and religion and war, feels so much larger than me. The architecture is as delicate as it is bold. We wander the old cobblestoned streets, the white-washed walls rising up. See the spires and stained glass of the old cathedrals. Rome is weathered, ancient, alive. I swear I feel the hand of God here, and I’m not even religious.

			The hours pass lazily. Logan steers the scooter through the masses effectively, and as time goes on, my hands migrate from his shoulders to his waist. The first time they did, he tensed, and I quickly pulled away, having not realized I’d moved them. “Sorry,” I said.

			A short pause. “It’s okay. So long as you don’t fall off.”

			Eventually, my hands found their way to his waist again, but I kept the touch light, proprietary.

			Our next stop is the Trevi Fountain. Like every other destination in Rome, it’s packed. I can barely see the water from where we stand. Loads of tourists fling coins into the pale blue water. It’s not the crowds that make me uncomfortable, rather what the fountain represents. Wishing isn’t for people like me.

			But Logan places a coin in my hand. His eyes twinkle. My heart beats at a quicker tempo, and I tell myself it’s the excitement of exploring someplace new, not the crowd forcing us into closer proximity. My shoulder brushes his chest. A tremor runs through me. It has to be just me who feels this. Logan isn’t interested in men. He’s not interested in me. Those unrequited feelings start crawling back, but they’re not welcome. I have the summer. One last brilliant summer with my best friend and the only man I’ve ever loved. As friends. That’s all.

			Except Logan looks at me like he holds the sun in his hands, his smile tugging at the corners of his mouth, ready for anything, and says, “Together?” and I feel my heart gallop against my ribs.

			The edge of the coin cuts into my palm. “Together.”

			We turn at the same time, putting our backs to the fountain. The crowd disappears around me as, closing my eyes, I toss the coin over my shoulder, hearing the plunk as it hits the water, Logan’s hitting the surface a second later.

			“What did you wish for?” he asks, studying my face.

			“You first.”

			For the first time today, I see vulnerability there the easy smiles and delight. “That we’ll keep in touch after this is over. Wherever we end up—I still want to know what’s happening in your life, Austin.”

			My throat swells unexpectedly. I bump my shoulder to his playfully and force a smile to my mouth, though I know he can read the seriousness in my eyes. “Wished for the best summer of our lives,” I say, but it’s a lie.

			Because my wish?

			It’s him.

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			Logan

			Later that evening, Austin and I find ourselves a small café along one of the cobblestoned streets, tucked away from the crowds. The interior is dark, intimate. It smells of fresh pasta. Wine is being poured by the glasses, and low Italian conversations carry to the small table we share in the corner. We talk, we laugh, we stuff our faces like the Americans we are. At the end of it, I’m flush with drink. Surprisingly, Austin had a glass of wine as well. Just one. I accept the check from the waiter.

			“Here.” Austin reaches for his wallet, but I hold out a hand to stop him.

			“I got this.”

			Not sure if it’s the wine or his embarrassment, but his face reddens. “You don’t have to do that. I have money.”

			“I know you do.” But I know this trip has put a strain on him financially, and what’s the big deal if I can pay for it? Anything to reduce the financial pressure he feels. “Buy me a drink at the next bar. Deal?”

			His green eyes practically glow in the candlelight. He swallows, then nods.

			I grin to ease the tension, and we head out. We must have walked close to ten miles today, getting lost in the narrow backroads. My legs are sore. It’s near dark now. The city is gold and white from the multitude of lights.

			Damn. I had a blast today. And it’s not even over yet. I’m feeling loose and happy, and there are still places to explore. After wandering through the backstreets for a bit in the lazy night air, I drag Austin down another road, past another building of old, pale stone. There seems to be a lot of guards walking around. I don’t think too much of it.

			I really have to piss, so the first place we come to that’s deserted, I undo the button on my jeans and let it all out. I sway, eyes half-closed.

			“What the—” Austin makes a sound of disbelief behind me. “Logan!”

			I squint at him over my shoulder, trying to sharpen my focus, but it’s not really working. The sound of urine hitting stone fills the night. “What?”

			“You—you’re—” His hand lands on my shoulder, fingers bruising. He jerks me back so I stumble against his chest. “You moron. You’re fucking pissing on Saint Peter’s Basilica!”

			I straighten and stare at the dark stain dripping down the wall. Ancient stone hundreds of years old, it looks like. My dick hangs out of my pants, flapping in the wind. Everything is fuzzy. St. Peter’s Basilica. Why does that sound familiar?

			Oh, shit.

			A high-pitched giggle bubbles up my throat. This is the church of the pope. The big guy’s house. “I’m going to hell.”

			“Hey!”

			My head whips to the side. Austin swears, and it takes me a few seconds to catch up with what he’s seeing. A dark figure races toward us down the sidewalk. We stand in the shadows, and the lighted areas are almost too bright. Austin grabs my arm, tugging me behind him. “Come on!”

			I am way too drunk to function right now. That’s a police officer. A really big, mean-looking dude who will probably toss me into prison for defiling his precious church. I yank my arm from Austin’s grip and jerk up my zipper, forgetting in my panic that my dick still hangs out of my pants.

			The most excruciating pain tears through me as the zipper catches on my manly parts. My vision goes gray. “Fuck!” I scream, my knees buckling.

			The police officer is yards away. Austin keeps trying to pull me to my feet, and I moan like a wounded animal, seconds away from passing out. Karma really is a bitch. Piss on the house of God, and I nearly sever my dick off. He’s punishing me. I don’t even have the words to repent because I’m too busy half-sobbing between my clenched teeth. I’m afraid to look down, but I quickly run a hand over myself to check for blood. I don’t feel any fluid, thankfully.

			Austin jerks me upright and drags me deeper into the shadows. The police office is speaking rapid Italian into a radio.

			I moan again, pitifully. “I’m too young to go to prison.”

			“Logan, if you don’t get your ass in line, I’m leaving you here.”

			“You wouldn’t.”

			He tries a door set into the stone. “I assure you, I would.” Miraculously, it opens.

			“Get in,” he orders, and shoves me inside. The ceiling soars above me. It’s a vast, cavernous, echoing space. The air feels holy. I swear I hear angels singing in the background. Or maybe that’s the devil.

			I’m still gazing upward when Austin yanks on my arm, pulling me behind him.

			Oh, Jesus, Mary, and Joseph. We’re breaking and entering the holiest of holy places. I’m going to die a fiery death. I’ll be impaled. Beheaded. Cast in a vat of boiling oil.

			“Austin,” I gasp as we hurtle down a torch-lit hallway.

			“You fucker.” He pants beside me, his head whipping left and right for a way out. “You just had to take a piss, didn’t you?”

			“I’m sorry, but I have to tell you something.”

			He growls in his throat. And maybe it’s my drunken stupor, but it makes my blood heat in strange new ways. “What?”

			“I’m an atheist.”

			He drops his head with a curse as we turn a corner. Dead end. We turn around and run back down the hallway, taking a sharp turn down another corridor as the outside door opens in a flood of light. The police officer spots us and shouts something that’s lost in the empty space.

			“If we go to hell,” my friend gasps, sweat flying from the tips of his curly hair, “I will personally toss your burning carcass to the devil. I’m not going to be trapped there forever. I don’t think they play soccer down there.”

			“Not even if it’s with me?”

			He’s quiet, which I wasn’t expecting. I expected some smarmy remark. It’s my fault we’re being chased by the police and, if caught, we’ll most likely be thrown out of the academy, as well as the country. But I’m glad it’s with Austin. I don’t want it to be with anyone else.

			It’s then I see a red sign in the distance: the exit.

			Austin glances at me. “Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad,” he says, facing ahead again. “Being in hell together, I mean.”

			The comment makes me grin. We’re basically in hell anyway.

			We reach the exit. The door swings open and slams against the wall. Cool air slaps my face. I don’t recognize where we are, but Austin seems to know where to go. I follow on his heels as we dart across the dark street. What feels like five or fifteen minutes later, Austin tugs me into a shadowy alley, his back against the wall of a brick building, gasping for air. He peeks around the corner, saying, “I think we lost him.”

			With a groan, I peer down my shorts. It’s too dark to see anything. “Dude, I think I cut off some of my dick skin.”

			Austin’s eyes glitter in the streetlights. He just nods. “That’s unfortunate.”

			Unfortunate! I shoot him a caustic glare. “Seriously, what if I can’t have children?” That chase made me feel a little bit wild. I reach my hand down and pull my dick out, and Austin’s eyes widen. It’s not like we haven’t seen each other naked before. “Here, check to see if any parts are missing.”

			My friend tries to retreat, but his back hits the wall. There’s nowhere to go. “I’ll take a rain check,” he says.

			That’s right. Austin’s gay. Hm. Yeah, I guess that would be kind of awkward for him to touch me. Though for whatever reason, I’m not weirded out by the idea.

			“So now that the wild goose chase is over, where to next?” I ask him, tucking myself back into my pants. I’m definitely going to have a bruise tomorrow.

			Austin hesitates. “I actually had plans tonight. There’s this gay bar I want to check out. Maybe we could meet up afterward?”

			“Oh.” It’s hard not to feel crestfallen. “I mean, do you know how long you’ll be out?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Well, would it be cool if I tagged along?” I’ve never been to a gay bar, but it’s a bar, and I’ll be with Austin, so I can’t imagine it would be that bad.

			“Er.” He runs a hand through his hair. He looks uncomfortable. “I mean, there’s a very high chance you’ll be hit on.”

			“Why do you say that?”

			He stares at me, expression blank. A few seconds pass. Then he says, deadpan, “You have a big dick.”

			My eyes widen, and I burst out laughing. “Shit, man.” I see the memory of the graduation party in his eyes, and I know it’s in mine too. It’s there.

			I clear my throat after a moment. “I still want to go with you, if that’s cool. I want to see you in your element.” It’ll be interesting to see how Austin reacts to getting hit on—or how he hits on other people. This is a part of his life I’ve never seen before, and I want to be a part of it, in whatever way I can.

			“My element, huh?”

			“I want to see how you pick up guys.”

			“I mean, I’m pretty sure it’s the same way you’d pick up a girl.”

			“Oh, yeah? Then bring on the pickup lines.”

			I don’t know what I expected from a gay bar, but I guess it makes sense that it’s packed wall to wall with men. Well, mostly men. A few women and other queer folk mingle and drink and dance to the house music beating through the massive speakers set atop the small stage in one corner. The place has a vintage feel. Velvet drapes. Dark tones. Funky lamps and framed pictures. I take it all in at a glance.

			As we step further into the room, heads swivel toward Austin. A few men eye him in appreciation, their gazes lingering on his tats, which are on display with his shirt sleeves rolled up. He moves ahead of me, effortlessly parting the crowd with his wide shoulders. There’s an air of confidence to him, a certain knowing. I stay close to his back, but eventually, the attention shifts to me, and I feel a jolt in the pit of my stomach. One guy smiles, his eyes sliding down my body in assessment, and I quickly turn away, heat warming my face. I’m wound up. My senses are heightened and I don’t know why.

			“Logan.”

			It takes me a moment to realize Austin’s talking to me, his hand on my shoulder. I blink at him, deer-in-the-headlights style. He’s trying and failing to smother laughter, his whole body shaking.

			 “Relax,” he says, and incredibly, his voice soothes my nerves. The place is loud, but Austin’s quiet, and that’s what I gravitate toward.

			“You’re not going to pass out on me, are you?” he asks with a fond expression.

			I’m captured in the pale green of his eyes. A moment passes before I’m able to shake my head.

			“Good.” He squeezes my shoulder in reassurance before dropping his hand. “Let’s get you a drink.”

			It’s immediately clear, as Austin moves toward the bar, that he’s at ease here. It makes me wonder how often he goes out back home, and if he picks up a lot of dudes.  He said he’s only been in one relationship. I feel like I know nothing about this part of his life. His love life, I mean. Not that it’s any of my business. He can fuck who he wants, when he wants. But the thought doesn’t sit well, which adds another layer of confusion as I navigate this new setting.

			My friend snags the bartender’s attention and orders me a beer. Austin gets himself a club soda. I stand next to him, trying not to draw attention to myself, when someone accidentally bumps into me.

			“Sorry, man.” It’s a black guy with long dreads, a crisp white polo, and dark-washed jeans. He’s tall, well-muscled, and has probably the straightest, whitest teeth I’ve ever seen. He shoots me a look of interest, and I have no clue what I’m going to do or say if he decides to start talking to me, but luckily he heads toward the small dance floor instead. I breathe a sigh of relief when he’s gone.

			“Questioning your sexuality?” Austin asks me, amused.

			“I mean.” I laugh nervously. “It’s hard not to, right?” Attraction is fluid. I’ve never been into guys, but when someone is studying you with interest, it’s hard to turn that part of your brain off.

			I accept the beer he passes me, and when I look into Austin’s eyes, I swear heat smolders. Something inside me stills. But it’s gone so quickly I convince myself I imagined it.

			I never thought too much about my sexuality. I love women. I’ve always loved women. Their soft bodies, the way they smell, even their idiosyncrasies, like how much time they take to get ready on a date. Their bodies were made for me, and I could spend all day pounding into one. I feel like an intruder here, honestly. This place is for me, but it’s not for me. I’m glad Austin has safe spaces like this to interact with other queer people. Our society tells us that straight is the default. Anything else is wrong. It’s bullshit, and unfortunately, much of the world still thinks so.

			Suddenly, a man in his mid-thirties approaches me and asks, “Can I buy you a drink?”

			I blink at him, my mind blank. “Uh—”

			Austin starts laughing behind me. I could really punch him right now.

			The man doesn’t wait for a response. He hails for the bartender and asks for two drinks. Then he passes me one. And now I have two beers.

			I dart a look at Austin, whose goofy grin makes my own mouth twitch. I take a long sip from the beer Austin bought me, feeling awkward. How to let the guy know I’m not into guys? Austin, the bastard, keeps laughing at my stuttering. Then I see him straighten. He’s looking at someone over my shoulder, but I can’t see who.

			Austin touches my arm. “I’ll be right back.”

			Before I can respond, he leaves me. Alone. In a gay bar.

			Fuck.

			My attention wanders to where Austin and his new guy friend converse on the dance floor, their bodies nearly touching. Eventually, they stop talking and start dancing. With the crowd and low lighting, I can’t get a good view. Austin’s back is turned toward me. It turns out my friend isn’t that bad of a dancer. I never realized.

			“What’s your name?” the man asks me.

			His smile is kind, which makes me feel bad. “Logan.”

			“Nice to meet you, Logan. The name’s John.”

			We shake hands, and he’s slow to release his grip. I try to step back but find my way blocked by the crush of people vying for the bartender’s attention. “Look, John, you seem like a nice guy, but I’m not—I mean, my friend—”

			“You’re straight, is what you’re trying to say.”

			I swallow and nod. “Yeah. Sorry about that.”

			He smiles. “It’s okay. I knew it was probably too good to be true. You’re just too damn good-looking.” He laughs, and the skin around his eyes crinkles. It’s a nice smile. “I saw you walk through the door. At first I thought you were with your friend over there.” He points to Austin.

			My shock is like a punch to the gut. “Oh.” The guy Austin dances with leans forward and whispers something into my friend’s ear. Austin smiles, but it’s reserved. I can tell. He’s never open with people he first meets. Or anyone, for that matter. Except for me.

			“No, we’re old friends, that’s all.” My voice sounds far away.

			The man nods, but it seems like he doesn’t believe me. Whatever. Eventually, he goes off to find someone else, and I’m left alone at the bar. A stool opens up on the end, kind of squished in the corner, so I grab it before someone else does. Now that I’m out of the way, it’s less likely I’ll be hit on.

			The music changes into something slower, and my focus is again drawn to Austin. He and his new friend are plastered together—chests, stomach, thighs. Austin’s hands rest on the guy’s lower back. The guy’s arms twine around Austin’s neck. I push aside a spark of irritation. Here I sit, avoiding socializing. And there he is, having a ball. I’m beginning to question my decision to come out tonight, considering I’m now a sitting duck. I wanted to see this part of Austin’s world, but I wanted to do it together.

			It’s a selfish thought. He booked this trip before I was ever in the picture. It was my decision to change my flight, so I can’t blame him for sticking to his plans, even if those plans involve ignoring me.

			I finish my first beer and move onto the second. I spend the next hour scrolling through my phone, looking up the latest game highlights. Soon, I finish my second beer. I continue to track Austin as he moves around the crowded dance floor, switching partners but always returning to the dark-haired man. The low, gritty music pulses through my blood. The more I drink, the more my mood darkens, because at this point it’s been nearly two hours, and my time is being wasted. I could be out roaming the streets or picking up women. Instead I’m here, waiting for my friend to finish his dancing so we can hang out.

			As my buzz grabs hold of me, my thoughts start to wander. I’m pulled back into the memory of four years ago. I was seated on the edge of the wooden chair in the closet, and someone’s breath coasted over my hard-as-concrete dick. I tried to imagine which girl it was, whether it was Jade. I hoped so. My breath shuddered out of me, almost a moan. God, the wait was torture.

			The girl’s tongue ran around and around the flared head. No hands, only tongue. My body shook with the need to thrust my hips forward, push my cock deeper into her mouth. I gripped the sides of the chair so I wouldn’t touch her. It was against the rules.

			Then, wet heat engulfed me as she took me deep, and I swear my moan was loud enough for the neighbors to hear, even over the house music. “Oh, fuck.” The most acute pleasure speared through my body. Beyond the closet door, high-pitched giggles trickled through my lust-drenched haze. I didn’t care. My fingers gripped the chair so tightly I thought they might snap in half. Heat sizzled down my spine, then shot to my pelvis as that tongue followed a leisurely path down my cock, the sucking sensation wrenching another groan from me, the drag of the mouth pulling me closer to completion. Cold air. Heat again. It was both heaven and hell, pleasure and pain.

			The girl worked me over with exquisite technique. I kept moaning. It was embarrassing, but I couldn’t help myself. This girl, whoever she was, was good. Too good. “Don’t stop,” I choked out, my breath stuttering through me.

			She started slow, but soon she picked up speed, using the tip of her tongue to trace the bottom of my cock. She removed her mouth with a wet pop before pressing soft kisses along the shaft, inching toward my balls. She sucked one into her mouth, and my hips started to move, seeking friction.

			One of my hands lifted, touched the top of the girl’s head, but a second later she moved my hand to my side again. She swallowed me with her mouth, allowing me to push in deeper. It was too much. At this point, I was trembling uncontrollably. I couldn’t hold out any longer.

			“Gonna come,” I said, voice hoarse.

			Warm hands gripped my outer thighs. Against the rules. I didn’t care, and neither, it seemed, did she. More than anything, I wanted to rip off my blindfold, see the face of the girl who gave me such mind-blowing pleasure. A moment later, my release barreled through me, and I pumped harder with a low groan, stiffening as my orgasm shredded me apart.

			My body felt boneless, and I almost slid off the chair before the girl grabbed me, pulling me back up. I decided, Fuck it, because I wanted to see who was with me in the closet, and I started to yank away the blindfold when hands stilled mine. My heart was thundering. The person lowered my hands. A second later, footsteps. The opening and closing of the door. I yanked off the blindfold and searched for my pants in the dark, tugging them on. I didn’t want the girl to get away. But when I stumbled into the bedroom, it was empty. The girl was gone.

			A touch to my shoulder jolts me back to the present. I blink the fog from my mind, the world coming back into focus. Austin stands in front of me, his cheeks flushed, his eyebrow ring a glint in the dim. “Logan?” He looks worried. “Are you okay?”

			My throat bobs, and my gaze unintentionally drops to his mouth. I hadn’t thought too much about it when Austin confessed to what he’d done at the party, but now it’s all I can think about. He was the one who had given me that mind-blowing orgasm. His mouth. On me. My best friend.

			“Logan?”

			My head snaps up. Austin frowns at me. “Yeah, sorry.” My head is swimming. Austin liked me in high school. And I had no idea. And now I don’t know how I feel about that. “What’s up?”

			“Just wanted to check on you, see how you were doing.” He looks at the beer I’m drinking and is probably putting two and two together that it wasn’t the beer he or the other guy bought me, so it’s at least my third.

			I’m pretty sure it’s my fourth.

			“I’m good,” I manage. My attention lands on the person he’s been dancing with for the last two hours. He’s a shorter guy with a muscular build, brown skin, and brown eyes.

			Austin introduces us. “Logan, this is Travis. Travis, this is my friend Logan, also a soccer player.”

			“Nice to meet you.” His voice is smooth and deep as we shake hands.

			“We’re going to dance for a little while longer, if you’re cool with that.”

			Do I have a choice? It’s not like I want to cockblock Austin and a potential hookup. So I nod, even though I want to ask him when we’re going to leave. The night is young. We don’t have much time before we have to fly back to Paris tomorrow. I thought we’d be exploring Rome together.

			They return to the dance floor, and I’m once again left to my own devices. For the next hour, I drink. A lot. And I get hit on. A lot. Currently there’s an older man with an Australian accent drinking me in like I’m a cold glass of water on a hot day. He stands close enough for me to feel his body heat, but my focus keeps returning to Austin. If Austin goes home with this dude, I’m going to be on my own.

			The thought sends a streak of unreasonable anger through me.

			“Excuse me, man,” I say, interrupting whatever it is he’s saying. Pushing him aside, I fight the crowd to reach the dance floor. It’s mostly couples grinding together or making out. Or both.

			I spot Austin, his mouth close to Travis’s, and my stomach drops at the sight. They don’t kiss, but they’re sharing breath. It feels like I’m having an anxiety attack. What the fuck is wrong with me?

			It’s probably the feeling of claustrophobia creeping over me. Some fresh air will do me good.

			Grabbing his arm, I draw his attention back to me, and I feel some relief when he steps away from Travis, who’s currently glaring at me hard enough to bore holes into my head. Well, too fucking bad dude. He was my friend first. “Getting ready to head out,” I tell him.

			It’s a dick move, because I know Austin—loyal, steadfast Austin—will leave if he thinks I’m feeling uncomfortable. And it’s unfair because, technically, I’m crashing his night, ruining his plans. And it’s selfish, but I’m feeling a little selfish right now. Also, a shit ton of drunk. My head pounds.

			Austin stares at me with a mixture of confusion and irritation. That’s new. It’s not often I see Austin angry, if ever. I can count on one hand the number of times I’ve seen him angry, and most of those times were if a ref made a bad call during a game.

			“Oh.” He hesitates. It’s written all over his face—the internal battle. I’m suddenly afraid he won’t come with me. That he’ll choose this random stranger, who he met only a few hours ago, over me. I wipe my sweaty palms on my jeans, waiting for his answer.

			He turns to the guy. And then—and I can’t believe he says this—but he says to Travis, “Logan and I are heading out. Do you want to join us?”

			No fucking way.

			I’m starting to see red. For the past three hours, I’ve sat at this bar and watched my friend hit it off with someone else, essentially ignoring me, when the only reason I came to Rome in the first place was to hang out with him. Does Austin not see that?

			Travis smiles, but his expression is uncertain as his eyes flicker to me. The DJ shouts something to the crowd, and the crowd screams back. Strobe lights start flashing, adding to my headache. “Are you sure your boyfriend won’t mind? Seems to me he doesn’t like sharing.”

			Austin’s face twists in shock. Again, he looks at me, searching. “It’s not like that,” he says, but it sounds uncertain. “We’re just friends.”

			Something drops in the pit of my stomach as we lock eyes. I have no idea what’s happening to me right now. I have no idea where this jealousy and resentment is coming from. Or maybe I do. When Austin removed himself from my life after high school, I honestly thought a piece of me had died. He was my best friend. Still is, if I’m being honest. I’m thinking of laughing with him and trusting him and being completely myself and playing soccer with him and the memory of that earth-shattering blow job I received all those years ago, and I realize I’m hard. And as Austin turns to say something to Travis, something inside me snaps. I grab his arm, yank him around, and smash my mouth to his.

			Austin stiffens, even as he doesn’t fight what’s happening. Or maybe he can’t keep up with what’s happening. I sure as hell can’t. The only thing I know right now is what I’m feeling, and what I’m feeling is attraction toward my best friend.

			The bar fades away. A moment later, I feel the first hesitant brush of Austin’s tongue against mine, and I growl into his mouth, plying it open wider with my tongue, even as I press closer to him, my desire swelling against his thigh. Dimly, I hear the other guy stomp away.

			Austin jerks back, breathing hard. His eyes are wide. He’s staring at me like he’s never seen me before.

			Finally, he finds his voice. “What the hell is wrong with you?” he rasps.

			The words are quiet. Shit. That means he’s angry.

			The smart thing to do would be to apologize.

			But I’m drunk. And I’m not feeling smart right now. I’m pissed off and confused and horny.

			“What the hell is wrong with me?” I throw back at him. “What’s wrong with you?”

			“What are you talking about, Logan? You’re the one who’s acting like a douche.” Warm bodies press in, shoving us a few inches closer. Our chests brush, and my breathing deepens of its own accord. The taste of him lingers on my tongue. I want more. I don’t know what’s scarier—that I’m thinking these thoughts, or that I don’t seem to have a problem with them.

			It’s almost as if Austin is thinking the same thing, because his gaze dips to my mouth. His features are a stone-cold mask. If I didn’t know what a kind-hearted person he was, I’d be freaked out about the tats and eyebrow ring. He looks like a scary motherfucker right now. “You acted like an asshole to Travis. Like a jealous, possessive boyfriend.” The music is deafening. He has to shout to be heard. I’m guessing he realizes we can’t very well converse on the dance floor, because he grabs my arm and pulls me into the long hallway leading to the bathrooms.

			“If you hadn’t ignored me this whole time,” I manage, jerking my arm from his grip when we reach the end of the deserted hallway, “maybe there wouldn’t be a problem.” The words are choked with fury and embarrassment. And need. A whole lot of need. “The only reason I came out was so we could hang out. Instead, you abandoned me while you and Travis got all cozy on the dance floor.”

			It’s almost funny how comical his shock is. Almost. “Logan, you’re the one who wanted to come with me. I never said I was going to spend my time paying attention to you. You’re a big boy. You can entertain yourself.”

			Oh, that drives me up a wall.

			“And that kiss back there?” His eyes are hot enough to sear me, but I’m not sure if it’s from anger or desire. Maybe some combination of both. “That was out of line.”

			Blood roars in my ears. I know he’s right, but it’s not the answer I want to hear. I can’t think straight. My head is foggy. “Why? Why was it out of line? I wanted to do it. Is that so hard to believe?”

			“Yes!”

			“Why?”

			“Because you’re straight and I’m gay, that’s why!” He lifts his arms, drops them.

			I try to keep the exasperation from my tone. I mean, he’s not wrong. “Well, who says I can’t be attracted to men? It’s obvious I’m attracted to you.”

			“Logan.” He presses the heels of his palms to his eyes. “You’re not attracted to me. There’s no way you are.”

			That’s where he’s wrong. Heat rips through me at the memory of our tongues brushing. Years ago, that tongue gave me pleasure in the closet at a house party. I step closer, forcing Austin back against the wall, forcing him to drop his arms and look at me. Fear flares in his eyes. We’re tucked into a small alcove, mostly hidden.

			Leaning forward, I brush my mouth to his. His green eyes glitter. He doesn’t move, but he doesn’t push me away either. I can feel the tension vibrating through him, feel the strain in his limbs of holding back. I fight a smile. It seems I’m not the only one who wants this.

			I do it again, parting my lips slightly so they sink against his. I pull back, and he says in a warning tone, “Logan.”

			“Austin.” We’re staring at one another. What’s happening right now is a change in motion, and there’s too much momentum for it to stop. A part of me knows that if I go any further, things can’t go back to the way they were. I’m not sure if I want them to.

			“You’re drunk,” he says, a quaver in his voice.

			Not drunk enough.

			This time, I close the gap with more force, and our mouths slide together. It’s warm, wet heat tasting of beer and mint, and the taste pulls me under. After a moment, his mouth opens beneath mine, tentative. Our tongues twine and curl around each other, and my dick twitches at the desire building under my skin, spreading through my already overheated body. Austin is a wall of heat against my chest. Heat and strength and solidity. One of his blond curls brushes my cheek, and I take great pleasure in twining my fingers through the tangle, tugging him even closer. He radiates tension. His hands are fists at his sides.

			The kiss deepens. He still doesn’t move. That’s fine. I’ll wear him down slowly. I never back down from a challenge, especially when I know I’m right.

			Then, it’s like Austin suddenly comes alive, because the kiss goes from slow and soft to hungry and deep before I have time to prepare myself. It’s all teeth and lips crashing together, deep strokes of my tongue, and his. Austin’s chest rumbles with a groan. I swallow it down.

			Whatever uncertainties he had about this, he lets them go. His hands are strong, but gentle. Different than a woman’s. His long fingers trail up my chest to my neck, and he angles his body so I feel his erection pressing against my stomach. That sends a jolt of confusion through me, but also dark pleasure. I’m trapped in this in-between state of horniness and confusion for feeling this way about my friend.

			I may have started this kiss, but Austin takes over like a champ. Suddenly he’s leading and I’m holding on for the ride. His hands cup my nape, and he angles my head for deeper penetration with his tongue. I’m on fire. My dick is hard enough to break in half. I moan, my hands splayed across his wide chest. There’s no softness to him. His grip tightens, and he switches positions, shoving my back against the wall, grinding his hips into mine. I think I see stars.

			Fuck. I feel my orgasm start to build.

			I can’t believe it. He’s not even touching me. We’re basically rutting in the corner of a gay bar, and yet it’s one of the most erotic sensations I’ve ever experienced. Yes, I want to tell him. Keep doing that.

			“Wait.” He mumbles the word against my mouth. “Wait.” He pulls away, panting. The green of his eyes is so pure it appears crystallized. “This is a mistake.”

			I blink, still foggy with lust. I feel cold with him gone. “How is it a mistake?”

			He gives me a flat look. Someone screams something on the dance floor. “You’re seriously asking that question? How about the fact that you’re straight and I’m not? Or that we’re friends?”

			Those are decent reasons, I guess. But it doesn’t explain why I want him. “Don’t tell me you don’t want this.” I press against him, and his eyes darken. Yep, that’s definitely desire there.

			“Whether I want it or not doesn’t matter.” He pushes me away, but gently. He keeps his grip on my upper arms. “You’re drunk, Logan. You’re going to regret this tomorrow, and I don’t want things to be weird between us. We still have to live with each other for another four weeks.”

			“And if I don’t regret it tomorrow?” The beer makes my tongue looser than usual.

			He inhales sharply, suddenly uncertain. Finally, he steps away from me. He avoids my gaze, brows drawn inward. “You will.” He rubs the back of his neck. “Tonight, we’ll go back to the hostel, you’ll drink some water, take some Advil, and get some rest. We’ll chalk this up to beer and curiosity. Tomorrow things will go back to the way they were.”

			“Austin—”

			“Logan, you’re drunk. Let’s just leave it.” His voice is uncompromising. I won’t be changing his mind.

			Maybe he’s right. Maybe I did drink too much. Funny thing, though. After that kiss, my head has never been clearer. I wanted it to keep going.

			Austin pulls away and heads for the exit, leaving me no choice but to follow. The walk back to our hostel room is silent and more than a little awkward. Being the good friend he is, Austin gets me some water, making sure I have what I need before he slips into bed, turning his back to me. The other hostel goers are already asleep. Austin’s breathing deepens quickly, but it takes some time before sleep claims me too.

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			Austin

			The next morning, we pack our things and ride to the airport in silence. We board the plane in silence, and though we sit next to one another, we fly in silence as well. Logan hasn’t spoken one word to me. Hasn’t even looked at me. It makes me feel like shit. Logan’s resentment is the last thing I want.

			When we land in Paris, it’s early evening. We catch a cab from the airport and ride the thirty minutes in—you guessed it—silence. Sitting less than a foot from Logan in the back of a taxi is my private hell. I smell the soap of his skin, the detergent he uses for laundry. The heat from his thigh pressing into mine is tortuous. The only thing I can do is grit my teeth and deal with it. What would I even say to him? Why did you kiss me? He told me why. The problem is I didn’t believe him.

			When I woke this morning, Logan’s bed was empty. He came into the room as I finished packing up, and we stared at one another for an awkward second before he mumbled something about getting breakfast, his face red.

			At some point, we’ll need to talk about what happened. Logan—my straight best friend—kissed me like he was a drowning man in need of air. And me, the guy who dreamed of this exact moment, for years, was desperate enough to give it to him.

			The memory plays in my head on repeat. How his fingers tangled in my hair. The hard length of his erection, the pound of his heart against my palm. The guttural sounds he made when my teeth scraped across his lower lip. And the taste of him, the taste—

			I close my eyes. Whatever Logan felt last night—and I’m pretty sure he was wasted off his ass—it didn’t come close to what I felt. I spent my senior year wanting nothing more than to do dirty, dirty things to my best friend: in the bedroom, in the locker room, in his parent’s den when we watched The Twilight Zone on Friday nights together on the couch. He was the only thing I wanted.

			I’ve spent the past four years trying to forget Logan McGregor. And I was doing a pretty decent job at it, until last night. That kiss will forever be branded into my heart.

			But last night—I shake my head and stare unseeingly out the window as we pass by the old, sweeping architecture of the buildings and too many fountains to count. A part of me wants to believe that kiss meant something, but I know it didn’t. By nature, I’m a logical person. I’m not an idealist. I never have been. Growing up the way I did, there was never any room for dreams and ideals. So last night, I think of the facts. Logan drank too many beers. He was feeling left out when I danced with Travis. He’d broken up with his girlfriend two weeks ago. I can understand why Logan did what he did.

			Yet I can’t help the gratitude I feel. Logan couldn’t possibly know this, but he gave me a gift. A small taste of him. Though maybe it’s less of a gift and more of a curse. Now the memory swells between us, pushing us farther apart. A few days of distance will do us good.

			I glance at him from the corner of my eye. He stares out the window, head turned away, chin resting on his palm. His face is tight, body taut with tension. If he tells me that he regrets what happened last night, it might kill me. I decide not to mention it at all. I’ll pretend like it never happened. I’ll suffer, but at least it won’t break my heart.

			When the taxi pulls up to the university, I tell Logan to go ahead of me while I pay the driver. He gives me a curt nod, and I watch him vanish through the wooden doors. I pay the driver. Then I wait.

			Five, ten, fifteen minutes. Enough time to gather himself while giving me a chance to think about what to say to him.

			I glance at my watch. Time’s up.

			Logan’s laying on his bed when I enter the room, staring up at the ceiling. I drop my duffel on the floor and say, “I’m going to take a shower. Do you need to use the bathroom beforehand?”

			He shakes his head, and I head to the bathroom.

			“I was jealous.”

			The words are like a douse of cold water. I freeze. At first, I think I misheard him. Jealous. My mind begins to run, and then to race, faster and faster. He was jealous of Travis.

			What I want more than anything is to ask him, “Of what?” Because there’s a chance he could be talking about something else. Historically, I have a bad habit of making assumptions.

			It’s hard, but I force myself to face him. Logan lies on his side, watching me with dark eyes, his expression more open than I was expecting. My face is blank and unfeeling. It’s the only way I can make sure my feelings don’t destroy me. I say nothing.

			Logan takes another breath and continues. “I was jealous that you were spending more time with that guy than with me. I was jealous that you were dancing with him and having a good time.” He hesitates. “I was jealous that he was touching you.”

			Holy—!

			My thoughts start to unravel, but he’s still talking, clueless as to the turmoil sloshing through me.

			Logan shakes his head. “For so long, I wondered what happened to my friend. I just got you back. I felt threatened by the possibility that you didn’t want to spend time with me the way you used to. That things had changed between us.”

			“Of course things have changed between us, Logan. It’s been four years since we’ve talked. I think you were feeling lonely and you drank too much. Let’s forget it ever happened. It’s fine.”

			“What if I don’t want to forget?”

			Heat flares in my pelvis. No. This is not what I need right now. Thinking of Logan’s tongue in my mouth, his deep growl, the press of his cock against mine. Briefly, my eyes close. It’s becoming difficult to look at him without wanting to slip into bed beside him.

			I go to my dresser to grab some sweats when he says, “Austin.”

			My hands still. Slowly, I turn around. Logan walks toward me, and my heart feels like it’s going to punch its way through my chest.

			He stops less than a foot away. As he takes me in, I don’t move. Can’t move. It’s like my body forgets how to function when Logan McGregor is around. “About last night—”

			My stomach drops and keeps dropping. “You don’t have to say anything.” I knew he’d end up regretting it. I try but can’t quite hide the hurt. It’s better this way. I don’t need another reason to fall deeper in love with the guy. Like I said before: I’m weak. “We’ll forget it ever happened.”

			His eyebrows disappear behind the hair falling across his forehead. “You want to forget it happened?”

			My gaze is wary. Isn’t that what he wants?

			A predatory gleam enters his eyes. My mouth goes dry.

			I step back, but there’s nowhere to go. The dresser hits my lower spine. Logan’s hand coasts up my arm, and I slip around him, backing up with my hands raised. If he keeps touching me, I won’t be able to control myself. “Let’s leave it for what it was. A mistake. A drunken make-out session between friends. It’s done. It’s time to move forward. We’re friends, Logan.” The next words physically hurt me. “That’s all we’ll ever be.”

			“That’s all we’ll ever be?” His voice is quiet. I swear he can see right through me.

			“You think I haven’t kissed men who are bi-curious? It’s a good time until the guy decides he’s straight after all.”

			“You sure do like making assumptions.”

			I don’t argue with him, because he’s right. And yet I don’t think I’m wrong.

			He approaches, and this time my mind freezes up. He grabs the front of my shirt in both hands and presses his mouth to mine—once, twice. I’m so surprised that I let him.

			He pulls back, looking me in the eye with a serious expression. “I don’t know what this is, Austin, but last night wasn’t a mistake. It wasn’t the booze. It wasn’t Rome.” He pauses, his gaze intense. I think he expects me to agree with him. All I know is that I can’t go down that road, because it would end up destroying me if he suddenly saw me as a mistake.

			“I’m going to take a shower,” I say, needing distance, needing him to stop touching me. “It’s best to move past this. We need to be focusing on our game this summer.” Before he can respond, I flee to the bathroom and shut the door. My legs tremble. Logan doesn’t know what he’s saying. He’s giving me hope where there shouldn’t be any. I’ll give him a few days. He’ll come around.

			By the time I shed my clothes, I’m hard and aching. I flip on the shower, steam quickly filling the small space. I need to jerk.

			Standing beneath the hot water, my forearm rests against the cool tile as my other hand wanders down my stomach and lightly grazes my dick. I inhale. Exhale. Close my eyes.

			As my fingertips trail along my length, I imagine it’s Logan’s hand instead. His body heat envelopes me. He dips his mouth to the space between my shoulder and neck. There’s a sting as he nips with his teeth.

			His hands rest on my hips, move up my sides, inward. I groan, and I can’t tell if the sound is inside my mind or if it’s out loud. I’m imagining his touch everywhere. This is all I can ever have of him.

			Back at the bar, I let my control slip, and it’s doomed me to jerk off to thoughts of Logan for the rest of the summer. I’d wanted him for so long, and he practically threw himself at me. So I kissed him. I kissed him like I’d wanted to do for five years.

			My hand wraps around my cock tighter. I give myself a slow pull, my breath ribboning out of me.

			What if I don’t want to forget?

			But he will, eventually. A drunken kiss between friends? It meant nothing. I was horny, he was horny. After this summer, he’ll move on to LA, find a great girl, and one day settle down. And I’ll find myself an equally great guy.

			Another tug. A tingle starts in my balls. I start jerking myself a little faster.

			“It’s rude not to share, you know.”

			My eyes snap open, and through the steaming shower curtain, I see Logan’s blurred form in the doorway, watching me.

			I snap upright, my hand dropping to my side. “What are you doing here?”

			“Isn’t it obvious? Watching you jerk off.” A flash of teeth. “Are you thinking of me?”

			There’s no point in lying, as we both know the answer to that question. The truth is all over my face. I could never hide from Logan.

			Silence is safest.

			“How long have you been standing there?” I didn’t even hear the door open.

			“Not long enough.” His eyes are shadowed. “It was just starting to get good, too.” He waves a hand. “Well, don’t stop on my account.”

			My cheeks heat from more than the steam. Jerking off as my friend watches? No way in hell.

			“No go?” he says. “Fine.” He strides forward and—shit. Takes off his shirt.

			“I know you don’t believe me,” he says, heat in his gaze, “but kissing you wasn’t a mistake.” The fabric drops onto the floor, leaving his chest on display. Tan skin and a dusting of hair across his pecs. My attention trails down his abs, the shadowy indentations, and the cut of his hip bones.

			A laugh catches in my throat as I swipe the wet hair from my eyes. He has no idea what he’s talking about. “If you’re still drunk from last night—”

			“I’m not drunk, Austin.” He comes up to the shower. Only the transparent curtain separates us. His focus lowers to my cock, and my eyes go to his crotch. The outline of an erection presses against the cotton.

			He’s aroused.

			“I’m confused,” he says, still looking at my crotch. “And curious. But mostly, I’m turned on. I keep thinking about how the best blow job I ever had was from my best friend, and I didn’t even know. I spent years thinking about that night. I still do.” He lifts his chin. “Can I come in?”

			My mouth goes dry. Logan wants to get in the shower with me. Either this is a dream or a nightmare. “Uh—”

			“I’ll take that as a yes.”

			Peeling off the rest of his clothes, Logan steps into the shower. I’m so shocked that I back up until my shoulders hit the cold, tiled wall. He’s naked. I’m naked. And, sure, I’ve seen him without clothes. There were communal showers in the high school locker rooms. But it’s different now. My eyes drop to his cock, which bobs between his powerful thighs. His taut abdomen. Even his feet are attractive to me. I’ve never fainted before, but I’ve had a concussion or two, and currently I feel close to passing out.

			“Did you take drugs or something before we got on the plane?” I joke. I’m still against the wall, and he’s looking at me through the sweep of his eyelashes.

			He snorts a laugh, and the sound manages to ease some of the tension winding through me, the uncertainty, the insecurity. I don’t know what I’m doing. For Logan, this is probably an experiment. No-strings-attached fun. But for me? It’s everything.

			“No, I didn’t take drugs. I just want to see—” He trails off, steps closer. Our chests brush. “If my attraction to you extends beyond last night.”

			One of his hands lifts to my chest, fingertips light as they skim back and forth, back and forth across my nipples. Leaning forward, he takes my mouth in a slow kiss. It’s all sweetness and leisure, a gradual warming beneath the skin. And I can’t do it. I can’t not touch him. It’s all I’ve thought about since discovering we were roommates. My hunger for him is too great to keep in check.

			I shove Logan against the wall, crushing my mouth to his. He offered, so I’m going to take. The kiss is brutal. A claiming. It’s five years of desire poured into his mouth, a simmering thread that delves into a roar of heat, shredding through all my good sense. I’m reduced to instinct and need. I take and take, and then, when he’s shaking and moaning into my mouth, I take even more. It’s not gentle, and I don’t apologize for it. Logan seems to have no issue with it though. His voice is low, his breathing having taken on a jagged edge, his fingertips digging into my sides, hard enough to bruise. I’m rubbing against him in simulated fuck, no better than a dog in heat. He made this choice. He stepped into the bathroom, took off his clothes. So I’m going to give him what we both want: him, me, a writhing mess on the floor.

			I start with his mouth. My palms press into the wall on either side of his head. The kiss deepens, spinning out. His mouth is soft yet firm. Water streams down our bodies, dripping onto the slick floor, and the steam gathers like a cloud around our heads. I tilt my chin down, slowing the kiss even more, reducing it to sensation. I want Logan dizzy from this kiss. I want him to feel.

			My hands move from the wall to his nape. I knead the muscles there, loving how they shift and bunch under the pads of my fingers.

			Jerking his head to the side, Logan gasps for air. “Fuck, Austin.”

			I use the opportunity to nip along his neck, loving the salt of his skin, the rough scrape of his facial hair against my cheek. His breath hitches.

			It’s painfully obvious that every guy I’ve been with has been a stand-in. What I feel—like my skin is too small for my body—makes every other guy pale in comparison. I’ll never get enough. Enough time. Enough skin. Enough of these desperate kisses.

			“Feels good,” he manages, shuddering. His hands wander up to my shoulders, then my pecs, my back, as if he’s learning the shape of my body, which I’m sure is a shock to him. Men aren’t soft like women. I can grab a man and not be afraid it will bruise the next day. It’s the stripping away of the human, revealing the animal beneath, that lights fire in my veins.

			Our mouths clash again. A low groan reverberates in Logan’s chest as I suck his tongue into my mouth, scrape my teeth against it. My hands wander south, skimming along his waist. Muscles contract at my touch. I trace the indentations where his torso and thighs meet, then slip behind to where his firm ass is nudged against the wall. I palm one cheek and squeeze.

			Logan breaks away again. His eyes glitter as he looks at me. When he speaks, his voice is low, rough with lust. “Dude. I feel like I’m being burned alive.”

			I wheeze out a laugh, my mind spinning. I still can’t believe this is really happening. “Well, the water’s pretty hot.”

			“No.” He won’t stop looking at my mouth. “It’s not that. I keep thinking of that blow job in the closet. It was the best I’ve ever had.”

			The words jolt through me. I confessed weeks ago, but Logan never acknowledged what we did aloud. He nudges me back, and my hands fall away. He pushes aside the curtain, flips a switch. The lights go dark.

			Lips brushing the shell of my ear, he murmurs, “I’d like to return the favor.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			Logan

			Austin’s arousal nudges my thigh as my words echo against the tile. At first, he doesn’t move. He’s still holding me, his arms strong, corded. My body is all heat, and the scalding water isn’t helping. My cock throbs with blood and mounting release.

			If you had told me a year ago that I’d be getting it on with a man in a shower, I would have laughed. But it’s Austin. That changes things somehow, knowing it’s the man who holds my loyalty and trust. It smooths the edges of my trepidation. My hands, as they coast over his arms and the planes of his stomach, are halting, slow, curious, testing. His skin is warm from the water, and smoother than I would have thought a man’s skin to be.

			Slowly, he lowers himself to the edge of the tub. I turn off the shower. Without the hiss of water, our breathing is suddenly loud in the enclosed space.

			I drop to my knees in front of him.

			He sucks in a gasp. It takes some time for my eyes to adjust, but eventually, I make out the outline of his form, the glitter of his eyes from the light that streams through the crack beneath the shut door. They’re asking a question that I’m not sure I have the answer to. What is this? What does this mean? I see vulnerability in him. I need to be careful here. While it’s become clear that last night wasn’t a fluke, the last thing I want to do is lead my friend on. For now, I’ll keep things simple and go with what I feel, which is this: horny as fuck.

			“You don’t have to do this,” Austin says above me, hands fisted at his sides.

			Tilting my head back, I blink the water from my eyes. I never noticed before, but Austin has a really powerful build. “I want to.”

			Doubt swims in his gaze.

			It’s true. I want to touch him. I want to explore this part of me that’s come awake. And I want to do it with him.

			His thighs part as I scoot closer. “Here,” he says, and passes me a towel. “For your knees.”

			“Thanks.” I tuck the fabric under my knees. My hands come to rest on top of his thighs, the hair crinkling beneath my palms. I inhale the warm, steamy air, staring into his eyes. This is going to be fun.

			“No moaning,” I tell him.

			A strangled laugh spills out. Everything about Austin is jumpy right now. I stare at his cock, a faint hesitation worming through me. It’s heavy, hanging between his strong thighs. Dark hair curls at the juncture. I’ve never touched a man with my mouth, but I can’t help the curiosity. What I lack in technique, I’ll hopefully make up for in enthusiasm.

			“So.” My voice trails off. I’m mesmerized by the bead of moisture gathering at the cockhead. “How do you like it?”

			“Logan, you really don’t have to do this.”

			Not sure if Austin can see me rolling my eyes or not. He’s always been this way. He’d never want anyone to do something against their will. It’s strangely endearing. “Is this what you normally do with the guys you bring home? Try to convince them not to suck you off?” My palms skim up and down his legs, the motion unconsciously soothing. Here I thought I was the nervous one, but I guess Austin is too.

			“No.” He’s quiet. “But those guys are meaningless. They’re not my friend.”

			I squeeze his muscles in comfort, surprised by the small satisfaction I get in knowing I’m more than the men he’s been with in the past. “I feel like a broken record at this point, but I’ll say it again: I want to do this. So.” I return my focus to the task at hand. “How do you like it? I mean, obviously I don’t really know what I’m doing.” Some direction would be nice.

			“Literally your mouth is going to be on my dick. It will be good.”

			I crack a smile at that. Fine.

			Leaning forward, I grip him in one hand, loving the soft grunt he releases at my touch. His hands curl over the side of the tub. He’s big. Bigger than me, even. For a moment, I take my time learning the feel of him, the weight, squeezing slightly. Muscle cords in Austin’s arms. His gaze rests on me, on my bent head. I feel strangely shy about the ordeal, so I don’t look at him.

			My breath coasts along his flesh. I brush a gentle kiss against his tip. No teeth, no tongue, just the soft press of my lips. A long exhale from Austin. The glisten of precome snags my eye, so I lick it away. It’s salty and earthy, but not unpleasant.

			Another kiss pressed to the side of his engorged cockhead. Blood pulses beneath my lips. The hair crinkles beneath my fingers as I stroke him, slow, from base to tip and back again. His back arches, and another groan fills the shower. The sound sizzles all the way to the base of my spine, a sound of restrained need, of pleasure-pain. I stroke him again, to hear him moan. A thrill runs through me.

			“You know,” Austin manages through gritted teeth, “for someone who’s never done this before, you’re not half bad at it.”

			I kiss both sides of his cock before moving to his inner thighs, deciding to tease him for a bit. He flinches at the unexpected detour, then relaxes beneath my hands. “Maybe I’ve never done this to another man,” I say with a laugh, “but I’ve had plenty of experience jacking myself off.” Shit, I’m a guy, and masturbating takes up a good portion of my time. I’m horny. That’s life.

			My kissing draws up near his cock, but I skirt around it, denying Austin what he really wants. My nose skims the line of hair trailing down his torso. I’m enjoying the process of torturing Austin, but honestly, I’m nervous. It’s not that I don’t want to give him head, because I do, but there’s a mental block there. A part of my brain, the one molded by our society, tells me I shouldn’t want this.

			It’s almost like Austin senses that, because he grips my arms and hauls me up. “Come here.”

			We stare into each other’s eyes. His are a leaf green, dark from arousal. I see too many things when I look at him. Vulnerability. That twinkle of affection. And, always, kindness.

			We keep our eyes open as our mouths touch.

			They’re slow, easy kisses. Our hands wander. Mine linger around his chest. His go to my lower back and ass. I feel the scrape of calluses along the backs of my thighs, and my hips tilt toward him of their own accord.

			It’s only after a few minutes have passed that I realize what Austin’s doing. Calming me. Reassuring me, in his own way. He’s never been one for words. For him, actions speak. It touches me, knowing he places my comfort before his own.

			Cupping my face, he tugs my chin down with one hand to open my mouth wider. He does this thing with his tongue where the tip skims the roof of my mouth, heightening my arousal. Another moan sounds. It’s mine. Heat pools in my blood as the need starts to build. Austin grips my hair and pulls me closer, his erection bumping up against my stomach, my fingers digging into his thighs. It’s nice that I don’t have to check my own strength when touching him. I can be rough and not worry about bruising.

			Eventually, I grow antsy. My previous hesitation is gone, having been replaced with simmering heat and a bit of a drunk-buzz. Scooting back, I duck my head. Before he realizes what’s happening, I guide his dick into my mouth.

			Austin’s groan cracks against the tile. He swears, his hands going to my head. His breaths are choked, and a shudder rolls through him. I know the feeling. Like he’s dying and being brought back to life.

			I smile as I suck him harder, curling my tongue around the large girth. It’s definitely different than eating out a girl, that’s for sure, but it’s not bad. He’s both soft in the skin but hard underneath, and I pull back to give more attention to the head, where he’s more sensitive. I keep my strokes soft. Austin’s grip tightens in my hair.

			Then I release him, saying conversationally, “How badly do you want this orgasm?”

			He lets out a confused gasp. “What?”

			I smile devilishly. “Maybe I should make you wait. I’m pretty sure you were working me over for ten minutes in that closet before I came.” When I look up, his green eyes bore into mine, blazing with something that’s not entirely in control. I’m pinned by the force of it. Austin is always calm. But right now, that’s not calm in his eyes. That’s a wildness I’ve never seen before.

			“What’ll it be?” I ask again, trying to keep my voice from wavering. “Ten minutes?” I give him a slow pump, loving the way his hips roll with my hand to prolong the contact. “Fifteen?”

			He doesn’t say anything. He just stares. My mouth returns to his cock. Using the flat of my tongue, I increase the suction as I work him over. My tongue is one weapon, my hand another. Together, with the slickness of my saliva, I begin to pump him at a steady rhythm, paying attention to how his body reacts so I know what he prefers. It seems he likes it slow first, but as I increase the pace, his hips move in more earnest. Then I hear a low, “Fuck.”

			I smile against him and increase the speed. There’s no talking now. There’s just the sound of his pleasure, the wet slick of my mouth on him, the drip of the water from the faucet.

			Suddenly, he stiffens. “Don’t stop.” The words are guttural. His cock swells under my hand. His legs start to twitch—the first sign of his imminent release.

			He chokes off another curse, and then a soft moan starts, which rolls into a second moan, this one louder, and then a third, each one louder than the last. He’s gripping my hair so hard it feels like he’s pulling it out by the roots, but it only turns me on more. I’m so damn hard right now, but it’s not about me. It’s about Austin. Giving pleasure to my friend.

			“Fuck, Logan. I’m coming.”

			His stomach muscles contract, and I pull away as he shoots all over my chest, pumping my hand to draw out his pleasure. Austin’s mouth is parted, the muscles of his face tight. Beads of water drip from his hairline down his neck and chest. I lick one up for good measure.

			Austin slumps backward. I catch his arm before he can fall off the lip of the tub, pulling him forward. His forehead rests on my shoulder, and his breathing evens out. Then he groans. “Logan.”

			I fight a smile as I run my fingers through his hair. “Yeah?”

			“You’re a crazy motherfucker, you know that?”

			With a laugh, I push him away, staring up at him. A sleepy smile takes up his face. “How was it?”

			“Why? Are you looking for a reason to gloat?”

			I give him an innocent look. “Maybe.”

			He shrugs. “It was okay, I guess.”

			“Just okay? Hm.”

			He caves, drawing me closer. “It fucking blew my mind. Is that what you wanted to hear?”

			Well, yeah. “Was I as good as your past hookups?”

			“You were better.” Then he notices my own erection. “Need help?”

			Before I can respond, he wraps his hand around me. It’s pathetic, but I’m so riled up that it only takes two strokes before I’m shooting all over his hand, moaning into his chest. My body shudders, then stills.

			I laugh in embarrassment. “Shortest foreplay ever.”

			He laughs as well. The deepness resonates in my eardrum. “At least you tried.”

			“I can’t help it if you have magic hands.”

			“Magic hands, huh? I could get used to that.” He pulls away, and though there’s uncertainty about what we did to each other, it feels mostly natural to smile at my friend. “We should rinse off,” Austin says.

			“Yeah.” I stare at him. “Sounds good.”

			Once we rinse and dry off, we head into the bedroom. Austin goes to his bed, but I stand in the doorway, watching him change into boxer briefs. His skin is pale in the lamplight, his body taut and fit from the many years of soccer. When he catches me watching, he turns his head. “What?”

			I shrug and go to my own bed. “Just never thought I’d put a man’s cock in my mouth and enjoy it.” I slip beneath the covers.

			He does the same. “Did you?” Questioning. He watches me closely for my reaction.

			I keep it casual, though when he looks at me like that, I feel my dick stir. “Enough to do it again.”

			Austin shakes his head and turns off the light. “Like I said. You’re a crazy motherfucker.”

			Maybe. Or maybe I’m just crazy for Austin.

			As soon as my head hits the pillow, I’m out cold.

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			Austin

			It’s dark out. Quiet. I check the alarm. Barely six. Beyond the window, the sky takes on the faintest blush beyond the tops of the buildings, a faint golden light streaming through the curtains. I’m wide awake.

			Logan’s deep breathing fills the room. The sound I fell asleep to. Carefully, I shift onto my side, not wanting to wake him. It’s light enough that I can make out his form without squinting.

			His face is smooth and unlined in sleep. One arm is tucked under his pillow, the other curled against his chest. The comforter’s tangled around his legs, displaying his bare chest, the lean musculature of his form. He wears dark boxer briefs. It’s probably wrong of me to ogle my friend unaware, but I can’t help it. Tanned skin, brown-black hair trailing between his pecs and down his abs, the dip above his ass, the column of his spine. My mouth goes dry the longer I look at him.

			Last night was... I blow out a breath, sinking deeper into the mattress. I thought that kiss in Rome would cure me of my feelings. I was wrong. Last night blew that kiss out of the water. I was stripped down raw, to nerves and need. It was everything I’d always wanted, but nothing I could ever have, not permanently. And I’ll most likely never have it again.

			I wasn’t strong enough to deny Logan the experience of sorting out the why and how of his attraction to me. He walked into the bathroom, and I never had a chance. I was weak. And selfish. Because even though he wanted it, I wanted it more. And—God. The sight of his bowed head between my thighs will forever be etched in my memory.

			As my eyes slip shut, I force the thought away. Whatever this is, it’s not real. Strange things happen in the summer months. Flings. Adventure. Whirlwind romance. This is a summer spent in Paris, the most romantic city in Europe, if not the world. No one is unaffected by its magic.

			At the end of the summer, Logan leaves for LA, and while I haven’t made my decision as to what team I’ll sign on for, chances are it won’t be LA Galaxy. A part of me wants to imagine what it would be like to play for the same team. To return to a time where we see one another every day and never grow tired of it. But like I said, I’m a realist. Happy endings don’t happen for people like me. I came from nothing, and I’ll always be that little boy watching others get things handed to them. I’ll never be enough for someone like Logan. I’ll always be holding him back.

			My stomach growls. Breakfast sounds good right about now, if only to distance myself from Logan and my tumultuous thoughts.

			This early in the morning, the cafeteria is practically deserted. Soccer players are not early risers by nature. But I think we can all agree that if there wasn’t an all-you-can-eat buffet, we wouldn’t be waking up at all.

			Two other players grab food from the buffet line. I recognize one as Greg, Logan’s roommate from back home. He nods in my direction. “How was your weekend?”

			For a moment, I scramble for an answer.

			It was great. Your friend had my dick in his mouth.

			Logan would not appreciate that.

			“It was good.” Vague is the safest road to take here. “Logan and I went to Rome on Saturday. How was yours?”

			“Oh, wow. Rome? How was the city? I’m thinking of surprising my girlfriend with a trip when she visits in a few weeks.”

			“It was really nice. Logan told me you’re going to pop the question. How do you feel?”

			We stand by the cereal section. He bobs his head. “Nervous, for sure. But Teresa and I have talked about marriage. She just doesn’t know when I’m going to ask.” His smile is blinding, by which I mean, it’s too early in the morning for this level of liveliness. “I’m just ready to spend the rest of my life with her.”

			“Well, good luck with everything.” Even though I’ve only known Greg for a few weeks, I know he’s a kind and compassionate guy who no doubt treats Teresa like she’s the world.

			I load up my plate, which I then eat at one of the empty tables. Once I’m done, I return to the line with a new plate and get food for Logan, since there’s a high chance he’ll sleep through breakfast.

			When I return to our room, he’s still asleep. Relief rushes through me. The fact is, I’m not ready to talk about last night. I don’t want to face Logan telling me it was just a casual hookup, that he tried it but it’s not for him. I knew that going in. But I couldn’t help myself.

			I set the tray on his bedside table so he’ll see it when he wakes up, then head for the door. I need to take a walk.

			There’s a park located less than a mile from our dorms, so I wander in that direction, needing time to clear my head. Practice starts up again tomorrow. We have a game next Saturday, our first of the summer. Coach Romero says the team we’re playing is quite good, but extremely aggressive. I need to practice my goal kicks. Also my throws. One of my shoulders has a twinge, so I haven’t been able to throw as far. At least practice will allow me to blow off some steam.

			Once I find a park bench, I sit down and people-watch. It’s mindless and it calms me. A few children chase one another around the playground, running up and down the slide. There’s a paved trail winding through the trees that’s currently occupied by mothers pushing strollers, couples jogging, people walking their dogs. Everyone is at ease. It makes me wonder what their stories are.

			Since I have time to kill, I check my text messages. My sister sent me one telling me to check my email. That was two days ago.

			I check the email. It’s brief, just her telling me she loves me. She’s excited to visit in a few weeks. Also, can I please tell Phil that he’s a douche and no one wants to go out with an asshole? Hm. Not surprising, but I’m curious as to why she and Phil would be hanging out. I know they don’t actually hate each other. I’m just wondering when they’ll admit their attraction to one another.

			People assume that because I’m quiet, I don’t see what everyone else sees. But it’s the opposite. Stop talking, and you’ll find you hear a lot more that way. I’ve been Phil’s friend long enough to know he’s had a crush on Megan for years. I remember the first time they met. It was a Christmas party with an ugly sweater theme. He basically stated that her sweater was the most hideous of the bunch.

			“What, did a cat cough a hairball all over the front?” he’d asked, chuckling to himself.

			Of course, Megan, being the perfectionist that she is, took offense, forgetting that the point was to have an ugly sweater. She tossed her drink in his face and stormed away.

			She couldn’t know it then, but that was Phil’s backward way of showing interest.

			Over time, his attraction to Megan has only intensified. It’s like watching a landslide pick up speed, gaining momentum, hurtling toward a small, sleeping village at the mountain’s base. Phil hasn’t been with a girl in a year, and I know it’s because he’s holding out for Megan. But Phil needs to clean up his act first.

			I check my voice mail. There’s a message from a Los Angeles area code, but I don’t recognize the number. It was from yesterday.

			“Hello, Mr. Rhodes.” It’s a man’s deep voice. “This is Dr. Johnson from the Ronald Reagan UCLA Medical Center. It’s Saturday, June twenty-third. Your mother was admitted this morning for alcohol poisoning. Please call me back as soon as possible. My number is—”

			As soon as the message ends, I take a breath. Nausea sloshes in my gut. Only a couple weeks have passed since I left the US, and she’s back in the hospital. According to Megan, she was doing fine the last two weeks. She went to her AA meetings. Went grocery shopping. Even spent some time cleaning her apartment. All it takes is one drink, and all that progress goes down the drain.

			My head falls forward into my hands, and I scrub my face. I’m not looking forward to speaking with the doctor. Every time I receive one of these calls, I’m afraid it’s to inform me that my mother’s dead. The fear never goes away. My heart’s already racing as I dial the number.

			The receptionist picks up on the second ring. “Hi, I’m returning a call for Dr. Johnson,” I tell the woman.

			“Please hold while I connect you.”

			It rings another eight times before the doctor picks up. “Hello, Austin. Thank you for returning my call. Your mother was checked in this morning. She’s stable, but tomorrow she will be checked out. We were wondering if there was anyone to come pick her up once she’s discharged. She told us to call you.”

			I’m guessing my mom forgot I’m in Europe for the summer. “Unfortunately, I’m out of the country, but my sister lives in the area. I’ll give you her number.” I rattle it off, my mood darkening. I don’t want to know details, but I still ask, “What condition was she in when she arrived?”

			Papers rustle in the background. I clutch the phone and wait.

			“Your mother was unconscious. A woman was jogging early in the morning when she came across her in a park. The ambulance brought her in. She was extremely dehydrated. We gave her fluids.”

			I’m not even fazed. The situation is so familiar to me now that I’m numb to it all. I ask, “Was there any permanent damage?”

			“It’s unlikely there was any brain damage, but as you know, it’s taking a toll on her liver. It could cause permanent damage down the line if changes aren’t made.”

			I nod, even though the doctor can’t see me. It’s nothing new, her hospitalizations, but every time is like the first time: a kick to the stomach. A fresh reminder that the issue isn’t getting better. At this point, I’m at a loss.

			My sigh is long and full of exhaustion. I wonder if that couple laughing and walking their dog struggles. Their life seems so free of worries. “I don’t know what to do.”

			“Sometimes there’s nothing you can do.” His voice is sympathetic. This is his job—having to see the worst of people day in and day out. “You can only help someone to the best of your ability. And sometimes, even that’s not enough.”

			He’s right. Sometimes it will never be enough.

			“I’ll call your sister to see if she’ll pick your mother up tomorrow.”

			“Thank you, Dr. Johnson.”

			After hanging up, I sit there as the morning comes and goes, thinking about the last year and a half. My mom had been doing well for about eight months. Completely sober. She’d even managed to land herself a part-time job working at an office within walking distance from her apartment. But then her most recent ex-boyfriend showed up out of the blue, and all of her hard work was derailed. He’s a piece of shit. Just like all her other ex-boyfriends. She stopped attending her AA meetings. Slipped back into drinking to cope.

			I shoot Megan an email to update her on the situation. I’m sorely tempted to buy a drink at a bar, but I’m afraid of the addiction running through my blood. It’s a rotting streak I can’t escape from. An invisible disease lives inside me, waiting for the day I lose my good sense and go a step too far. One drink is all it takes. One drink, and a life destroyed.

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			Logan

			When I wake up, the first thing I do is turn toward Austin’s bed. The covers are twisted haphazardly and piled at the end. One of the pillows has fallen onto the floor. It’s a little past seven. I listen for the shower, but all is dark and quiet. I’m alone.

			Disappointment slips through me, which is a surprise. Leaning back into my pillows, I stare up at the ceiling. Well, not a complete surprise. I’m always happy to see Austin, and always bummed when he’s gone. That’s just the nature of our relationship. After last night though, the disappointment is more acute.

			I guess I thought—well, I don’t know what I thought. Maybe that we would miraculously wake up simultaneously and fuck like bunnies. Or, you know, talk about last night. Although, to be honest, I’m not sure I’m ready to have that conversation. I basically threw myself at Austin and had no qualms about it. What does that mean? Fuck if I know.

			The first time I kissed Austin, I liked it.

			The second time I kissed him, I liked that even more.

			And when I gave him a blow job, I liked that the most. The memory of his moans makes my dick twitch.

			I’m attracted to my friend. There’s no doubt about it. Sometimes it takes only one experience, one kiss, to open the floodgates. I wonder how it was for Austin. Looking back, he never dated anyone in high school. But that doesn’t mean he didn’t hook up with anyone. Did he know early on he wasn’t attracted to women? Or did that come with time?

			God, the inside of my head is a mess. A combination of dirty thoughts, guilt for thinking them, curiosity about my attraction, and fear as to what this all means. When my brother came out to me a few years ago, he cried because he was so afraid I would reject him. It’s sad our world is the way it is. People aren’t free to show who they really are.

			In the soccer world, homophobia runs rampant. Knowing Austin didn’t hide his sexuality from his college teammates makes me respect him all the more. That takes a lot of guts. California isn’t exactly a conservative state, but you never know. He’s lucky his teammates were so understanding. No one wants to be ostracized. No one wants to be othered.

			It’s then I notice the breakfast tray on my bedside table. It’s loaded with eggs, bacon, toast, fruit, and juice. Something moves in my chest. I smile as I pull the tray over, because I’m starving and Austin was thoughtful enough to bring me breakfast before he left to go wherever he went.

			Always thoughtful, my friend.

			After chowing down, I get dressed, brush my teeth, and wait a little bit to see if Austin will return. I fight the urge to text him. Don’t want to appear too clingy. It kind of bums me out that he disappeared, since I was hoping to hang out, but it’s probably for the best to take space. I have a lot to think about anyway. And a lot to not think about. Like his cock.

			There’s a large indoor gym at the dorms where we’re staying, so I head downstairs to sweat. After taking ten minutes to stretch, I begin my weight training.

			It’s funny. I never realized how much I missed Austin in my life until he walked through the door two weeks ago. I was flooded with memories: laughing, playing soccer, shooting the shit, going to one another for advice. There was never any fear of acting foolish around Austin, because I knew he accepted me, just as I accepted him. There’s a comfort to that. You can be free.

			Back in high school, I was having issues with a girl I’d been dating for a few weeks. It wasn’t an unusual occurrence. I think the longest I ever dated anyone was a month, if that. The only thing I cared about back then was sex. Or losing my virginity, rather. So every other month or so, when the relationship inevitably began to crumble, I’d go to Austin for relationship advice. He was more grounded than me, and all the girls loved him. They went to our games for him. Wanted to hang out with us—for him. Somehow, he’d managed to perfect the casual I don’t care attitude. A smile tugs at my mouth as I settle onto the quad machine and begin my first set. Now I realize it’s because he wasn’t interested in women. Go figure.

			The girl I dated at the time kept breaking things off, which was frustrating, as this happened every other week it seemed. I thought I was doing everything right. I bought her coffee. I carried her books. I held her hand. I respected her boundaries. Yet she still wasn’t happy with me.

			So one day I’m complaining to Austin about how I can’t keep my on-again, off-again girlfriend happy, when he asks me, “What does she like?”

			I blinked at him in confusion. “What do you mean, ‘What does she like’?” I asked, trying not to get defensive about a simple question I was blanking on.

			He sent me a long, pitying look. As if he knew. We sat on the bleachers following practice, cooling off as the sun sank low in the west, brushing the field in shades of pink and gold. “It’s a simple enough question. What does she like to do? What are her hobbies, her interests?”

			“You mean besides making out with me?” It was meant as a joke, but my voice was strained. Yeah, I had no fucking idea what my girlfriend liked to do. When we hung out, it was mostly so I could try to get to second base. Then she’d want to talk and get to know one another, and I’d make some excuse about how I had soccer, so I couldn’t hang out. I only wanted to see her when it was convenient and beneficial to me.

			Austin managed to come to this conclusion by himself, because he released a long-suffering sigh. “Logan.”

			I waited, knowing he’d have something to say eventually.

			“Do you even like this girl, or are you just using her to get into her pants?”

			That put my back up. There was irritation in his voice that I rarely heard. To think it was directed at me made me feel like shit. “I like her.” It was half the truth, at least. “But I also like getting into her pants,” I added with a rueful smile.

			“And you wonder why she keeps breaking up with you.” He shook his head. “It’s because she feels used. If you really like someone, you want to get to know them, right?” In his eyes was a strange light I couldn’t read.

			I turned away, thinking about what he said. It made sense, which made me feel like a tool in addition to a moron. You want to know your friends, right? You want to know they’re loyal, trustworthy, worth your time. I guess I never applied it to relationships.

			“How about this,” my friend went on. “Ask her what she wants to do this Saturday, and whatever she says, you do that. Even if it’s shopping. Even if it’s taking a walk in the park. Even if there’s a game on. You ask her questions about her interests, her life. You get to know your girlfriend.”

			The advice worked too. I cleaned up my act, actually started hanging out with my girlfriend, a lot of times platonically, and we stayed together for another three months, just in time for me to get my first hand job. Until she dumped me for another guy.

			Austin was always my go-to for life advice. I’m thankful he put up with my idiocy for as long as he did.

			My workout takes me another forty minutes. Soon, I’m soaked in sweat, my muscles aching pleasantly. With practice tomorrow, I went easy on my legs, mostly focusing on the arms and abs. I don’t want to collapse during circuits tomorrow.

			I check my phone. It’s barely noon. And—I’m bored. Which is crazy, because I’m in Paris for God’s sake, but all I want to do right now is hang out with Austin. I hold off on the text. Since he didn’t say where he was going or when he’d be back, I’m guessing he wants to be alone. Now I have to figure out something else to do. I could hang with some of the guys. Or I could see some more of the sights, maybe find a nice café to eat at.

			Or there’s always a run. I’m already dressed for exercise anyway. I don’t usually run on Sundays, but I might as well pass the time wisely.

			The route I take is five miles around the city center. Once outside, I fall into a steady rhythm. I try not to think about last night. It should have been a one-time thing. A moment of exploration. But my body remembers how it felt then, as I knelt in the shower and took Austin in my mouth.

			Alive.

			It didn’t matter that Austin wasn’t a woman. The sounds he made were hot as hell. Desire is desire. Sex is sex.

			The first two miles pass quickly. I decide to take a different route today. I turn down a deserted side street, admiring the architecture of the old buildings, when I pass a place of business with a rainbow flag flapping from its storefront. Another gay bar.

			I hesitate. It’s open, from the looks of it. The street is deserted. I’m unsure, but also curious. Is my attraction toward Austin singular, or is it possible I’m attracted to other men too?

			Before I can talk myself out of it, I slip inside.

			It’s busier than I would have expected, yet quiet despite the number of customers. Conversation is a low murmur. Dark wood, old brass, glass chandeliers. I guess I’m so used to how bars are in America—too loud, too much personality—that I didn’t think it would be any different in other parts of the world.

			Once I take a seat at the bar, the bartender approaches. He’s a young twenty-something man with dark hair, dark eyes, and bulging muscles. I’m perched on the edge of my stool. It’s just a bar. And I’m just a guy, here to buy a drink.

			“What can I get for you?” the bartender asks.

			“I’ll have a Stella, please.”

			He nods and goes to fill up a glass. My eyes track him as he works. I’m not really sure what I’m looking for. A spark? Butterflies? I don’t feel anything, but maybe he’s not my type. Kind of difficult, as I’m not really sure I have a type in men.

			The soccer game is on. Italy versus Birmingham. I was hoping Austin and I would watch it together, but I guess not.

			“This seat taken?”

			I turn toward a man with blond hair and sharp eyes. He’s on the leaner side, and he has a few days’ worth of scruff on his raw-boned face. I see a tattoo peeking out from the collar of his shirt.

			Then he smiles at me with obvious interest, and my pulse spikes.

			Maybe I do have a type after all.

			“It is now,” I say, returning his grin. Holy shit. Did I really just say that, and in a flirty manner, no less?

			His smile widens as he settles beside me. “Jaden,” he says, offering his hand.

			I grasp it, pleased by his firm grip. “Logan.”

			The bartender passes me my beer, then takes Jaden’s order.

			“I’ll have what he’s having,” he says, gesturing to my drink.

			“You got it.”

			The bartender moves away to give us some privacy. My focus narrows on Jaden. I’m aware of his body and how it’s turned toward me, one of his long, jean-clad legs stretched out to the side. His elbows rest on the bar top. My eyes lock onto his corded forearms. Hm. Yep, that’s definitely interest I feel.

			As if noticing where my attention has settled, the muscles of Jaden’s arms flex. He shifts a few inches closer. “So where are you from, Logan?”

			I look into his eyes. They’re light blue, and of a similar piercing quality to Austin’s. But whereas Austin’s gaze is quiet, this guy’s is edged with something sharper, something devilish. “The US. Indiana.”

			“A fellow American.” He dips his chin. “I thought as much. I’m from San Fran.”

			You know, I can kind of see that. I feel like Californians have his certain something about them. Like they’re living ten years ahead of everyone else. “I mean this in the nicest way, but how can you afford to live there?”

			“Ha. I don’t.” I’m only half certain that he’s joking. “I live with three other people and my room is the size of a closet.” He shrugs. “But it is what it is. There’s no living in San Fran. Only surviving.”

			Well, that sounds rather unfortunate. I guess I’m lucky that the place I share with Greg doesn’t break the bank and allows me extra money every month, enough to put into savings.

			“So what brings you to Paris?” Jaden asks. “Are you backpacking?”

			Until this point, our conversation had been easy. Now I’m frozen with what to say. It’s kind of shitty lying to someone I just met, but whatever I’m discovering about my sexuality, I want the soccer world to have no part of it until I’m ready. I’m on a road without a map.

			I take a sip of beer to buy myself time to think. I finally settle on, “Work.” It’s not entirely untrue. I am working. When I join LA Galaxy in a few months, I’ll be better prepared for the professional soccer world.

			“What do you do for work?” He seems genuinely interested.

			Fuck. I take another sip. At this rate I’ll need to ask for a second drink. It’s unlikely I’ll ever see this man again, but it’s best not to risk it. I pull the first thing I can think of out of my ass. “Sales.” I nod convincingly. My father is a salesman. Yes. A family business. Very successful.

			“Oh. What do you sell?”

			It would make sense for me to say something like cars. Or real estate. Or, shit, clothes or computers or those cute fluffy designer dogs. But do I say that?

			No. No, I do not.

			“Dildos.”

			Jaden sucks in a breath as he takes a sip of his beer, and it spews from his mouth. He starts coughing violently, and I slap him on the back to clear his air passage.

			“I’m sorry.” My voice is mild, as if I get this reaction all the time. “I didn’t mean to offend you.” I have no idea what I’m saying right now.

			He shakes his head as the coughing subsides. He drinks from the water glass the bartender sets in front of him. The bartender shoots me a curious look before taking care of a few patrons. “No, I’m not offended. I’m—uh—” Another swallow. “I’ve never heard of someone selling, um, dildos.”

			My brain is fucking with me. It sees I’m in a gay bar, so it immediately goes to something stereotypically crass. Fuck you, brain. Seriously, fuck you.

			“Er.” I cough into my hand. “Yeah. It’s an unusual profession, that’s for sure. But people sure do buy them. Big ones. Small ones. Long one. Thick ones. Skinny ones. Hey, we even have flavored ones. Like—” My mind goes blank. “Bubblegum flavor?” It’s more a question than a statement. “Cherry is a particular favorite.”

			If Austin were here, he’d be dying of laughter right now.

			Jaden makes a vague sound of agreement.

			“You have to be careful with them, though. Use them the wrong way and, well, they might get stuck.”

			His eyes widen.

			“Has that ever happened before? With a customer, I mean?”

			“More often than you might think. Especially with old people.” I nod with great enthusiasm. “You know, they’re not as flexible as they once were, so it’s hard for them to reach...”

			Jaden blinks at me wordlessly. This guy probably thinks I’m crazy.

			“I’m sorry to interrupt, but I couldn’t help but overhear.”

			Shifting to face an older man on my left, the warning bells start pealing. Makes me wonder what part of the conversation he overheard.

			The blood drains from my face a moment later when he says, “My partner and I—” He gestures to a man on his left. “—are in the market for a good dildo to use. But, well, we’re not from around here and aren’t sure where the best shops are—or if they even have shops—and we were wondering if maybe you’d have some recommendations for us.”

			Jaden studies me in interest as he fights a smile. It’s my damn fault anyway. Why the hell did I say I was a dildo salesman?

			“Oh, sure, sure,” I say, as if I’m approached all the time with this question. “Um.”

			Aaaand I blank.

			“Well,” I say, trying to save myself from drowning. “It really depends on your preferences. Might I suggest a vibrating dildo? Stick it up your ass and—yep. It’s all uphill from there. Know what I mean?”

			The couple exchange bright-eyed glances, nodding in interest. “We actually hadn’t thought of that before. Thank you for the insight,” says the man with curly gray hair. “What’s your personal experience with it? I’m assuming you’ve used it.”

			The weight of Jaden’s gaze makes the back of my neck flame. “S-sure. Yep. Sure have. Who doesn’t like a long, thick object shoved up their ass?”

			Jaden coughs, but it sounds like he’s covering up a laugh. The couple again smile, one of the men saying, “That’s what I say!”

			They leave after that, thank God.

			With that embarrassment firmly behind me, I turn back to the bar. Jaden notices me following the game on television. “You a fan?”

			“Of a sort.” I’m not telling him anything more. At least we’re off the topic of dildos for the time being. “You?”

			He shrugs, his smile small and reserved. “You can say that.”

			Jaden is pretty easy to talk to. We talk sports for a while, then the dumpster fire that is the United States government, then travel. He arrived in Paris this summer, too, and has visited Prague and Amsterdam as well. I drink a few beers. He does too. The bar goes from relatively busy to slammed in a few short hours. Finally, he leans close and asks, “Do you want to get out of here?”

			At some point during our conversation, he managed to position his body so that his thighs bracketed mine. I didn’t even notice the change. I’m fighting with my dick to behave itself, because right now, it wants to stand tall and proud, happy from the attention we’re receiving from Jaden.

			One of his palms lands on my thigh. He gives it a slow stroke, sending sparks through me. I’m sure he notices the bulge at my crotch.

			But while my body wants Jaden, my mind is on Austin. His hands on me. His mouth. That little grunt right before he spurted over my chest in the shower. I’ll admit, a part of me wants to see what will happen if I go home with Jaden, but something in my chest makes me hesitate. Austin and I haven’t talked about the shift in our friendship. It’s not like we’re together, but after what we did last night, it now feels wrong to hook up with a different man, at least without talking to Austin first. The truth is, at the end of the day, I’d rather be with him than anyone else.

			I shift away from his hand, my face apologetic. “Actually man, I’m going to head out.”

			“Oh.” Jaden looks more than a little confused and put out. “Well, could I get your number at least? Maybe we can meet up again.”

			My dick twitches in annoyance that we won’t be going home with the very attractive American. He seems so earnest that I can’t find it in myself to deny him this one thing. “Sure.”

			Surely it can’t hurt.

			Can it?

			After I pay my tab and say goodbye to Jaden, I head back to the dorm. I didn’t realize it at the time, but I must have spent three or four hours in that bar, passing the time with conversation. It’s now early evening. I hope Austin’s back from wherever it was he went.

			Back at the room, Austin still isn’t back yet. My breakfast tray is still there. I sit on my bad and scroll through my phone. Nothing. No texts, no calls. I pace and eventually force myself to sit back on my bed and wait.

			Twenty minutes later, the door opens. Austin hesitates for only a second before he comes to sit on his bed, toeing off his shoes. “Hey,” he says, not looking at me.

			Something’s wrong. There’s a tightness along his jaw that’s not normally there. I sit up in concern. My first instinct is to go to him, but I hold back. “What’s wrong?”

			He looks up at the ceiling, shaking his head. “It’s nothing. Just some news from back home.”

			That doesn’t sound good. “Did something happen?”

			“It’s fine now. My sister’s going to take care of it.”

			Elusive and secretive. He lays down and throws an arm over his eyes, the other flat on his stomach. I watch his chest rise and fall in fascination, my gaze tracing the contours of his body, from his shoulders to his feet. I’ve never been one to look at a man’s feet, but Austin has some nice toes.

			I’ve seen him in these moods before. I can recall a few times back in high school when something had happened, I’m guessing with his family. He never told me what was wrong. I’m wondering if it has anything to do with his mother.

			Steeling myself, I move over to his bed. As soon as the mattress dips down, Austin shoots up, mumbling, “Gonna take a shower.” He makes a beeline for the bathroom and shuts the door. And this time, I hear the lock.

			What I definitely wasn’t going to do was take advantage of Austin during his state. Was that what he thought I was going to do? Fine. I’ll just wait for him on his bed.

			The shower hisses beyond the shut door. I stare at it, thinking. Yes, I wanted to touch him, but to comfort, not to arouse.

			After talking with Jaden from the bar, it’s never been more clear that I’m attracted to men. But as soon as Austin walked through the door, I was really fucking happy I didn’t go home with Jaden. Austin, well... he’s home.

			After probably the longest shower known to man, the bathroom door opens. Austin steps out with a billow of steam. He’d changed into sweatpants and a shirt. I kind of wish he’d come out with the towel around his waist. Oh well.

			As soon as he sees me sitting on his bed, he goes still. He looks to his bed. Then mine. He’s probably thinking he doesn’t want to do anything that will sway me to hooking up again. But he’s wrong. I look at him and my throat feels a little dry, my cock stirring between my legs. Whatever we’ve done for the last two nights, I want to keep doing it.

			I scoot over and pat the space beside me. He pads over, then lays down, still tense.

			Turning on my side, I face him. He looks to the ceiling and closes his eyes.

			Knowing Austin, he won’t want to talk about whatever it is that’s bothering him. If you push, he pulls away. As evidence of the fact that for nearly two years after high school, I continued to text him with no response.

			I decide to go for a different route.

			“Breakfast in bed, huh?” My voice is light. “I should give you blowjobs more often.”

			His mouth gives the barest twitch. That’s progress.

			“You were gone when I woke up though.”

			His body seeks deeper into the mattress, and he lets out a breath. “I had a lot to think about.”

			My stomach pitches itself off the bed. That doesn’t sound good. “Like what?”

			He doesn’t respond, but I know it’s about everything we did last night. I want to know where we stand. I want this, want to continue doing—whatever this is. Exploring each other’s bodies. Having fun. Getting to know my best friend on an entirely new level. But I need to know if he wants that too.

			I rest my hand on his stomach, right next to his. He freezes beneath my touch. Leisurely, I trail my fingers back and forth across his abdomen. I half expect him to push me away, but when he doesn’t, when he instead relaxes, the tension around his mouth smoothing away, I know that’s the green light.

			Shifting to straddle his legs, I grip the waistband of his shorts and start tugging them down his hips. He helps me, and now it’s just his boxer briefs separating us. His proud erection tents the soft fabric. My mouth waters.

			Austin removes his arm from his eyes and stares at me with so much heat I expect my skin to blister off. There’s heat, but also turmoil, hurt, fear. Whatever it is that’s bothering him, I want to take away that pain. If only for a short while.

			Smoothing my hands up his powerful thighs, I gauge his reaction. His green eyes deepen as desire overtakes him, and the tension in the room ratchets up a notch.

			“Take off your shirt,” I tell him.

			He does, tossing it to the floor.

			Last thing. I tug down his boxer briefs, and his cock juts out like a telephone pole, thick and proud, ruddy and thickly veined, a bead of moisture having gathered at the tip.

			“I’ve been thinking about this all day,” I tell him, kneeling between his thighs.

			And now? It’s mine.

		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			Austin

			The moment Logan puts his mouth on me, I am in flames. All the blood in my body rushes south, to the point of contact between his tongue and my aching dick. A moan flies out of my mouth, and I don’t care who hears me. It’s dark out anyway. If someone happened to walk by our door, they’d probably think one of us was hooking up with a French girl. How wrong they’d be.

			I claw at the sheets as I fight the need to thrust, push myself deeper into his mouth. It’s good. It’s so, so good. It’s unreal how much I want this, but more than that, how much I need this. Yes, the sex, but more than that, the man currently in bed with me right now. The one person who I trust completely aside from my sister.

			A growl resonates in my chest as he laps at the moisture beading from my slit. He goes at it with more enthusiasm, and my hips start canting off the bed. My eyes roll to the back of my head, and I’m not too ashamed to admit that a small whimper comes out of me. I can’t help it. He touches me, and I lose all sense of control. When he returns to sucking, I murmur, “Harder.”

			He gives it to me. A bolt of pleasure strikes me in the pelvis and radiates outward, coalescing in my balls. Right as I’m about to combust, he pulls back, mouth wet, and watches me with an intensity that makes me nervous.

			“I already know you have a dirty mouth on the field,” he says, leaning forward to press hot, open-mouthed kisses along my shaft. “But what about in bed?”

			My mind is a haze of heat and tension. A fog of pleasure has descended over me, but his question manages to pierce through. I think he’s asking if I like to talk dirty in bed. And the answer is yes, I do. But I’m having a hard time putting two and two together.

			At another suck, I moan softly. My hips twist. My palms are sweating, the sheets damp from it. My skin feels feverish.

			“I’m not giving you what you want until you give me what I want,” he says, laughter in his voice.

			“What is it—” My voice breaks off as he starts swirling his tongue along the head. My throat works. “What is it you want?”

			“You, talking dirty. To me.”

			I wonder if Logan thinks his request is out of character for me, but it’s not. Something happens when I have sex. It’s like my usual placid tendencies vanish, and in their place is someone forward, dominant, but always giving. Logan wants dirty talk? I’ll give him dirty talk.

			I move so fast he doesn’t know what’s happening until he’s on his belly, legs splayed, with me leaning over his back. “You want dirty talk?” I murmur into his ear, nibbling along the edge. A shudder rolls through him as he groans, the sound muffled by the pillow. My hand smooths down his spine. I could touch him all day.

			He says what might be a “yes.”

			I smile, my hand moving to the taut cheeks of his ass. Then I smack one cheek with an open palm.

			He jerks. “Christ.”

			“On your knees,” I tell him. “Now.” That’s pure command in my voice.

			He pushes his ass into the air. I can’t help but admire it. Logan has a spectacular set of buns.

			Hunched over his back, I curve one hand around his waist and find his cock, curling my fingers around its jutting length. Logan bows his head. “I never told you back in high school,” I whisper against his neck as I nip along his skin and soothe the sting, “but I loved having your cock in my mouth.” I jerk him extra slow. After last night, I know Logan likes it fast, so I’m going to have fun torturing him. “I love hearing how you whimpered. Was that the first time you’d ever had a blow job?” From the intensity of his reaction, I’d wondered. At the time, I’d only ever hooked up with one guy, and the first time I received a blow job, I had almost the same reaction Logan did.

			I squeeze him until he whimpers. “Yes.”

			My heart gives a little happy dance at that—being his first. I kiss his cheek. “I could tell.” I resume my hand motion. It feels like I’m high. Like I’m floating. God, this guy drives me crazy. “You didn’t know it then with your blindfold on, but I was jerking myself as I sucked you off.”

			Logan begins to tremble. “Fuck, man. You’re too good at this.” He swears as I tighten my grip once I near the base. “The dirty talk. But also th-that.” His hips give a hard jolt. “Don’t stop talking. Don’t stop touching me either.”

			He doesn’t have to worry about that. Touching Logan McGregor is all I’ve ever wanted to do.

			“Did you—” Another moan where his voice pitches higher. “—jerk off to the thought of me other times?”

			My hand stills, my confidence faltering. Dirty talk is great, but now it’s getting more personal than I’m comfortable with. “You really want to know?”

			“Why’d you stop, asshole?” He wraps his hand around my own and resumes the back and forth motion. Then he answers, “Yeah, I do.”

			I’m silent for a moment, needing to gather my thoughts. I almost lie. I don’t want Logan to know just how deep my affection for him runs. But our friendship was never built on dishonesty, so I settle with the truth, even if it makes my face heat. “I did.” Morning, night, didn’t matter. He was always on my mind. “Sometimes I even jerked off to you in the locker room showers.”

			“Wait, seriously?”

			Seriously. I was a sick fuck. But I couldn’t help it. I wanted to be around Logan all the time. He was the worst sort of drug, and I needed my daily fix. “I also thought about pounding into you.” The hand that’s not jerking him wanders back to his ass. “Here.” I touch the very top of his crease, and that’s when Logan goes absolutely still.

			Shit. I’ve gone too far and scared him. This is why talking dirty is dangerous. I knew I wouldn’t be able to control what came out of my mouth.

			Pulling back, I think of how best to handle the situation. The last thing I want is for things to be awkward.

			Logan turns around. His face is flushed. His pupils are so large they nearly swallow his eyes. We stare at one another for a long, stretched out moment. I wish I had the strength to turn away, but I don’t.

			He licks his lips. “What’s it like?” he wonders. “To—you know.”

			My throat bobs. I think I know where he’s going with this, but I have to be sure. “Be fucked up the butt, you mean?” That’s still my dirty talk going.

			He chokes out some laughter. “Um.” The word quavers. “Yeah. That.” There isn’t disgust in his gaze. Merely curiosity.

			My face flushes. I can’t forget that Logan is most likely straight, and his question makes me feel like I’m under a microscope. “At first you just feel a burn. It takes a while to loosen up. But once you hit your prostate, it’s like your top three best orgasms all rolled into one mind-blowing orgasm.”

			“Really.” Not a question. His eyes dip to my mouth, and his lips part. His gaze glitters with raw, banked need. “Sounds like it’s up my alley then.” His focus returns to my face. “Maybe we could start slow first. Like a finger. To see if I’d, uh, like it or not.”

			Holy shit. I can’t believe I’m having this conversation. I crack a joke. “You’re telling me to want to experiment with butt stuff?” I laugh. “Brown town?”

			He laughs too, and it’s not forced. This is how it is between us—easy. Even when it’s fumbling and awkward and new, it’s easy. “Butt stuff. I like the sound of that.”

			Okay, I’m pretty sure I once had a dream about Logan where he said those exact words. So this is literally like a dream come true. “Have you ever watched gay porn?”

			I expect him to say no, but he surprises me by saying, “A few times.”

			My eyebrows shoot up to my hairline. “Really?”

			“First time was a dare.” His shoulders shift as he sucks in a breath. “Second time I was curious, honestly.”

			“So you’re telling me you voluntarily watched gay porn.”

			He gives me a long look. “Yes.”

			“And what did you think?” I’m trying not to show too much enthusiasm.

			He sniffs and looks elsewhere. “It was fine.”

			I crack a laugh. So there may be a small chance that Logan enjoyed himself watching two guys fuck. I can only hope.

			I stare into his eyes and ask, “Do you trust me?”

			“I trust you.” No hesitation.

			“Flip onto your back.” I want to see his face.

			He follows my instructions, and I lean over him, my hands pressing into the mattress on either side of his head. I trail one hand across his chest, down his abs, brushing the place I know he wants me to touch. The muscles of his abdomen contract, and I can see the indentations between the muscles, the slight shadowing. I follow my hand with my mouth, licking a pathway through the muscles, dipping my tongue into his belly button. He relaxes into the mattress.

			Tracing the sharp bones of his hips, I track a course down to the junction between his thighs. I’m glad he’s letting go of the tension. This will be far more comfortable if he’s not stiff as a plank of wood.

			My bag is by my bed. I reach into it for the lube. It was meant to be used for a random hookup abroad. I didn’t intend for that guy to be Logan.

			I dribble some onto my fingers and go back to stroking his cock, the glide liquid smooth. His eyes are bright as he watches my hand move up and down. Then he reaches for me. “Let me help.”

			He puts some lube on his hand as well, and now we’re both stroking one another. With each upward motion of his hand, I grow stiffer. It’s taking a lot of willpower to rein in my orgasm, but I hold off. This is about Logan. Showing him there’s nothing wrong with finding pleasure in your own body.

			Gradually, my hand wanders to his balls. I play with them, stroking the delicate skin of the sack. He makes a humming sound in his throat.

			“Do you like that?” I ask.

			He nods, mesmerized by my hand on him. “Feels good.”

			It’s about to feel even better.

			Since he’s focused on me, I use the chance to rub circles on his taint. He squirms, wanting more friction. I skirt around what he wants though. My slick fingers trail further downward, until I brush the rim of his hole. Logan flinches.

			I go still.

			“Uh.” He laughs and rubs the sides of his mouth. Blinks a few times. “Took me by surprise, that’s all.”

			I give him another tentative rub, circling the puckered ring of muscle. The touch is soft, so it should feel gentle to him. A mere probing. Once his skin turns sensitive, all those nerve endings will start to go haywire.

			While I’m loosening him up, I lean forward and take his mouth in a deep, consuming kiss. I love being sexual with Logan. I love touching him and making him come, but this is my favorite part: kissing him. I would happily do this, and only this, for hours and days and weeks. There are so many ways to kiss a mouth, and I find myself growing bold, swallowing the soft sounds he makes as my finger strokes his hole, rubbing along the textured skin. I trace his teeth with my tongue. His plunges into my mouth, over and over. We’re fucking each other with our mouths.

			When I feel him relax again, I breach his hole, swallowing his gasp down. I lean back, checking to see if he’s still okay with this. His cheeks are redder than they were a moment ago. “How does it feel?”

			“Tight.” He chuckles, albeit self-consciously. I press another kiss to his mouth, and he smiles at that. “It burns a little.”

			“That’s normal.” I continue the breach, circling around and around. It’s slick down there. I push my finger up until the first knuckle, slow. Logan’s body adjusts, getting used to the sensation. “I mean, it feels fine. I don’t really know what the big deal is—”

			Curling my finger toward his belly button, I brush the walnut-sized organ, and he goes rigid. A broken moan flies out of his mouth. I know how it feels. The first time I had my prostate stroked, I came in two seconds flat. It’s nothing but fierce, obliterating pleasure. So good it feels as if you could die and come back to life.

			“Don’t know what the big deal about it is, huh?” I ask him in amusement as I watch sweat bead on his upper lip. He licks it away and stares at me, panting. Logan has no idea how fuckable he looks right now.

			“Oh, my God. Austin.” One of his hands squeezes my wrist hard enough to crack bone. He’s shaking. Not small trembles, but enough to rattle the bed. “If you stop, man, I might have to kill you.”

			Just to mess with him, I slowly pull my finger out.

			“No!” He tries to follow me, shifting his ass as if it’s attached to my finger by a string. “Please. I’ll do anything you want. Just don’t stop doing that.”

			I laugh. I feel so happy right now. “Fine.” I decide to put him out of his misery—or maybe back into misery, because as I resume stroking the ridge inside of him, he tosses his head to the side in abandon.

			“Yes,” he whispers to himself. His eyes flutter shut. “Yes.”

			I increase the pressure of the strokes. He begins to move with me. He’s fucking my finger, and I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything hotter in my life. His erection sticks straight up, and I shift my other hand there, stroking him with two hands, doubling the pleasure I’m giving him. But what he doesn’t know is that the pleasure’s only just begun.

		

	
		
			Chapter 16

			Logan

			You know the phrase “Up the butt”? Well right now, I literally have it up the butt. I never understood the hype around butt stuff. Jasmine and I tried it exactly once, and that was enough for me. It didn’t feel pleasant then, so I assumed it wouldn’t be pleasant this time around either.

			How wrong I was.

			Austin brushes my prostate again, and electricity shoots down my spine. “Oh, fuck.” I shudder again, and again. I’m a whimpering mess, a bundle of nerves that shiver and alight with need, coiling tighter as he lightly strokes me, slow and unhurried. He’s driving me crazy. My heels dig into the bed, and I lift my hips and sink them down, in time with Austin’s strokes. I need more. More stimulation. More friction. More Austin.

			If someone had told me a year ago that I’d be doing dirty things with my best friend in Paris, I wouldn’t have believed them. Up until two days ago, I thought I was straight. I love women, love everything about them. And even the times I’d questioned my sexuality, I never felt the pull of attraction to any man I’d met. But maybe I hadn’t met the right man. Austin presses all my buttons. In this moment, there’s nothing different between my attraction to him and my attraction to the opposite sex. My body tingles. My ass is on fire. My heart sputters in my chest like a car running out of gas.

			“Don’t stop, baby. Please.” Words fall from my mouth, but I have no idea what I’m saying. They’re mumbled gibberish, a fever dream. The pleasure zone that is my prostate has reduced me to an incoherent mess.

			Austin pushes in a second finger to join the first. My body accepts it willingly. “Tell me what you want.” His deep voice ripples near my ear. My eyes open, and I stare into his green gaze: intense, raw, open. My pulse soars from what I see there.

			You, I think, and that scares me more than anything. It’s not the answer he’s looking for. What did Austin tell me? He doesn’t do relationships. Whatever this is, whatever we have, it’s temporary. My throat tightens at the thought, but I push it away and return my focus to the present.

			What was his question again? I can barely think straight.

			Austin begins to remove his fingers, and I cry out, “Wait!”

			“Tell me what you want.”

			My voice is like gravel. “I want you to fuck me up the ass.” It’s true. He’s fucking me with his fingers, but I want more of the burn. I want something harder and longer stroking in and out of me. This man is giving me things I didn’t even know I wanted.

			“We’ll get to that eventually.” He nips along my jaw as he speaks, lingering near my ear. He blows a stream of warm air into it. “But not today.”

			“Then give me more. I want more.” The desperation in my voice seeps into the room.

			He adds a third finger. The slick sounds of them pulling in and out of my hole fill the air, along with my ragged breathing, the fractured groans. Every brush tightens the spring. He’s killing me. My friend is slowly and surely killing me.

			“Austin, please.” I’m begging. I don’t care how I sound. Anything to get me closer to release.

			“You want it?”

			I writhe on the bed. My face is sweaty. “Yes.”

			“Right now?”

			All right, now he’s just fucking with me. “Yes.”

			“Come for me, baby.” The endearment rolls off his tongue and lights small fires under my skin. I’ve never experienced this level of intimacy with any of my previous partners. I shouldn’t be surprised. It’s always been this way between us. I don’t know why I thought sex would be any different. “I’ll give it to you nice and slow.”

			Except he doesn’t go slow. Suddenly, he’s finger-fucking me in earnest, licking the tip of my engorged cockhead in time. And, fuck, I can’t last any longer. It’s too much pleasure, too much pain, too much everything.

			I bear down on his finger, and my orgasm obliterates my senses. I cry out, and Austin keeps stroking me, keeps drawing every last drop of pleasure from my body, sucking my cock as I shoot, swallowing my seed. My body jerks through the throes of release, my back bowed, my ass muscles contracting. Fuck. Fuck. This is the best I’ve ever had. No question. And it’s with my gay best friend.

			At the end of it, I sink onto the mattress, breathing like I sprinted five miles without stopping. My limbs are limp noodles, utterly useless. Austin takes care of his own needs, stroking himself until he shoots onto his stomach. Then he collapses beside me.

			I can’t move. “That—” My voice dies. Yeah, I have no energy for words anymore.

			His body shakes with laughter as he tucks his face into my shoulder. “I know.”

			“Seriously, man. That was insane. Like a goddamn roller coaster ride. But with my prostate.”

			He shakes harder. “Glad you liked it.”

			Liked it? I fucking loved it. And I want to do it again. As soon as I recover.

			I scoot closer to Austin, and his arm snakes around my shoulder, pulling me against his warm body. This is nice. Laying here in companionable silence. It’s really damn nice. “When I woke up and you weren’t here,” I say, “I didn’t think you wanted to do this anymore.”

			“This?”

			“You know. Messing around.”

			He makes a sound in his throat. I’m not sure what it means. “I needed to clear my head. I thought you’d be the one to change your mind, considering you’ve never been with a guy before.”

			I get what he’s saying, but that’s not the case. “Sex is sex,” I say. “It shouldn’t matter the person if you’re happy, right?”

			“It shouldn’t,” he agrees. “But a lot of the world doesn’t see it that way. I’m lucky my family loves and supports me. I’m lucky my teammates didn’t care who I was dating. Even in my day-to-day life I’ve gotten shit from people just by holding a guy’s hand. It sucks.”

			“I’m sorry.” I guess I never realized how privileged I was to be able to walk down the street without anyone making snide remarks about whose hand I was holding, who I wanted to kiss, who to love. It can’t be easy.

			“What about you?” he asks. “What did you do today?”

			I hesitate. “About that. I actually went to a gay bar.”

			He leans back to look at me. I can’t read his expression, which worries me. “Seriously?”

			“Yeah.” I shift closer to him, enjoying the warmth of his hand as he strokes my torso. “I just wanted to know if what I was feeling was a one-time deal, or if I could be attracted to other men too.”

			“And what was the verdict?”

			“I met someone while I was there. Nice guy.” Jaden was a nice guy, but he wasn’t the guy for me. “He asked me if I wanted to go home with him.” I laugh. “I’ve never been picked up by a guy before.”

			“I see.” Some of the light dims from his eyes.

			Oh, I know that expression. It’s the one Austin gets right before he retreats inside himself. Not going to happen this time.

			“Hey.” I place my hand on the back on his neck, pressing a kiss to his mouth. And another, because I can. “I’ll tell you a secret. Sure, I found the guy attractive. But the entire time I was sitting there, wishing you were with me instead.”

			He looks skeptical. “Really?”

			“Is that so hard to believe?” There’s literally zero space between us, but it feels like a mile. I wrap one arm around his waist and curl around him. I enjoy cuddling. So sue me.

			He glances over at his bed, and I narrow my eyes. “You’re not going to freak out on me now that we’re cuddling, are you?”

			He huffs a laugh, tucking his face into the crook of my neck. “Do you want me to?”

			“No.” I pull him to my chest. “I like you fine right here.” Pressing a kiss to his shoulder, I reach over to turn off the lights. “Night, Austin.”

			With his head resting on my chest, his breathing evens out. I smile into the dark.

			The next morning when I wake, I expect to find the space beside me empty, Austin having slipped away before dawn. Instead, I find strong arms wrapped around me, warm breath on my neck, and morning wood pressed against my ass.

			Not a terrible way to wake up, if I do say so.

			With a happy smile, I sink deeper into his embrace.

			“Morning,” he mumbles, voice delightedly low and sleepy.

			My eyes slip shut. For a moment, I let myself feel. His strength. The way our bodies fit together. The rightness of it all. I turn around to face him, touching the pads of my fingers to his jaw. His eyes are bright and clear, the green of new growth in spring. His hair is a tumble of blond curls. “Morning.”

			We smile goofily at one another. There’s really nothing else that needs to be said beyond that.

			Waking up with a man in my bed isn’t as shocking as I thought it’d be. One, it’s Austin. Two, our minds are on the same page, because I have a boner too. No embarrassment needed.

			“You hungry?” I ask. A second later, our alarm goes off. Breakfast starts in twenty minutes and I’m looking forward to eating a shit-ton of bacon.

			A wicked glint enters his eyes. “As a matter of fact—” His hand slips down my body and curls around me. He begins stroking me at a leisurely pace. “I am kind of hungry.” It’s a question without a question.

			I glance at the clock. Conditioning starts in forty minutes. Getting breakfast will probably take twenty. Honestly, I only need like five minutes to get off, if that. I’m already halfway to release.

			“All right.” I smother a laugh. “But make it quick.”

			“Or,” he says, “we can do two for one.”

			He shifts his hand, strokes me and his dick in the same hand. We’re both leaking out the tip. I press closer and give him a deep kiss, my breathing already ragged.

			It doesn’t take long. Two minutes, and I’m shooting into his hand. Austin comes a few seconds later. We fall into each other’s arms, our stomachs and thighs sticky with our seed. Can I say it’s so nice not having to worry about getting someone pregnant? Gay sex has its perks.

			Since there’s not much time, we take a quick shower, our hands wandering as we wash each other’s bodies. There’s a sense of contentedness to the act. I enjoy touching Austin in a sexual way, but I enjoy it platonically too. We were friends before lovers, so this shouldn’t change. We exchange a few soft kisses under the hot spray. Then we dry off, change, and head downstairs to breakfast.

			On the weekends, the cafeteria is usually deserted in the mornings, since people try to catch up on sleep after partying. On the weekdays, it’s packed. If you don’t have fuel in your body, you’re going to have a miserable time sweating your balls off on the field in the hours before lunch.

			Austin and I sit with Christian and Manuel. We’ve become good friends these past weeks. They’re already halfway done with their breakfast, shoveling food into their mouths with a sickening display of happiness. I start on my toast, asking, “You excited for all the drills we’re doing today, or something?” Austin takes a bite of his banana, and I’m momentarily distracted by the image of him shoving something long and thick into his mouth. As if he can read my very dirty mind, his eyes shift to mine. He chews, swallows. Then he smiles, and my dick gives a twitch.

			Bastard.

			“You didn’t hear?” Manuel says. “Some of the members from Paris Saint-Germain are visiting today. They’re going to work with us.”

			Austin blinks in surprise. “Seriously?” he asks.

			“Yup.” This from Christian. “They’ll be working with us all morning, so make sure you ladies are up to your best stuff.” He grins like he just told the most hilarious joke.

			So that’s why it’s so lively this morning. Let me tell you, soccer players in the morning? We love the game, but more than that, we love sleeping. Yet we don’t improve by dreaming. It’s blood, sweat, and tears. Broken bones and pulled muscles, bruises and scrapes, concussions, bloody noses. But also the smell of freshly cut grass, that high you feel upon making a goal or intercepting a pass, the thwack of your foot hitting a ball. Comradery. Family and friendship.

			Victory.

		

	
		
			Chapter 17

			Austin

			Growing up, I had two heroes. I was a kid with very little stability in my life, and even less hope. My mom wasn’t around a lot of the time. Some days, there was no food in the house. Other days, I had to walk miles just to reach the soccer field where my games were played because we didn’t have a car and I didn’t have enough money to take the bus. I remember winters with no heat. Vermin and bugs in the summer. No water or electricity.

			My heroes were who I looked to in those times of need. They were stable. Inspiring. They experienced hardships but didn’t let anything or anyone bring them down.

			My first hero is my sister. I’ve never told her this, but Megan was who I aspired to be when I grew up. Though she’s a year younger than me, she has the instincts and drive of someone ten years older. It was hard for me to stay organized when our lives were in upheaval. She made sure I got to my soccer practices and games. She taught me how to read, stayed up late to help me with projects. When we had no food in the house, she went out and bought some. I never learned how she got that money or from where, but at the time, I was just grateful to have something to eat. There is no doubt in my mind that Megan is the reason I am where I am today. She was—is—my motivator, my champion. I don’t know what I’d do without her.

			My second hero is Tommy Buchanan. And right now, he’s standing less than five feet away, talking to Christian and I about what makes a good goalkeeper. He’s a tall, lanky guy with arms covered in tats and long hair pulled back into a ponytail. He’s been talking for probably five minutes and I don’t remember anything he’s said, as I’ve been too star-struck to pay attention. Now I force myself to focus.

			He’s talking about how he became a goalie.

			“I almost didn’t,” he says. “I was recruited for Chelsea, but two months out I broke my ankle. The bone had shattered. My ankle wouldn’t set straight.” He stares out at the field. We’re standing inside one of the goals. My other teammates work with the Paris Saint-Germain players around the turf. I catch sight of Logan with the other forwards, who work with the team’s starting striker. He’s young. Not even twenty-four, I think. He’s also one of the few openly gay professional soccer players.

			“I missed that draft due to injury.” It’s obvious the memory still haunts him. “I was twenty-five years old. A washed-up player. I felt like my chance had come and gone. They would never take me.”

			“How did you end up playing for Saint-Germain then?” I ask.

			Tommy laughs, and it honestly sounds like a horse giving birth. “It’s a funny story, actually. There I was, feeling sorry for myself. I went to a bar for a drink. Well, more like six drinks.” He smiles in self-deprecation. “So I was sitting next to this guy watching a soccer match. Italy versus Germany, I think. Anyway, we started talking. I was really fucking drunk at this point. Embarrassingly drunk. I must have said something about my situation, or told him the entire sob story. I went home that night, not remembering much.”

			Seems familiar.

			“The next morning I wake up with the hangover of all hangovers and there’s a message on my phone from a guy named Ben telling me to call him. Never remembered meeting a guy named Ben. I was pretty sure the guy I spoke to at the bar was named Steve. Regardless, I returned his call, not knowing who this guy was, or remembering if I’d met him last night. Turns out he was the president of Paris Saint-Germain, and he thought I was funny as fuck. He’d looked up my story, made a few calls to make sure I was legit. He was willing to give me another shot at making the team. So I had a tryout. I was so nervous I about pissed myself walking onto the field.” His smile widens. “Guess I did something right, because they wanted me. Two years later, here I am.” He opens his arms, lets them fall to his sides. His grin tells me he’s a lucky son of a bitch, and he knows it.

			“That,” Christian says in awe, “is the craziest thing I’ve ever heard.”

			It’s also pretty much impossible. A once in a lifetime coincidence. Some people, I guess, really are lucky.

			I don’t try to sugarcoat my life. It’s been hard. I know what struggle is. But I worked my ass off to get to where I am—with the help of Megan and my teammates, of course. Was it worth the struggle? Yes, in a way. But sometimes I can’t help but feel envious of how easy things come for other people. Tommy Buchanan is the best of the best, and he never would have made the team if he hadn’t the talent and skill. But he also wouldn’t have made the team if he hadn’t walked into the bar that night.

			“All right, let’s see what you got.” He claps his hands and puts Christian in the goal while I stand off to the side to watch. I’ve seen some great goalies in my life, and Christian is no exception. It’s like he knows where the ball will go before Tommy’s foot makes contact with it. Maybe he has a sixth sense. I hope he gets noticed by a deserving team.

			Christian stops every shot. But then Tommy shakes him up a bit by dribbling close, drawing him out of the net. The young goalie lunges toward the ball, but it’s already gone past him. Ah. See, now I know what his weakness is. Tommy begins to make shots.

			After probably twenty minutes in goal, Tommy calls for a break. He waves me over so I can hear what he says to Christian. “I don’t need to say that your long blocks are amazing. Seriously, I doubt anyone would ever get past you. But—”

			“My close blocks suck,” Christian finishes for him, one corner of his mouth tilting up. That’s one of the things I like about Christian. He’s not too proud. A good player knows when to listen.

			“I wasn’t going to be that harsh, but yeah.” He laughs, as does Christian. “They kind of do.”

			Tommy spends the next twenty minutes giving Christian pointers. As they work, I scan the field, looking for a head of dark hair, wicked speed. I spot Logan on the opposite side of the field. There’s a lot of distance between us, but I wonder if he can feel my gaze, because he turns and waves to me. I smile and wave back.

			Then it’s my turn.

			I’m king when it comes to close blocks. My long blocks aren’t half bad. They’re very good, actually. But depending on which way the ball is heading affects the likelihood that I’ll stop it. Since I’m tall, I get the high corner shots no problem. It’s the lower corner shots I struggle with—my long limbs sometimes don’t cooperate.

			As he did with Christian, Tommy starts off with long shots while my teammate watches from the side. My knees are bent, my body braced. I don’t know how to explain it, but right before his foot makes contact, it’s like my mind takes a snapshot of the picture and processes everything in less than a second: his foot placement, the angle of his hips, how far over the ball he leans, what part of his foot he uses to kick the ball. Then the trajectory starts, and it’s another second before my body has to decide which direction to leap. The ball goes right. High in the corner. A slight curve, from the way he kicked it. I’m already moving, arms reaching, flying toward it. I block it with the flat of my palms. First save. And from a pro player, no less. It might be a dream come true.

			“Nice.” He nods in approval, and I toss the ball back to him. “Great instincts. But you already knew that, didn’t you?” I nod to him, already back in the zone.

			I don’t know if it’s the post-sex high I feel from waking up next to Logan, but I stop every single shot. When he switches to close shots, I only let in one. It’s a personal best.

			Christian whistles low. “Nice, man. You’re killing it.”

			Tommy nods, seeming to contemplate something. “He is.”

			That’s when Coach Romero blows his whistle, signaling the end of our morning practice. Christian and I shake hands with Tommy, who says he’ll be in touch.

			My teammate slaps my shoulder at the end of it. “How sick was that? Getting pointers from Tommy Buchanan? I’m never going to forget this day.” He stares at his hand. “And I’m never washing this hand again.”

			I snort. “Gross, man.”

			“Serious question: Do you think people will pay money to shake my hand if I told them I shook Tommy Buchanan’s hand as well?”

			I just roll my eyes.

			With the end of our morning practice, we have time to kill until five, when our evening practice starts. Another two hours of drills, scrimmages, and sweating buckets. But I know the practice is needed. We have a game next weekend against another summer institute. It will be interesting to see how well we work as a team.

			I don’t know where Logan went to. Maybe to take a shower. I mean, I know what’s on my mind to do during our break. Banging my friend. But that’s basically all I think about these days. I’m not sure what exactly this is. Hooking up? Sure. But when we sleep in the same bed, shower together, laugh, talk to each other about our lives? I don’t know. It feels like more.

			And that’s the problem. It can’t be more. My life is fucked up enough, and I don’t want to pull Logan into that.

			Once this summer is over, it’s best to go our separate ways. Because being with me, if Logan even wants that, wouldn’t end well for anyone. He’d grow tired of my mother’s alcohol addiction. Grow tired of being with someone who can’t give him everything. I know it’s my own fear getting in the way, but some things can’t be helped.

			Since I don’t see Logan, I head to the locker rooms for a quick shower. I haven’t talked to Megan in a while, so I call her while I’m heading back to my room. It’s evening there.

			She picks up on the third ring. “Hello, brother.”

			I roll my eyes good-naturedly. “Hey, Megan. Do you have a few minutes?”

			“For you? I can give you ten.”

			We both laugh at that. “I just wanted to make sure your plans haven’t changed for coming to visit in a few weeks.” Megan, who’s never visited outside the US, same as me, jumped at the chance once I told her she’d have a place to stay with Logan and I. “Is it still a go?”

			“Um.”

			Her hesitation makes my heart jerk. “Is that a good ‘um’ or a bad ‘um’?” I sincerely hope Megan is still planning on visiting. I’ve never gone this long without seeing her, and I was looking forward to spending time with her in Paris. The last week of the academy, relatives are invited to stay, all expenses paid for.

			“I guess that’s for you to decide. I’m still coming, but is it okay if I bring a guest?”

			Her tone is off. I can’t read it. “I guess that depends on who the guest is.” I’m leery now. I’m not looking forward to housing her new boyfriend when I’ve never even met the guy.

			“Well, considering he’s one of your best friends, I’d say there’s no need to worry.”

			At this, I perk up. Rounding a corner, I pass by a fountain, a warm breeze pushing the spray into my face. The weather is too nice to be inside, so I take a detour from the dorms to wander some more around the beautiful campus. “Asher is coming with you?” I haven’t seen my former teammate in almost five months, not since the season ended.

			“Not that friend. Your other best friend.” She clears her throat. “Also known as your current roommate?”

			I stop dead. “Phil’s coming with you?” I don’t know whether to be surprised or appalled. Not that Phil isn’t a good friend, but he’s the last person I would ever expect Megan to travel with. I’m pretty sure they’re still firmly in enemy territory.

			Unless something happened while I was gone.

			I shake my head. No. If there’s anything Megan hates more than Phil, it’s being proved wrong. She will most likely deny her attraction to my friend just for spite.

			“Well, sort of. He helped me with Mom the other day, and we got to talking. When I told him I was coming to visit, he basically invited himself along.”

			Yeah, that sounds like Phil.

			Of course Phil’s welcome here. But before I can tell Megan that, I backtrack to something she said. “Did something happen to Mom?”

			“It wasn’t anything serious. Just another bad day. That was a few days ago. She’s feeling much better now.”

			My grip tightens on the phone in worry. Moving past one of the tidy courtyards, I circle back to the now-deserted field. It’s times like these that make me feel guilty for not being home when my family needs me. It’s not fair to Megan to always be the one to deal with our mother, though she says she doesn’t mind. Megan, someone who is very close to family, has no interest in leaving California, and I respect her for that.

			“Okay,” I tell her, “but if something else comes up, call me, all right?”

			“Will do, brother.”

			“I love you, Megan.”

			“I love you, too.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 18

			Logan

			It’s Saturday morning and the weather couldn’t be more beautiful. Cool breeze. Clear skies and sun. I’m ready to play.

			The field is empty when our team arrives. Our opponent? Our sister institute, Academy Roma. Like Academy Paris, most of the guys who were accepted to Academy Roma are already on their way to a team come fall. But for the few that don’t have the promise of a contract, this game is everyone’s chance to shine. Christian doesn’t yet have a team to call home, so I hope for his sake someone wants him.

			The guys laugh and joke around, their spirits high. Everything we’ve worked toward will now come into play in this match. It’s not a championship, but it’s competition. That’s good enough for me, and for all the guys here. It’s what we live for.

			Greg and a few others head onto the field to stretch. Christian heads to one of the goals with some forwards. Austin sits next to me on the bench, our shoulders touching.

			“Want to practice shots?” I ask, and take a swig of my Gatorade.

			“Sure. If you think you can get one by me.” He’s casual about it, but the look he sends me from the corner of his eye is playful.

			My grin is wide enough to split my face. I love it when he’s like this: carefree and alive. “Let’s go.”

			One of my favorite things is watching Austin work the goal. His presence tugs at something in me, and for a moment, I imagine the field dark and deserted, my friend bending me over and pounding into me from behind. My body tightens in a visceral reaction. As the weeks have passed, I’ve been getting more curious about anal. We do all sorts of oral, hand jobs, even some kink thrown in there. Every time I feel the burn against my prostate I beg him to fuck me in the ass, and he always says I’m not ready. But I am ready. I’m so ready to feel him inside me. It makes me wonder if perhaps he doesn’t feel ready. Though I have no idea why that would be.

			Maybe tonight he’ll finally relent. I’ve been wearing him down slowly. The guttural groans I pull from him. The hot brand of his hands. And then, when we’re done, the security of settling in each other’s arms, silent and sated and whole. It’s unlike anything I’ve felt before, with anyone. A part of me wants to tell him that what I’ve felt these past weeks go beyond friendship, but I’m not sure Austin wants to hear that. My favorite part of the day is waking up with him. We haven’t discussed the next step. That worries me.

			“Are you going to stand there or are you going to shoot?” he calls, and I realize I’ve been staring off into space.

			“Oh, I’ll shoot,” I murmur.

			Yeah, I have a dirty mind.

			I practice my left-footed shots first. It’s not my dominant foot, but it’s always good to practice your weaknesses.

			I aim for the bottom left corner, making sure my chest leans over the ball to keep it low. I guess I’m not leaning over far enough though, because while the ball goes left, it’s at the level of Austin’s waist. He blocks it easily.

			“You were leaning too far back,” he says, tossing the ball to me. Those keen goalie eyes of his miss nothing. “Try again.”

			Positioning himself in the center of the goal, he braces for my shot. Instead, I just look at him. Sticky with sweat, blond curls pulled back by a headband, tats snaking out from the bottom of his jersey sleeve. It’s no wonder Austin gets attention wherever he goes. He’s fucking hot as hell.

			He straightens when I don’t take the shot. “What?”

			I glance over my shoulder to make sure we’re alone, then drop my voice so it doesn’t carry. “One of these days, I want to take you in just your jersey.” I tilt my head, my gaze slowly moving down his body. “And your socks,” I add. Because his calves look great in them.

			He darts a look over my shoulder. His face is already flushed, but I swear it reddens further. “Are you really talking about this right now?”

			“When else would I talk about it?” I grin. Austin’s shyness always gets to me. “Maybe we could play out that scenario after the game.”

			Oh, he wants that. He caves like a paper bag in the wind. “Fine, but if we’re living out your fantasy, then you’re going to have to return the favor.”

			Now my curiosity is piqued. “And what’s your fantasy?” I roll the ball beneath my cleat, the blood thrumming in my ears.

			“I don’t think that’s appropriate for anyone’s ears.” His gaze drops to my shorts, which are beginning to tent as my cock stirs with arousal. My mouth goes dry. I try to think of boring things. Paint drying. Barbie dolls. My grandmother’s meatloaf. It does the trick.

			Austin smiles, his eyes glittering with desire. I step back to take another shot when I hear laughter coming from the other side of the field, where the Academy Roma team sits. I turn, seeking the person whose voice I hear. It sounds so familiar.

			Then I spot him. The quick smile. Keen gaze. Blond hair.

			Jaden, the guy I met at the gay bar.

			My body goes cold. Holy shit. He’s a soccer player too?

			You a fan?

			“Are you going to shoot or what?” He takes in my frozen expression, my deer-in-the-headlights look. He walks over, concern on his face. “Hey. Are you all right?” He touches my back. It’s not a sexual gesture. Hell, the guys slap each other’s asses more times than not. But I flinch away from his touch, still looking at Jaden, afraid he’ll spot me on the field.

			Austin’s eyes flash with hurt before they shutter, and he drops his hand.

			Shit. I didn’t mean to do that. He just took me off guard. I’m not sure how to approach the whole Jaden situation. I mean, obviously we’re both into guys, but I didn’t think he was someone I’d ever see again, much less compete with on the field. No one knows about my sexuality at this camp besides Austin. It’s not that I’m trying to hide it. I just haven’t worked out all the details as to what I want. Call me a coward, but I don’t want to make enemies. My career hasn’t even started yet.

			“You know that guy I told you about, the one I met at the gay bar?” I say to Austin, still watching Jaden as he pulls on his cleats.

			“Yes.” His face is stoic, showing me nothing of what he’s feeling. Yet anger radiates from him. It makes my stomach turn. I don’t think I’ve ever experienced Austin’s anger toward me before.

			Then Jaden turns, and his eyes lock onto mine. Shock ripples through me. “Shit. He’s looking over here.”

			“Who?” He starts to turn when I snatch his arm, stopping him. I don’t want Jaden to know I notice him. It’s only when he turns away that I release Austin’s arm.

			“That’s him.” I jerk my chin in Jaden’s direction. “Jaden. Number three.”

			He looks at him. “Jaden.” A curt nod. “Got it.”

			As Austin begins to turn away, I grab his hand. “Whoa there.” I laugh. “What’s the deal?”

			“No deal.” He shrugs me off.

			No deal. Yeah, right.

			“You’re jealous,” I say. “About Jaden.”

			He scoffs at that. “Why would I be jealous about a guy you met at a bar?”

			“Oh, I don’t know,” I say, growing impatient. “Maybe because I was with someone else and not you?”

			The glare he gives me is cutting, and I suddenly wish I could take back what I said. “I’m going to get back to warming up.”

			Without a backward glance, Austin leaves. I let him go.

			It’s twenty minutes into the first half, and we’re up by one. Not bad, not bad. It’s obvious to me now that, over the course of the summer, my teammates have finally built something resembling a team. We know each other’s strengths and weaknesses. We trust in one another. We offer support. It’s a beautiful thing, this seamlessness.

			I jog back to mid-field, as Academy Roma is now in possession of the ball. Jaden’s presence burns at my back. He plays defense. The first time we scuffle for the ball, I don’t know what to do. An awkward look passes between us, one of knowing and confusion. The fact that both of us were at that gay bar, having left with the assumption that we wouldn’t see one another again. He hadn’t mentioned he was a soccer player. I hadn’t either. I do my best to ignore the thoughts as I focus on the game. God, this is awkward.

			One of their players throws in. Number seven. He’s big and he’s aggressive. He flattened one of our men earlier while the referee looked the other way. Our guy got a broken leg and had to be taken to the hospital. Don’t get me wrong, men’s soccer is extremely aggressive, but this guy’s in a whole other ballpark. He’s being unnecessarily dangerous. I make sure to keep an eye on him.

			For the next ten minutes, our team struggles to break through their defense. They’re like a brick wall whose pieces shift depending on where our players go. Every time I try to slip around them, they steal the ball back. Jaden intercepts two of my passes. I avoid his eye. My muscles scream with exertion. It means my body’s working hard. You can’t make progress without pain.

			Shit. They steal back the ball again. At this rate, we won’t be getting another goal.

			We stream back to our side of the field, the forwards trailing. I make sure I’m in front of their defensemen so the ref doesn’t call offsides. Austin gears up to make a save. I blow out a relieved breath when he stops the shot. He kicks the ball to mid-field, and I watch it fall toward me.

			In my peripheral vision, I notice a guy sprinting toward me, and he’s not stopping. He’s big. Twice my size.

			“Logan!” A shout. That’s Austin’s voice.

			I’m slammed from the side with the force of a truck, my neck snapping backward with a sharp crack. I feel nothing but agony as I go down, my legs swept out from under me. Everything goes dark, and I wonder if I’m blind, if I’m dying a slow death. I blink but can’t see anything beyond blurry shapes. As if from a distance, I hear Austin screaming, a whistle blowing. I groan, in too much pain to move. My head throbs.

			Then, the sickening crack of flesh meeting flesh, ruptured cartilage. The stands scream in horror that causes an oily sensation to writhe through me. What the hell is going on? The grass tickles my cheek. When I try to move my neck, fire streaks through my head and shoulders.

			Fuck. If it’s a neck injury, that’s serious. What if I’m paralyzed? I try wiggling my toes, but I’m not sure if they’re moving or not. Are my arms working?

			When I focus my attention on the sounds in the background, it sounds like two guys throwing punches. A grunt—as if a body hits the ground.

			The referees are going crazy with those whistles. I hear slapping skin, more shouting. It sounds like a wave crashing over me. The darkness around my vision begins to lift.

			I hear someone crouch by my side. “Logan. Logan!” Austin’s terrified voice. He doesn’t touch me. You’re not supposed to touch a downed player in case of serious injury. I try to tell him that I’m fine, that everything’s fine, but I know it’s not. I can’t move my mouth. Can’t move anything.

			“Red flag, number twelve. You’re off the field.”

			“I don’t give a fuck about the flag,” Austin snarls back. “I’m not leaving until I know Logan’s okay.”

			If I weren’t in so much pain, I’d be shocked at the fury in his voice. It takes something serious to rattle him. I guess this is serious enough.

			Someone crouches on my other side. “Give him room.” It’s a woman. I think it might be a doctor. Her hands are cool as they touch my skin. She’s asking me where it hurts, if I can move my arms or legs. I can’t answer. Feeling starts to return to my fingers and toes.

			I’m not sure how much time passes, but eventually, I’m lifted onto a stretcher. I hear Austin’s voice nearby, telling me I’ll be okay, that he’s here, he’ll be right behind me. They’re taking me to the hospital in an ambulance. That’s the last thing I remember.

			When I wake up, I’m lying in a hospital bed surrounded by beeping machines. I blink groggily. My head pounds. My body throbs. What time is it? The curtains are closed, so I can’t see out the window. Everything smells of antiseptic, and the room is empty. No, wait. There’s someone sleeping in the chair next to my bed. Austin.

			All my focus narrows on his form. He’s too large for the chair. His legs are stretched out, his hands folded across his abdomen. Like me, he’s coated in sweat and dirt, and he still wears his jersey and cleats. I wonder how long he’s been here. I wonder how long I’ve been here. I glance under the covers. Long enough for them to put me in a paper hospital gown, it seems.

			How he knows I’m awake, I have no clue, but his eyes open and he stares at me, fatigue drooping around his eyes and mouth. He leans forward, touches my arm. Bows his head. Releases a long breath. The sight makes my throat close up, because it’s not often he shows this much emotion, what he’s feeling. But he must be feeling a lot right now.

			“Logan.” That’s all he says. Just my name. He looks up, and there’s a sheen to his eyes. Then he leans forward and presses the softest kiss to my mouth.

			“Well,” I say when he leans back, my voice scratchy and unfamiliar. “I guess I’m alive.”

			That seems to break something in him. It’s as if his entire body crumples beneath those words. “Don’t fucking say shit like that. It’s not funny.” His hand trembles against my arm. Whatever happened, it must have been bad. Also, there’s something different about his face, but I’m not sure what. My head is still foggy.

			“Sorry,” I say. “Bad joke.” I try sitting up, and he’s eager to help, plumping up the pillows at my back. “What happened?”

			“The short version is one of the players rammed you. Temporary paralysis. Concussion. It was... bad. You’ve been out for three days.” He leaves it at that.

			Only now do I realize why his face looks off. There’s swelling around his nose and jaw. The skin looks dark with a bruise.

			“Did you get into a fight?” I ask incredulously. That must have been the sound I heard earlier, why the referees were going crazy with the whistle blowing.

			His expression darkens as he says, “That guy could have snapped your spine in half. He knew what he was doing. Knew he could have paralyzed you. So yeah, I hit the shit out of him. And I’d do it again, too.”

			“Austin.” I can’t believe it. I honestly can’t believe my calm, level-headed friend attacked another player on the field. “What did the ref do?”

			“He gave me a red card.”

			A red card—they kicked him out for the remainder of the game, but he’s lucky that’s all it was. The referees have an ungodly amount of power when it comes to that.

			He studies me with such intensity that whatever I was going to say dies on my tongue. Maybe it wasn’t out of line to attack that player. I start thinking about what I would have done had our roles been reversed, had I watched my best friend get pulverized for no apparent reason than to assert dominance. The thought stirs fury in me. I realize I’d do the same. I’d make them bleed and I wouldn’t feel remorse over it.

			I smile at him to hopefully loosen the tension in him. “Why are you so far away?” I reach out my hand, happy when he clasps it. I tug him over to the side of the bed and pull him down for a kiss, not caring who could walk through the door.

			But Austin pulls back, uncertain. “Can I get you anything?” He looks to the bedside table. “More water, maybe?”

			The pitcher of water is full. “It’s fine. I’m not that thirsty—”

			“You might be later though.” He’s flighty. Nervous. Before I can respond, he says, “I’ll get you some water,” and heads out the door.

			Okay. I must have scared Austin more than I first thought. He doesn’t know how to cope with the thought of me in a hospital bed. I get it. It worries me, but I also find it endearing how deeply he cares.

			Since there’s nothing to do but watch television, I reach for the remote and flip through the channels until I land on a soccer match. I’ll watch it until he gets back.

			It takes me a moment to realize there’s someone standing in my doorway. Another second to place the face.

			I stiffen. “Jaden.”

			“Hey, man.” He smiles tentatively, but doesn’t approach. He wears jeans and a t-shirt. “Can I come in?”

			I mean, if the guy came all this way to visit me, I’m not going to say no. I gesture him inside.

			“Thought I’d pay you a visit,” he says. “See how you were doing.” He lifts a water bottle and sets it on the table. “Brought you this.”

			I wasn’t expecting that, but I’m touched nonetheless.

			Slipping his hands into his pockets, he glances around the austere room. A single painting hangs on the wall. “That was pretty scary back on the field.” His expression is grave.

			“Yeah.” I have no idea what it looked like. I only know what it felt like. And it felt like being steamrolled by a freight train.

			Heat gathers in my face as he studies me. Jaden is attractive. That hasn’t changed. But he’s not the one I want.

			He startles me by saying, “That’s the guy, huh?”

			My hand pauses against the remote. “Who?”

			“The goalie on your team. Austin. He’s the guy you’re with, right?”

			How does he know that?

			He smiles at my silence and explains, “When we hit it off at the bar a few weeks ago, I wondered about the sudden disinterest. I was kicking myself for not getting your number. But I saw you two during warm-up, how you acted around one another. Once your friend smashed his fist into my teammate’s face, well—” He gives a hard laugh and shakes his head. “It was easy to see it then.”

			Is it that obvious about Austin and I? Or does Jaden only see it because he’s gay? I’m not that concerned with appearances, but I’m not ready to let the rest of the world know. And if Austin’s not comfortable with it, that could be a problem. “How is your teammate? I haven’t heard anything about him.

			He lifts a shoulder. “He’ll live, if that’s what you’re asking, but he’s suspended for the rest of the games. He deserves it. That was a dirty play, and we all saw it for what it was. He’s lucky you weren’t seriously injured.” Jaden sees that my cup of water is empty and fills it up using the pitcher. “Your friend will probably return soon, but do you need anything?”

			Looking at Jaden, I know that if I wasn’t already half in love with Austin, I’d probably fall for this guy.

			Instead of answering his question, I say, “He’s the first guy I’ve ever been with.” There. I said it. And the world didn’t end. “We used to be friends in high school, but lost touch in college.” The words are less of a confession and more of a statement, of coming to terms with my emotions. What I feel for Austin is bigger and better than what I’ve felt for anyone else. My previous partners were ghosts in comparison. “Turns out I’m not as straight as I thought.” I crack a smile, which he returns.

			“Hey, I get it. It was the same for me. It’s definitely an adjustment.”

			“Who did you fall for?”

			Jaden sighs, and I sense it’s a painful topic. “We went to college together. He was also on my soccer team. Defenseman. We messed around for a while before he decided it wasn’t what he wanted. It was kind of awkward after that, being teammates. I think he was in denial. Anyway, we parted ways after graduation. And that was that.” He shrugs.

			At that moment, Austin returns. He stands in the doorway, glancing between Jaden and I, and it’s like I can see the bricks stacking up one by one, shutting out what he feels. His face is stone.

			“Austin, this is Jaden,” I say as he steps into the room.

			He offers his hand, which the other guy accepts. “Nice to meet you.”

			Jaden glances at me again. “I was just coming to see how Logan was doing, but it seems like you got that covered.” He heads for the door. “Feel better, Logan.”

			Austin sets down a water bottle on the table. “It seems he beat me to it,” he says, gesturing to the water bottle Jaden dropped off. His lips thin.

			“Jealous?” I tease.

			“Maybe,” he mutters.

			“Don’t be.” These days it feels like my heart can’t hold everything I feel for my friend. “Come here.” I start tugging him over to the bed.

			“I don’t want to hurt you.”

			“You won’t hurt me.” I look him in the eyes, expression serious. “You could never hurt me.” I think about that. “Well, unless you ditch me again. So long as you don’t do that.” Austin’s abandonment after high school nearly killed me. I don’t know what I’d do if he decided to leave a second time.

			Once I scoot over to give him room, he settles beside me. I rest my head against his shoulder. He smells of grass and sweat. He looks hot in his shin guards.

			“When are they going to release you?” he asks.

			“They said later this evening. I’ll probably hurt tomorrow.” My eyelids flutter. “The painkillers make me tired.”

			“Here, let me sit in the chair so you can rest.”

			“No.” I grip his arm to keep him at my side. I don’t want him going anywhere. “Stay.” I put my head on his chest before he can argue. After a moment, he brushes the hair from my forehead, then settles in. I fall asleep to the beating of his heart.

			When I next come to consciousness, Austin is shaking me awake. “Wake up, baby.” He murmurs it into my ear, and the sound is like a warm finger stroking down my spine. I shift against him, clutching him closer to me. I don’t want to wake up. I’d rather spend the day in bed with him.

			My hands begin to wander over his body, and I eventually find what I’m looking for between his legs. Austin sucks in a breath and brushes my hands away. Weird.

			“Logan.” He shakes me again.

			My hands wander back to what I want, and he gives an exasperated laugh. “I don’t think he realizes where we are,” he says to someone else in the room.

			Where are we again?

			My eyes open to a man in a white coat. A doctor. That’s right. I was taken to the hospital after some asshole flattened me on the field. I snatch my hands away from Austin’s crotch.

			“They’re discharging you,” my friend tells me, sliding off the bed and helping me sit up. I miss the warmth when he’s gone.

			Oh. Well, that’s good. In fact, they’re already waiting with a wheelchair. Seems they really want to free up the room for someone.

			They give us a few minutes of privacy so I can change back into my uniform. It’s painful. My entire body aches. When they return, Austin helps me over to the wheelchair while the doctor begins listing the do’s and don’ts for the next forty-eight hours.

			“No running. No heavy lifting.”

			“What about sex?” I ask. Yeah, I have no filter.

			Austin looks away in embarrassment.

			“Er.” The doctor glances between us. I just smile at him. “Sex is fine. So long as you, um, stay hydrated?”

			I snort. Hydrated.

			“Sounds good.” I pat Austin’s hand, which grips the wheelchair handle like a vise. “Let’s go.”

			A cab waits for us outside the hospital. I’m happy to sit in the backseat with Austin as our driver weaves in and out of traffic. Seriously, Parisian drivers are insane.

			In ten minutes, we reach the university campus. We take the elevator to the second floor of the dorms, and I’m so happy when we step inside what I now see as our haven. I just want to stay in bed and do nothing. Or do Austin, rather.

			“I’ll start you a shower,” Austin says. Then he disappears into the bathroom.

		

	
		
			Chapter 19

			Austin

			Logan watches me, his eyes swimming with emotion, as I return from turning on the shower. Tugging him from the bed, I lead him to the bathroom, where the air’s beginning to steam. I don’t look at him as I undress him. I don’t want him to see how torn up I still am over having to watch the guy I love get crushed beneath the weight of a larger man. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to forget that.

			Slowly, I pull off his shirt. Aside from the hiss of hot water, it’s quiet. The fabric drops onto the floor. Next, I tug down his shorts, which are smeared with grass and dirt. “Step out,” I tell him.

			Bracing a hand against my shoulder, he does. Now he wears only his socks.

			“Remember how I said I wanted to take you in just your jersey and socks?” Logan joke.

			Finally, I lift my head. I’m hard, but it’s an effect of being around Logan, not arousal. With a small smile, I reply, “I remember.” I press a kiss to his mouth. “Another time, though.” He seems confused, but also pleased by the gesture.

			Once he removes his socks, I tell him to step into the shower before shedding my clothes and stepping in beside him. Steam curls around us, and the air is thick to breathe.

			He watches me carefully. The length of him juts out, taunting me. Telling me to take him with my hand, with my mouth, in other ways we’ve yet to explore. But all I feel is warmth flowing through me, not urgency. Something steady and unbreakable and deep.

			As I reach around him for the soap, he whispers, “What are you doing?” His eyes are dark and wide. Questioning.

			“Washing you,” I say, as if it’s obvious when I pour the body wash into my palms.

			I start with his shoulders. They gradually relax under my hands as I skim along his sleek form, loving the feel of his strength, and lower, the chest hair between my fingers. I move downward, taking my time to soap up his flat stomach. Logan has a beautiful body, and I revel in the chance to worship it. “Turn around.” When he does, I wash his back, the taut, tanned skin and rippling muscles. Logan releases a slow breath.

			Gently, I turn him back around so we’re facing one another. Maybe it’s the calm between us. Maybe it’s the feeling of safety. But I find myself talking about my mother. I’ve never spoken to Logan about her before. Phil and Mitchell know the deal, but that’s because they once helped me search for her when she went missing, and I told them of her addiction. Never Logan though.

			“When I was seven,” I begin, slowing my strokes, “I came home to my mom passed out on the floor, blood and broken glass everywhere. I started screaming. I thought she was dead.”

			Logan links our fingers together, then brings my hand up to his mouth to press a kiss against the inside of my wrist.

			My voice quiets. I want so much to hide this shame, but at the same time, I want to share it with him. It’s the only way I can start to move past the feeling of viewing my family as a burden. I want to be good in Logan’s eyes. “My sister called the police. An ambulance came and took her away. We had nowhere to go. Our father walked out on us a long time ago. I don’t even remember what he looks like.

			“The police officer drove us to the hospital to see her. She was alive, but asleep. The nurse said she had a bad cut on her head from falling down the stairs, and that’s why there was so much blood. They put me and Megan in a home for a few weeks, saying our mom had to go to rehab. That was when I first learned of her alcohol addiction.”

			The memory still brings back the terror. I had been a child, but in that moment, the veil of innocence had been ripped away. “I’m telling you this,” I say, waiting until he looks at me, water streaming down his face, “because how I felt then was nothing compared to how I felt watching that guy steamroll you today. I really wanted to kill him for hurting you like that.”

			His somber gaze meets mine. Though he doesn’t say anything, I can read everything he’s feeling in his eyes, because they’re a reflection of my own. I know Logan cares about me, but right now, I see something deeper. Something I’m too afraid to acknowledge. I don’t want to believe what I’m seeing. I don’t deserve it.

			Logan reaches behind him to turn off the shower. It’s quiet as we towel each other off. There’s no pressure to speak. The silence tells me more than what a few words would say. That Logan is here. That he hears me. That he’s not going anywhere.

			Naked, we make our way to Logan’s bed and lie side by side. It’s force of habit now. I pull him into my arms and murmur in his ear, “Go to sleep.”

			He tucks his face against my neck. “What if I’m not tired?”

			“How are you not tired? You were pumped with drugs at the hospital. You were basically rammed by a truck three days ago.”

			One of his hands drifts across my chest, tracing swirly patterns over my skin, around my belly button. They curve over my hip, skirting my dick. “I was tired. But now that you’re touching me, I’m feeling more awake now.” He looks at me, and his eyes are a little glazed. “Don’t you want to touch me?”

			I want nothing more than to touch him, but I don’t want to take advantage of Logan when he’s in this state. Tomorrow, maybe, when he’s rested.

			I pull his hand away from where it strokes my dick. “Logan,” I warn.

			“Austin,” he replies back in that same disapproving tone. His touch sucks all the air from my body. “Can we—?” He looks at me without finishing his sentence, but I know what he’s asking. My face heats at the thought.

			“You’re not ready,” I tell him, but the truth is, I’m not ready. Because once I pass this threshold with him, there’s no going back to the way things were. Not for me.

			“I am.” He touches my cheek. Presses the softest, gentlest kiss to my mouth. My throat closes with emotion, those three words that are dying to break free. “I want you inside me.”

			A shudder rolls through me, my shoulders curling inward. I can’t do it. I can’t resist him, resist this. I want all of him. I want the touching, the listening, the mind-blowing sex. But the tender moments too. The times when we seek pleasure in one another’s bodies, slow and unhurried. Making love.

			He kisses me again, sweeping his tongue into my mouth. A helpless sound catches in my throat. I open wider and kiss him back, my palms shifting to draw him closer. For a time, it’s like I imagined it to be: tender and comforting. But the kisses grow darker, more insistent. Logan grips me tighter, rubbing his dick against my body in sweet, simulated fuck.

			The last thread of my control snaps. I shouldn’t be surprised. Logan’s sex drive, I’ve learned, is insatiable.

			Reaching into the bedside table, I grab the lube and a condom. We’re still kissing as I rip open the foil packet, and Logan draws back to watch me roll it onto myself. His eyes are darker than I’ve ever seen them.

			“Lie back, baby,” I tell him, bracing myself over his torso. I pour lube onto my fingers. Logan spreads his legs. Then I slip my slick fingers past his crack to circle his hole.

			He flinches with a shaky laugh. “Cold,” he says.

			I kiss him again. It’s my favorite thing to do. Kiss Logan. Hungry kisses and soft kisses and I’m-sorry kisses and you-are-my-world kisses. “Don’t worry. I’ll warm you up.”

			I’ve been finger-fucking Logan almost every night, so his body’s already primed for me. The heat is there, the anticipation simmering in his eyes. His breathing shallows out as I slowly rub around his entrance, going slow so the skin sensitizes, so every touch is electricity shooting up his spine. My other hand lazily strokes his cock, which leaks onto his thigh. I lick up the trail of fluid, then flick my tongue across the engorged head for good measure. Logan’s eyes flutter closed on a moan. He strokes my side and back with soft fingertips, lighting small fires beneath my skin.

			After some time, I feel his body start to give. I push in the first finger. We’ve done this enough times now that his body opens for me without complaint. It’s almost greedy, how quickly it accepts me. I stroke him with the single finger for a while. He begins to squirm.

			“How long are you going to torture me?” he asks, voice husky. His eyes open.

			My chuckle coasts over his sensitive flesh. I press a kiss beneath his hip bone and inhale the musk of his arousal. My dick aches to be buried inside my friend’s body, to pound into him with all that’s been building these past weeks, to draw those raw, broken groans from his chest, to feel him tremble beneath my hands as he reaches the peak of where pleasure and pain coexist. “Long enough.” He’s been waiting for this, and I want to make it good for him. I want to make it good for both of us.

			His moans crest and break as I slip in a second finger. The most I’ve given him is three. I’m much larger than three fingers, so I’m not sure how easily he’ll take me. We’ll have to go slow. I don’t want to hurt him. I know I won’t be able to last long. It feels like I’ve been waiting my entire life for this moment.

			“More,” he moans, face flushed, eyes glassy. “Give me more, baby. I want that cock. I know you want it too.” He begins to shift his hips, making shallow thrusts on my fingers.

			God, his words are eating me alive. I force myself to keep the pace steady. “You’ll get my cock,” I tell him, finally adding the third and final finger. I’m starting to sweat. “Don’t worry about that.” I brush his prostate, and his voice cuts off. He’s shaking so hard the mattress is vibrating, and he lifts his hips and sinks onto my hand so I brush that pleasure zone again. And again.

			“I’m close,” Logan gasps.

			That’s my cue.

			Removing my fingers, I position myself at his entrance, squirting some lube onto myself and smearing it around. I glance at Logan, and he’s looking at me with so much intensity I feel like I’m going to burst into flames. “Ready?” I ask.

			“I’ve been ready.”

			I know that. It’s just that I haven’t been ready. But I am now. I’m ready to give myself to this man, even if it means a broken heart come summer’s end. Because this will end. He’ll go off onto his life. And I’ll go onto mine. And that will be it.

			Slowly, I push into him a little. He bites his lip at the burn. I wait until his body adjusts to my girth before pushing in a little more. It’s literal torture. I want to thrust into him hard and deep, as deep as he can take me. But I need to wait until he gives me the go ahead.

			I know that moment’s close when he starts moving in shallow thrusts, each push bringing me deeper into him, until I’m seated at the hilt.

			Never in my life did I imagine I’d end up here. My eyes close to keep the emotion from showing on my face. I’m inside Logan McGregor, my best friend. He let me in. Trusted me with his body. Wants me to fuck him like an animal.

			I planned on letting him adjust to the fit, but that’s not on Logan’s agenda. Immediately, he begins moving up and down, fucking himself on me. It’s probably the hottest sight I’ve ever seen. For a moment, I can only watch, mesmerized, as the flush builds and his muscles ripple under smooth skin. He’s beautiful.

			“So good,” he grates out. “It feels so fucking good.” Each time he thrusts, I nudge his prostate, wringing the pleasure from him.

			Gripping his hips, I pull my friend closer and lean over him. He stills beneath my hands, feeling the strength and dominance. “Follow my lead,” I say, and slowly begin to move. Plunging in, pulling out, the tightness of his ass giving me the friction I crave.

			I know the moment I hit the spot. His entire body goes rigid. His breath deepens, neck arching back, his tendons standing out, mouth open in a soundless scream. He chokes off a sound. Shudders again. “Austin.” The word’s agonized. He fumbles for my arm, fingers digging in so hard they bruise. I keep thrusting, slow.

			The speed picks up. My balls tingle with mounting pressure. I’m close.

			My other hand starts to jack him.

			“Austin,” he moans. “Austin.” That’s the only word in his vocabulary right now. His body writhes beneath mine, his ass bearing down on me so our wet skin slaps together. I have to brace myself briefly, as I’m on my knees, but then I angle one of my legs open. I’m ramming into him, and I think it’s too much, but he goes, “Harder,” so I do.

			“Oh, fuck. Oh, fuck.” He’s shouting the words, and I have to press a pillow against his face so the people in the hallway don’t hear. Maybe they’ll think he’s banging some chick he just met, but more than one person saw us return to the room together.

			“Quiet, baby.” I pull the pillow away and kiss him, his groan vibrating along my teeth. Our mouths clash. It’s aggressive and full of need. I want to devour him. I want to slip into his skin so we’re one person, no space between us. I want to take his desire and make it my own. God, I want him. All of him. For as long as I can have him.

			“It’s never—I can’t—” The words die on his tongue. My thighs slap the back of his. His powerful legs are splayed on either side of me, trembling with tension. “Fuck.”

			Sweat drips from my skin, splashing onto his chest. My orgasm is right there. “Gonna come,” I growl, somehow managing to hold off long enough to deepen my thrusts until Logan stiffens. Then he’s shooting all over my stomach, moaning into the pillow over and over about how it’s so good, it’s the best he’s ever had and he never thought it would be this way, and I’m hunched over, growling out filthy expletives as I shoot into him, the warm clasp of his body sucking me dry.

			I collapse on top of his chest, spent. His come is sticky against me. I have no energy to move or care.

			We say nothing as the minutes pass and our heart rates slow. My thoughts drift, and I start to laugh.

			Logan smooths his hands up and down my back, occasionally palming my ass. It feels nice. “What?” he asks, his nose skimming along my neck.

			“I just realized we’re going to have to take another shower.”

			“Is that a problem?”

			I look down at him. Smile. “No.” Showering with Logan, being with Logan, will never be a problem in my book. It will always be a gift.

			“Baby.” His expression is tender as he brushes a curl from my forehead. “That was seriously amazing.” He holds me closer. “You might make a convert out of me yet.”

			Silence is all I can give him. It’s easy to feel that way when it’s not real, when you don’t have to wake up every morning knowing that kissing a man in public might lead to assault or death. For Logan, this is fantasy. He’s safe in our room, away from prying eyes. He can say and do whatever he wants and receive no backlash from it. This is our last week together. I don’t want to ruin what we have, the time we have remaining, so I hold him close. And try to imprint this moment in my mind, so that I can remember it once it’s gone.

		

	
		
			Chapter 20

			Logan

			We’ve been in Paris for six weeks and we haven’t even gone to see the Eiffel Tower. It’s sacrilege, I tell you.

			Yet here we stand, the monument towering over us, the balmy air coasting over our skin. Four days left of Academy Paris, and the future looming ahead of me, more uncertain than ever. Fear has coiled tighter in me these passing days. The hours are flying by, and soon it will end. It’s the last thing I want.

			The sky looks impossibly dark, though there are lights floating out from the storefront windows. I feel incredibly small in this moment. Lucky, too. The universe somehow brought Austin and I back to one another for this brief time, and now it’s trying to pull us apart. What he doesn’t know is that I will do whatever it takes to be with him. We’ve avoided the topic of what comes next. I don’t know. I don’t think Austin does either. As far as I know, he hasn’t made a decision about whether he’ll pay for Liverpool or LA Galaxy. The way he looked at me following my hospital ordeal, I’m almost positive he feels more than attraction.

			If he were to choose LA Galaxy... but I shouldn’t wish for something so uncertain. I’ll talk to him about it, but not tonight. Tonight, I want to show him what he means to me. I want to show him that I’m not looking for the summer. I’m looking for forever.

			“Come on.” Tugging him forward, I maintain my grip on his hand as we cross the lawn and move closer to the towering monument, set against the backdrop of the City of Light.

			He shoots me a funny look. “Where are we going?”

			“It’s a surprise.”

			He huffs a soft breath, but doesn’t argue. Good. I’d all but forced him from the room. After dinner, we’d returned to the dorm for many hours of hot, filthy sex. My arms clasped him tighter than they did, as we laid in bed together, still floating on the high of release. I know Austin feels it, too. He’s been trying to put more space between us, and I won’t let him.

			He probably wouldn’t want me paying for tickets to the monument’s summit anyway, though I’m more than happy to do so. I want to see the city spread out beneath us, all twinkling lights and soft glow, before the reality of our world crashes into us.

			We climb our way to the second level, where we then squish into an elevator with other tourists excited to see the city from incredible heights. Austin is quiet, pressed to my side. I curl my arm across his back and pull him into my chest, where he buries his face. Whatever negative emotions he’s feeling, I want to make them disappear.

			The view from the top feels like being reborn. I’ve never seen this many lights in one place before. Below, the people are small as ants. The green lawn is dark. The sidewalks cut paths through the streets, the cars and scooters whipping through the city center.

			This, I think, is where dreams are made.

			“Austin.” Turning toward him, I touch his cheek. His skin is warm, rough from where he hasn’t shaved today. “I need to tell you something.” My heart beats in a strong but steady rhythm.

			Fear sharpens the green of his eyes. He stands stock still. “Don’t.”

			The words falter in my mouth, quickly disintegrating into dust. Somehow, he knew what I was going to say. “Why?” My hand drops, and I tug him close so we’re chest to chest. The wind is cold. Austin rubs up and down my arms when I shiver. I lean into his body heat gratefully.

			I’m still waiting for his answer. He looks beyond the city to the sweep of the dark sky. Then, Austin shakes his head. “You know this isn’t real, right, Logan?”

			The words cut something in me. I take a deep breath to steady the shakiness I feel. “You know that’s not true.”

			His eyes are so damn sad when he turns back to me. It’s not right. How can someone look so sad when we’re literally surrounded by one of the most beautiful sights I’ve ever seen? “I wish it weren’t true, Logan. But it is,” he says. “It is.”

			“Austin, listen to me.”

			“No, you listen to me.” He’s serious, utterly so. “You have such a bright future ahead of you. I want nothing to pull you back from it. Promise me you’ll live your life as fully and completely as you possibly can.”

			He’s talking crazy. “Austin.”

			“Promise me.”

			I hate this. I hate that he won’t open up to the potential that hovers between us. Why? Why won’t he accept that what we have is rare and special? He won’t tell me if I ask. So I don’t bother.

			“I promise,” I whisper.

		

	
		
			Chapter 21

			Austin

			The last practice of the summer finally arrives. The mood is somber, though it’s beautifully sunny, with an unusually cool breeze. All twenty-five of us stand around the bleachers, since there isn’t any equipment out. Weird. I sort of expected Coach Romero to give us one last crazy hurrah. I still remember our very first practice with the blindfolds. I’ll never forget that.

			A few minutes later, Coach walks onto the field, hands in his pockets. No equipment, though he wears his cleats. It’s quiet. Melancholy. We’ve all bonded in ways we never expected to. We started as a ragtag crew from every corner of the world, and made ourselves into something great: a team. Leaving here tomorrow, I know, as do all of my teammates, that we’ll leave with lifelong friends, no matter where life takes us.

			“So,” he says, voice muted. “We’ve reached the end of the road.”

			The guys all glance at one another. I catch Logan’s gaze across the circle. His eyes are veiled. I look to Christian, whose mouth is drawn down into sadness. I look to Greg and Manuel, who grew close this summer and have already planned to visit one another in the next six months. Friendship is a beautiful thing.

			“Well, one road,” Coach amends. “But tomorrow, you’ll begin a new road. One that will continue toward your end-goal, whatever that may be. I know all of you will go on in life to accomplish great things. Success is imminent when you work hard. And I’ve never come across a group of harder working individuals.” He clears his throat. “Wherever soccer takes you, just know you’ll always have a home here, at Academy Paris. And I’m proud to call each of you an academy graduate.”

			I’m not normally a sentimental guy, but his words make my eyes burn. It’s powerful, to feel like you belong.

			Coach Romero laughs self-consciously, glancing down at the grass. When he looks up, his own eyes are wet. “What I’m really trying to say is: thank you. Thank you for working hard. Thank you for putting your heart and soul into the game. Thank you for being kind to one another, for supporting one another, for fighting for one another. Both figuratively and literally.” He finds Logan and me in the group, and everyone chuckles. “I decided to forgo practice today. You’ve earned it. Instead, there’s a party this afternoon at my house. Everyone’s welcome. Your friends and family too. Food, drink, foosball, music.” For the first time these six weeks, Coach Romero breaks out in a wide smile. “Let’s end the summer with a bang.”

			We’re all hooting and hollering when I spot movement from the corner of my eye. Megan, dressed in shorts and a flowy blouse, waves to me with a huge smile splitting her face. Phil stands next to her.

			“Holy shit,” I breathe, breaking away from the group to greet my sister and roommate.

			“Big brother,” she murmurs, throwing her arms around me. I squeeze tightly, burying my face in her shoulder. There is nothing better than seeing someone you love after time apart. Aside from the away games when I attended UCLA, I’ve never been gone this long before. I’ve missed Megan’s sass, but more than that, having someone who supports me close by.

			Pulling back, I give her a once-over. Bright-eyed and smiling, just what I like to see. “It’s good to see you. You look good.” My attention settles on Phil, and we give each other a quick hug. “Glad you could make it, Phil.”

			Megan narrows her eyes at something over my shoulder. “And who’s this?” she asks.

			“Logan.” My friend appears next to me and offers his hand. “You might not remember me, but Austin and I were friends in high school.”

			“Oh, I remember you.” There’s a gleam in her eye I don’t like. Phil doesn’t appear to like it either, judging from his scowl.

			I ask, “Did you check into your room?” Then I look at Phil as something dawns on me. “Are you two sharing a room?”

			“No.” Her voice whips out. “Separate rooms. And yes, we checked in.” She stands straight, her body angled away from Phil. “I’m probably going to go back up and take a nap, but if you tell me the address for the party later, I’ll—we’ll—meet you there.”

			Hours later, everyone but me is sufficiently drunk. That’s ten hours of booze, pizza, and shenanigans. It’s close to midnight, probably. I wouldn’t know. I haven’t checked the time in hours. The air is alive with sound, laughter, conversation, music. I think this is what it feels like to be free.

			I currently stand on the outside patio near the food table. Coach Romero has a beautiful piece of property. A kidney-shaped pool is set in the pale stone of the patio. Beyond the patio is a decently sized grassy area, the entire backyard wrapped around with a tall wooden privacy fence. The grill is hot with sizzling meat, the smell of char mingling with that of chlorine. There’s close to seventy people here. Relaxed against the side of the house, I’m content to observe and let my mind wander.

			That’s when Megan appears. Her smile is brilliant and lights up her whole face. I know it’s not from alcohol, since she’s been sipping from the same glass of wine for the past two hours. I spotted her a few times over the course of the night, but she was off doing her own thing. As well as hanging out with—surprise, surprise—Phil.

			“I have to tell you, big brother. Your friends sure know how to throw a party.”

			I want to tell her that they’re not my friends, when I stop myself. They weren’t my friends in the beginning, but they’re my friends now. I learned how to open up to people, learned how to let others in.

			“Yeah,” I murmur, half in wonder, as I take in the scene before me. Couples splashing in the pool. People passing a soccer ball in the grass. I don’t see Logan anywhere. He must have gone inside. “I guess they do.”

			She’s contemplative for a moment. Biding her time, I imagine. “So,” she says conversationally. “Logan, huh?”

			My focus narrows on her face, and my heart begins to pound. I forgot how observant my sister is, but maybe I can play it off. “What about him?”

			She laughs at my poor attempt to disregard my feelings. My face burns—the curse of fair skin. “You were never a good liar, Austin. You two are totally hooking up.”

			“Megan.” There’s something wrong about discussing my hookups with my little sister. I mean, we’ve always been close, but not that close. I definitely don’t ask her about her love life. Some things are just meant to remain private.

			She rolls her eyes at my obvious distress. “What? Don’t tell me it’s not true. I can tell by the way you look at him.” She stops, considering. “And by the way he looks at you.”

			My heart trips in a combination of hope and dread. “And how does he look at me?” I ask against my better judgment. I know Logan cares for me. We’re friends, after all. But what he feels for me can’t be what I feel for him. I feel too much. My heart isn’t big enough to contain it.

			“You really want to know?” she asks.

			I do, and I don’t.

			A droplet of sweat trails down the side of my face.

			She smiles at my nervousness. “Aw, Austin.” She wraps her arms around me, squeezing gently, and leans back to peer into my face. “You have nothing to worry about. That guy is seriously nuts for you. Like earlier, when we were making drinks in the kitchen? Everywhere you went, his eyes followed you. And the way you two moved around each other, like you were in synch—” She shakes her head. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

			That makes me laugh, even as something twists in my stomach. “Megan, I think you’ve got him confused with someone else. We’re just having fun.”

			“Like I said, you’ve always been a terrible liar.”

			Whether I’m lying or not, it won’t matter beyond tonight. Tomorrow is the last day, and we’ll be parting ways. Reality is cruel and cold.

			Her voice lowers. “What’s wrong?”

			It all comes pouring out of me. “I’ve loved Logan since high school,” I confess, unable to look at her. I’ve never said this out loud before, not even to myself. “And I don’t know what I’m going to do when I leave tomorrow.” These six weeks went by faster than a blink. It wasn’t nearly enough time. “He’s playing for LA Galaxy. I have an offer from them, but is it fair for me to sign on for the same team, even if I’ll never get more than this? Logan’s a great guy. He deserves better than me.”

			Her spine snaps straight. Her eyes are green fire: searing and out of control. “What the fuck are you talking about, Austin? Any guy would be lucky to be with you. You’re kind, considerate, gentle, a great listener, loyal. So what if we have a dysfunctional family? Just because we had a hard life growing up doesn’t make us any less worthy. Everyone’s fighting their own demons.” She’s practically vibrating, she’s so angry. She dumps the rest of her wine out onto the grass. “I don’t want to hear you say shit like that again. If Logan can’t see how amazing you are, then it’s his loss. But I’m telling you, he doesn’t think that.”

			I swear steam curls from her nose. I pull her close, rubbing her back. “All right, I’m sorry.”

			With a shuddering sigh, she rests her forehead against my chest. “Sorry. I’m just wound up, is all.”

			Clearly. “This wouldn’t have anything to do with Phil, would it?”

			Her head snaps up, and the panic is written all over her face. “What about Phil?” Now she’s acting cagey.

			There’s a very real chance that Megan will physically hurt me if I laugh at her hypocrisy. So I swallow the chuckle and simply smooth a hand down her hair. “I mean, if you want to talk about how Logan watches me, let’s talk about how Phil watches you, and how you watch him.” Because, even now, Phil continues to glance over at us from where he stands near the pool, ignoring a girl’s attempt to capture his attention.

			“He’s never done anything with me,” she says, as if I need to know that.

			“I know.”

			Her gaze narrows. “How?”

			“Because he’s been broody as hell for the past year.” At her confusion, I explain, “He hasn’t been laid in a year.”

			My sister scoffs at this, even as she peeks at him from the corner of her eye. “I don’t believe you.”

			I’m not surprised. Phil has a bit of a reputation. But it’s true. For nearly a year now, I haven’t seen him hook up with a single girl, and there have been plenty of opportunities. “He likes you,” I say simply. “Though I have no idea why.”

			With a dark scowl, she punches me in the arm, and I laugh. “Not funny.” She turns to look at him again. He’s walking along the pool, and as their eyes meet, his foot slips and he teeters, almost tumbling into the water. That’s fear in her eyes. Fear of not knowing what to do with the knowledge that Phil likes her, and her attraction to him, too. “You don’t care?”

			“Of course I care. I’ll always care. But it’s your life. Phil’s a good guy.” And honestly, I’ve never seen anyone get under my sister’s skin the way my roommate has. Megan needs someone who’s headstrong enough to handle her. I kind of feel bad for the guy, since Megan has perfected the art of ripping someone a new asshole without breaking a sweat, but I’ve seen the way he looks at her. It’s starting to look pathetic. “I trust you, and him.”

			“So you’re saying you think he’s into me,” she states, studying me carefully.

			I roll my eyes. “Now you’re fishing.”

			She turns to study him in contemplation. “Hm.” That’s all she says.

			Across the way, Logan pushes through the crowd of people. Just as he reaches the back door, he catches my eye. The heat simmering there makes my throat close up.

			Megan’s still talking about who knows what, so I mumble something about needing to use the bathroom before following Logan inside.

			I try one of the doors in the empty hallway. It’s a vacant bedroom. Shutting the door, I move onto the next one. Another empty bedroom, but just as I pull the door closed, a hand shoots out and locks around my wrist, hauling me inside. The door shuts. It’s dark. I hear the click of the lock, and then I’m being pushed against the back of the door, Logan’s mouth crushed against mine.

			Heat explodes in my chest, shooting through my limbs. I’m immediately hard, my cock heavy and throbbing with the rush of blood. I know Logan feels it against his leg because he growls in approval into my mouth and slants his head, angling the kiss deeper, his tongue stroking desperately against mine. Dizziness swamps me at the sudden assault of feeling, pleasure. I can’t get enough air into my lungs.

			He breaks away, panting. His eyes glitter in the moonlight spearing through the windows. His face is taut with need, and he commands, “On the bed.” Tugging me forward by my shirt, he walks backward until the back of his knees hit the queen-sized mattress. He sits, pulls me into the space between his spread legs, presses a kiss to my chest through my shirt, lower, along my abdomen. His hands are at my belt buckle. Fingers fumble. Metal clinks. Only then does my head start to clear. Something’s not right.

			“Baby.” I touch the top of his head and thread my fingers through his hair. My belt is undone, then the button of my pants. He doesn’t stop. “What’s wrong?” I’ve never seen Logan this urgent before, as if he’s fleeing a demon chasing at his heels.

			Abruptly, he stands and pushes me onto the mattress. I fall onto my back, looking at him in concern and, though I try to rein it in, love.

			“Want you,” he mumbles, going to his knees, his shoulders forcing my legs wider. My legs hang off the bed, my feet flat on the carpet. Music and conversation drift through the walls of the house. The curtains are slightly parted, letting in enough light for me to make out the lust in Logan’s expression. Anyone could peer through the curtains and see what we’re doing. The thought gets my blood pumping. An illicit affair in my coach’s house. I’m pretty sure Logan locked the bedroom door.

			My cock springs free. I know where this is heading. Once he touches me, it won’t take long for my willpower to dissolve. Before he touches me though, I pull him forward, give him a bruising kiss. I taste the beer on Logan’s tongue, and there’s something in him, something in this room. It’s like he knows tomorrow the dream will fade, and he’s trying to hold onto it for as long as possible. My fingers dig into his biceps as the taste of him swirls in my mouth. His teeth scrape against my bottom lip, eliciting a groan from me. It was always borrowed time between us.

			He pulls away. I hear the rip of foil.

			“Logan.” I cup his face. “We need to talk about this.”

			He brushes my hands away, returning to the task at hand. “I don’t want to talk.”

			“We don’t have any lube.”

			“Don’t care.”

			He’s frantic now. The condom goes onto my cock.

			“Wait.” I still his movements. His chest rises and falls deeply. I tilt up his chin, forcing him to look into my eyes. What I see there makes my heart contract. I’m pretty sure it’s fear, but it can’t be about anal, because we’ve done it before. Nearly every damn night and some afternoons. It’s something else.

			It’s like he’s pleading for me to not stop this, even though something’s wrong. So I pull him forward, pressing a soft kiss to his mouth. He relaxes somewhat. Then I spit on my palm and rub it along my length so there’s at least some slickness between the latex and his skin. I don’t want to hurt him.

			Logan discards his pants, his boxer briefs following soon after. I’m fully clothed except for my jeans pushed low around my hips. I scoot back to lean against the pillows and the headboard, and he follows, straddling my hips. Touching me with a firm grip, he guides me inside of him.

			A slow hiss expels from between his lips, and as his eyes flutter shut, I watch him, watch his expression as his body opens for me. My hands go to his powerful thighs, the bunch of muscles shifting, before returning to his waist, down to his ass. I give it a gentle squeeze.

			I expect him to begin moving, but he doesn’t. He looks down at me. When he speaks, his voice is hoarse. “What’s going to happen tomorrow?” He searches my gaze. “Have you decided which team you’ll be playing for?”

			The dark brown of his eyes is burning into me. LA Galaxy and Liverpool are located on opposite sides of the world. If I signed for LA, I’m afraid this is all it would ever be—a fling at worst, a friends with benefits situation at best. I don’t want the summer. I want forever. That’s not in the cards for me though. If I want to give Logan the best chance at happiness, to be with someone who won’t fuck shit up, I need to let him go.

			Swallowing through the tightness in my throat, I say, “I haven’t signed the contract yet, but I’ve decided to play for Liverpool.” I could lie and say the reasons have to do with my professional career. But the truth is, every time I’m around Logan, it kills a little bit more of my heart, knowing I’m in love with a guy who isn’t in love with me.

			I hesitate, take a breath. This is the last thing I want. “Tomorrow we go our separate ways.” My chest feels too tight. “It ends then.”

			His mouth opens, then closes. His throat bobs. Emotion flits across his features, too quickly for me to read.

			Then he begins to move.

			It’s slow for only a few thrusts before I start hitting his pleasure zone, and his fingers become claws on my shoulders, and the cords stand out in his neck, and he looks down at me with so much emotion I feel like I’m being burned alive. His ass slaps against the front of my bent legs. The pace is punishing, and I wonder if it doesn’t hurt him a little, but he isn’t slowing down. “Austin,” he manages, voice so low it’s guttural. He leans forward, claims my mouth. His body tightens, and then he cries out, his back arching as release grips him. I follow not long after. He’s shaking as he collapses onto my chest. I stare up at the ceiling, trying to even my breathing, trying not to break. It feels like a goodbye. I’m not ready to say goodbye to this man.

			Once our breathing calms, I try to shift out from under him, but Logan tightens his grip on me. “Not yet,” he murmurs against my skin.

			I go still and order my body to relax. “All right.” So I hold him, because that’s the only thing I know how to do as, outside, the night deepens.

		

	
		
			Chapter 22

			Logan

			Once the party starts winding down, Austin and I catch a cab back to the dorms. Tomorrow morning is the final breakfast, so I suspect we’ll say goodbye to the guys then. It’s bittersweet, knowing I won’t see many of these faces ever again. I guess that’s life though. Things have to end to make room for things to begin.

			It’s quiet back in the room. I figure Austin has a lot on his mind, as I definitely have a lot on mine. Slowly, we undress each other and slide into bed. Bodies aligned, arms wrapped tight. The touch is comfort, familiarity, safety. He is everything I didn’t realize I needed.

			We haven’t talked about what this is. Being together. This was only ever supposed to be fun. But it’s become so much more. What I feel for my best friend goes beyond friendship, beyond attraction. He’s stolen my heart.

			If Austin doesn’t want to continue this, then I guess I was wrong. Maybe he doesn’t feel the same way. What did he tell me at the very beginning, that he doesn’t do relationships? Deep down, I think I was hoping he’d change his mind. His mind seemed made up back at the party though.

			The thought of leaving him, not having him in my life, is like a noose wrapped around my throat. My mouth is dry with sickening, heart-stopping fear. What do you do when the best part of your life ends? How do you move on? How do you heal from the wound left behind? I think maybe you can’t. There will always be a scar.

			“Don’t go.” I say the words against Austin’s chest. We’re plastered together. Not even a piece of paper can be slipped between us. The room is dark, but not too dark that I can’t make out the line of his profile, the angle of his scruffy jaw.

			The hand he was rubbing up and down my back stills.

			I feel like my need for this man encompasses my need to breathe. I don’t even know where this conversation is going. Hopefully in a direction that results in him confessing he wants to be with me longer than a summer. Years. If possible, the rest of our lives. I never thought I would find love here. Now I don’t know how I’m going to give this up.

			“Logan.” His voice, resonant in his chest, rumbles in my ear. It’s slow and pained. “We knew this was only temporary.” His hand slides up to cup the back of my neck.

			My eyes close as the feeling of a knife driving through my chest steals my breath. It’s not what I want to hear. “Things change. It’s different now.”

			“How?”

			The question feels like a test. If I give the wrong answer, it’ll all come crashing down. The obvious answer is that I’m in love with my best friend, but what if Austin doesn’t feel the same way? If he doesn’t do relationships, then maybe he doesn’t do love either. Am I forcing something he doesn’t want by drawing this out? Sometimes I swear Austin wants to be with me too, but he can be so hard to read. It might be my imagination.

			“It just is,” I finish lamely. “It’s been good between us, hasn’t it?”

			“Of course it has, but sometimes, even if it’s good, we have to let it go.”

			My chest feels like it’s caving in. There’s nothing easy about this situation. I’m in love with this man, and I want him. All of him. Every day. “And if I asked you to play for LA?”

			His voice is quiet. He doesn’t look at me when he says, “I’ve already made my decision. This is what I want.”

			I stiffen at his words, which ring hollow in the air. I want to take what he’s saying at face value—there’s nothing left. But I can’t. Shaking my head, I pull away from him and sit up in bed. “You’re lying. To yourself, to me. You’re taking the safe road.”

			He flinches. Bows his head.

			“You were a coward back in high school, and you’re a coward now.” My voice rises, and I don’t bother trying to soften it. The whole dormitory can hear me for all I care. “When are you going to stop running? This—” I wave my hand between us. “Is something some people never find. What we have could be amazing, and instead of believing in it, believing in us, you’re going to throw it away.”

			Unbelievably, my eyes start to burn, and my throat swells from rising tears. It hurts. It fucking hurts that I want this and he doesn’t.

			Then a thought occurs to me.

			“Are you ashamed of being with me? Is that it?”

			He chokes out a disbelieving sound. I swear his eyes water too. “No, Logan. I’ve never been ashamed of you, and I never will be.” There’s something in his voice that catches my attention. It sounds almost bitter. “I’m telling you the truth when I say there can’t be anything else. You’re going to play for LA and have an amazing career. One day you’ll find a beautiful woman who you’ll marry, and you’ll have children and a nice house and a reliable car.” He stares at me with so much intensity it brings heat to my face. “You deserve that. You deserve that perfect life.”

			Perfect life? What the hell is he talking about?

			“And if I don’t want that?” I challenge. “If I want to be with you instead?”

			His eyes are impossibly sad. He looks sickened. “You don’t want to be with me, Logan. Trust me. My life is fucked up as it is. Being with me will only be a burden to you.”

			“How would you know that? You haven’t even asked me what I want. You just assume.” I’m panicking here. I’m blowing my own chance with him, a train barreling forward with no chance of stopping. “What’s the real reason, Austin? I know it’s not your sexuality, or mine. The soccer world is still pretty homophobic, but they don’t give a shit as long as you play well and win. So what’s the reason, Austin? What’s the reason?”

			The set of his jaw tells me I’m getting under his skin. Well, good. I’m not going to take his bullshit response.

			“You want to know the real reason?” he whispers, and as he lifts his head, I almost wish I hadn’t goaded him. Something truly awful is about to come out his mouth. “You’re just not what I’m looking for.”

			The comment hits me right in the heart, and I recoil. It’s hard for me to breathe. It feels like my lungs have disintegrated. The world slides out from under my feet as I watch him, waiting for him to laugh, to admit this is a cruel joke and he does love me, wants to be with me forever. His face is closed, his eyes brutal. I don’t know this man. But if I stay here for a second longer, I’m going to break down, and I can’t deal with one more humiliation.

			I half-tumble out of the bed, scrambling for my clothes. I pull on my pants, my shirt, my shoes. I don’t know where I’m going to go, but I need to leave, take a walk. Any minute now, I’m going to throw up. “Have a nice life then,” I whisper. The door slams shut behind me.

		

	
		
			Chapter 23

			Austin

			Five minutes later, I’m standing in the exact same spot, waiting for Logan to return. My mind is still trying to process the slamming of the door, his disappearance. But I do know this: I was horrible to him. Unnecessarily so. Guilt claws at my chest, and I’m starting to sweat. It’s how it had to be. I thought if I hurt Logan badly enough, he’d move on and forget about me. He wouldn’t continue loving me from afar, the way I’ve done my entire life. He can’t know this now, but I did him a favor. Eventually, he’ll forget about me.

			I glance over at his bed. All of his stuff is here, including his cleats. He has to return at some point.

			Fuck.

			Flopping onto my mattress, I throw my arm over my eyes. I really screwed up this time. Logan’s right. I’m a coward. I’ve always been a coward. But I don’t want to pull him down to my level. As much as I love my mother, dealing with her alcoholism is exhausting. And even if Logan enjoys the experience of sex with a gay man, I’m afraid it won’t ever be more for him. A year or two down the line, he’ll grow weary of the scathing remarks, the hostility in a world that says not all love is equal. Better to rip the band-aid off now.

			I’m not enough for him.

			I’ve never been enough.

			He deserves better. He deserves the world, and I can’t give that to him.

			I feel all this pressure inside my skull, pressing against the back of my eyes. Emotion I won’t let show, won’t let it take over me. If I break, I’ll do something stupid like call him back. That’s another thing Logan deserves. Someone who is as open about things as he is.

			I don’t know how long I lie there, waiting for Logan to return, but suddenly my phone rings. Weird. It’s two in the morning. I reach into my pocket and put it to my ear without looking to see who’s calling. “Hello?”

			Someone starts banging on my door.

			“Austin?” It’s Megan, panic pitching her voice high. “Open up.”

			A rush of adrenaline sweeps through me. This can’t be good. I hop out of bed and yank open the door. As soon as I see her face, my stomach drops. Tears glisten on her cheeks, and her eyes are red and swollen. A little hiccup comes out. “What’s wrong?” I pull her into my arms, holding her tight. For a moment, I think Phil is the reason. If he’s hurt Megan, I’m going to punch him in the face.

			A small sob pulls free. “I just got a call. From the hospital. Mom’s been admitted.”

			The bottom drops out of my stomach, and I taste the sharpness of metal in my mouth, that sudden flood of fear. This is how it’s always been. I live my life waiting for the day I hear the news that my mom died of an overdose or something equally horrible. I don’t want to know. I have to know.

			“Is she—?” My voice wavers. I can’t finish the sentence.

			Megan shakes her head and wipes a shaky hand across her eyes. Eyeliner and mascara darken the puffy skin. Her lipstick is smudged. She must have come straight from the party. “The doctor said she was unconscious when they found her. They pumped her stomach. She hasn’t woken up yet.”

			My breath whooshes out of me. My knees are weak. Alive. She’s alive.

			Footsteps pound down the hall. Sweat springs to my palms at the thought of Logan returning, but it’s Phil. He stops in front of Megan, breathing hard. He stares at her. He doesn’t seem to notice I’m here.

			Megan blinks up at him in confusion. “What are you doing here?”

			“I saw you leave the party. It... looked like you were crying.”

			Something shifts in her expression. She says nothing.

			As if realizing they aren’t alone, my roommate turns to me. “Hey, Austin.” He gives an awkward wave. His shaggy hair sticks up in all directions, and while his eyes are a little glassy, he’s not plastered like I would expect. I’m suddenly wondering if Phil has anything to do with my sister’s smudged lipstick. I don’t want to know. She’s an adult. She can make her own decisions of who to kiss. Or not to kiss.

			My focus returns to Megan and the issue at hand. Someone needs to be with our mom in the hospital.

			“I’m going to book a flight back today,” Megan says, as if reading my mind.

			I’m already shaking my head. “No, I’ll go. I’m leaving today anyway. I’ll just have to change my flight time.” Megan traveled all this way. She’s always wanted to explore Europe. I don’t want to take that away from her. She’s already sacrificed so much for me. Now I want to return the favor. “If I want to catch the first flight out, I need to leave now, though.” It’s thirty minutes by taxi to get to the airport.

			Megan has a look of concern on her face. No doubt she sees I’m upset, but I suspect she’s not saying anything for Phil’s benefit. “What about Logan?”

			What about him? I almost say, but I don’t. It’s my fault he’s not speaking to me. Maybe it’s better this way. At least if I leave early, there’s no need for awkward, angry goodbyes.

			“I’ll leave him a note. He’ll understand.” Except I’m a coward and I won’t do any such thing. I wonder if she sees the lie for what it is. But Megan only nods and steps forward to give me a hug. “Tell Mom I love her, and I’ll see her soon.”

			By early afternoon, I’m at the hospital, sitting at my mother’s bedside, holding her chilled hand. Machines beep. Again, that antiseptic smell, which reminds me of when Logan was admitted, bruised and unconscious. There are a lot of wires hooked up to my mom. Her skin is sunken and sallow. Currently, she’s sleeping. That’s a good sign.

			I bow my head, the tension in my shoulders and back draining away. I’ve been here before, and every time I hope it’s the last. And then it’s not. There has to be some way to help my mom, something we haven’t thought of. Because I can’t keep doing this. Watching my mom waste away, bit by bit, is torture. I feel like we’ve run out of options. She’s been to every rehab center, every program, gone on every medication. We’ve reached a dead end.

			There were good points to my childhood, times when my mom managed to create some semblance of stability. I remember we had a really good year when I was in fifth grade. She even managed to save up enough money for me to go on an overnight class field trip. It was the only field trip I ever went on. I asked her about it many years later, and she said she had saved for many months. Her sister was in town that year, and I think being close to family was what helped. When her sister, my aunt, left, however, things went swiftly downhill.

			The chair I sit in is uncomfortable as hell, but I manage to catch a few hours of sleep. Sometime later, one of the nurses checks my mom’s vital signs.

			“How does she look?” I ask.

			“Stable and hydrated.” She smiles. I actually recognize her. My mom’s had this nurse before. “She’ll feel much better when she wakes up.”

			“Do you know when she can be released?”

			“You’ll have to ask Dr. Johnson about that.” After replacing one of the fluid bags, she says, “If there’s anything you need, don’t hesitate to hit the call button.” Then she’s gone.

			It’s another two hours before the doctor arrives. At that point, I’m starting to fall asleep in my chair. The jet lag is hitting me hard. But I stand as he enters the room. “Dr. Johnson.”

			With a smile, he reaches out to shake my hand. “Austin.” He gestures to the seat I just rose from.

			I sit, taking a breath to prepare myself. I don’t think I’m going to like this conversation.

			He settles in an empty chair, looking at me with far too much kindness. I don’t deserve it. I’m a liar and a coward. And I hurt my best friend.

			“Your mother was very lucky,” he says, and adjusts his glasses. He has a smooth, deep voice that I’m sure goes a long way in settling nervous patients. “When the paramedics found her, her blood alcohol level was four times the legal limit and close to death. We pumped her stomach and flushed out her system with fluids.” There’s a pause, during which he looks at the files attached to his clipboard. A line appears between his dark eyebrows. “I have on file that she was recently discharged from Green Living?” he asks, mentioning a local rehabilitation facility.

			“Yes, in April.” It feels like a lifetime ago. “The problem is, every time she leaves, she has a relapse.”

			He nods in understanding. “Yes, unfortunately, it’s not uncommon. You’re her only family?”

			“No, I have a sister who lives in the area too. It’s just us. We check on her every few days.”

			“Yes, I remember now. Does your mother work?”

			“No. She hasn’t worked in over ten years.”

			Another nod. “Have you ever considered St. Mary’s Wellness Center?”

			I sit up a little. The name sounds familiar. Then it comes to me. It’s one of the top rehabilitation programs in the state, and the nation. A few years ago I looked into it, but it’s incredibly expensive. Since there wasn’t a way for us to pay for it, I forgot about it. “Yes, but we can’t afford it.” The checks my mom receives from the government aren’t nearly enough to cover it. Sometimes she doesn’t have enough to pay rent, what with spending her money on liquor.

			“The UCLA Hospitals have a charity program. One of the things we use that money for is paying for programs for people who cannot afford them. It’s relatively new. Your mom is a good example of someone who could benefit from these services. I can give you more information if you’re interested.”

			My heart lifts. Some of my worry melts away, and I feel lighter than I did a minute ago. “Yes, I’m interested. You said it’s free?” Because that’s the only way we’ll be able to participate.

			“No money whatsoever. But your mother is required to spend six months to a year in their in-house program. If she leaves during that time, she will not be allowed to return, and she won’t be able to receive the funding again.”

			It sounds like a dream come true. At this point, I’ll do anything to help my mom. “Whatever we have to do to make this happen.”

			Dr. Johnson smiles. “Then here’s what you have to do.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 24

			Logan

			I stay out all night, drinking myself into a stupor at the local gay bar. I’m over the fear of outing myself. I’m a man who likes men and women. I like who I like, and if someone doesn’t like that, they can suck it. Besides, after Austin pummeled one of Academy Roma’s players, I’m pretty sure it’s obvious that Austin and I aren’t just friends. There’s been talk, but so what? My life choices have no bearing on anything or anyone.

			Since it’s a Saturday, the bar is packed. I can’t be sure how long, exactly, I’ve been drinking, since I accidentally left my phone back in our room, but I’m pretty sure it’s a few hours past midnight. The music is deafening. I think my ears are bleeding. Bodies grind and slide together, hands on hips, on crotches, on lower backs. The smell of sweat and cologne is strong, along with an undercurrent of something seedier. Sex: it’s everywhere.

			Currently, I sit at the bar chatting with the bartender. The guy’s slammed, but on the occasional lull, he’ll ask me how I’m doing, if I need a refill. There’s pity in his eyes. My heartbreak must be obvious. I’ve never been in this situation before. Even when I was seeing women, the breakups were, for the most part, amicable. We both decided the fit wasn’t right. I felt sad, sure. It’s hard losing someone. But in all my years of dating, I’ve never felt this devastation.

			You’re just not what I’m looking for.

			Fuck. I’m still hurt over what Austin said to me. I want to believe so badly that it’s a lie, but as the night starts to blur, I’m uncertain. Maybe he’s telling the truth. Maybe he doesn’t want to be with me. Maybe he’s not looking for what I’m looking for.

			And what am I looking for, exactly? A relationship? Companionship? Whatever Austin and I had—whatever we still have, dammit—that’s what I want. I want the laughter, the compassion, the caring, the trust, the filthy sex, but also the slow and sweet lovemaking too. I want to be known. I want to be able to walk down the street holding his hand. I want someone to come home to, someone who loves all of me. Am I crazy for wanting that?

			Nope, not crazy, I decide, finishing off my beer and catching the bartender’s eye for another. Just a fool in love.

			“Fancy seeing you here.”

			I startle at the voice. It takes a few seconds for me to recognize it, and when I do, I turn in curiosity. It’s Jaden, wearing khaki shorts and an old jersey, his hair windblown. The last time I saw him, I was lying in a hospital bed. That was weeks ago. I’d wondered what had happened to him.

			“What’s up?” I ask, my voice rough.

			“Not much.” He searches my eyes. There isn’t interest as there had been the first time we met—only concern. “But it seems like there’s a lot up with you.”

			Spot on, this one.

			I’m too tired and drunk to deny it, so I shrug. I probably look like a kicked dog. “Why aren’t you in Rome?”

			A seat opens up on my right, and Jaden snags it before someone else can. “We ended last week, so I’m doing a bit more traveling before heading home.” The bartender asks him if he wants a drink. Jaden asks for water. Then he turns to me. “What’s wrong?”

			I shake my head. I don’t want to talk about it. The thought of never seeing Austin again strikes a knife into my heart.

			Instead of answering his question, I ask Jaden, “What happened to that guy you fell in love with? The one that left you?” There are strange parallels between us in that regard.

			He frowns. “He found another guy a few weeks after we broke up. They were in a relationship for a long time. I heard through a friend he’s engaged now. I guess he finally got over his homophobia.” He gives a weak shrug, though he can’t quite hide the lines of pain bracketing his mouth. “It was years ago. I still think about him from time to time. That’s just life, I guess.”

			God, I hope that doesn’t happen with Austin. I hope I’m not pining after someone for years, unable to let go. But more than that, I hope I’m not willing to give up so easily. There seems to be a miscommunication between Austin and I. Things were going great, until suddenly they weren’t. I’m just not sure what it is.

			I glance at the game on the television, but I don’t have any desire to watch it. I don’t feel much of anything at the moment. “Austin doesn’t want to be with me,” I tell him, staring at my empty beer glass. The bartender has yet to pour me another drink. It’s probably for the best. The world is hazy enough as it is.

			Jaden’s quiet for a moment. The music is dark and upbeat. It only worsens my mood. “Well, that’s a load of bullshit if I’ve ever heard it,” he says.

			My head snaps up. When I meet his eyes, there’s a twinkle to them.

			He explains, “You’re talking about the same guy who beat up my teammate, right?”

			I nod.

			He shakes his head, gives a disbelieving laugh. “That guy’s in love with you, Logan. There’s no way he doesn’t want to be with you.”

			I go still at this. My heart beats in my ears. “How do you know?” I’m afraid to hope.

			“How do I—?” He breaks off, looking at me like I’m too stupid to live. “How do you not know? He looks at you like you’re the center of his universe.”

			Does he? Or does my wishful thinking cause me to see things that aren’t there?

			As if Jaden senses my doubt, he goes on. “Even before he beat up my teammate, I knew when I saw you two warming up. It’s like he’s a planet and you’re the sun, drawing him into your orbit. If he said he doesn’t want to be with you, there must be an underlying reason. Believe me, Logan. If I had someone who looked at me the way Austin looks at you, I’d never let them out of my sight.” He turns contemplative. “I knew Michael broke up with me because he was afraid of his attraction toward me. Could that be it?”

			“No. Austin’s open about his sexuality. I think he was keeping it on the down low for my benefit, because I wasn’t ready.”

			“If he’s not afraid of that, it might be something else, something he’s never told you before.”

			It’s a definite possibility. “Maybe. He said something pretty awful to me though. I don’t know if I’m in the mood to talk to him right now.”

			“What did he say?” Now Jaden’s curious.

			“That I wasn’t what he was looking for.”

			At that, Jaden snorts and shakes his head. “Yeah, that’s a lie. It has to be something else.”

			I tap a finger against the side of my beer glass. Even if the bartender refills my drink, I’m no longer in the drinking mood. “And if it’s not a lie?”

			Jaden’s expression is sympathetic. “Love is scary as shit, and a risk. But the things most worthwhile are, wouldn’t you say?”

			I hurry back to my room as fast as I can. It’s late. Austin is probably asleep. His flight isn’t until this afternoon. There’s still time to fix things. Even if he’s running, I’m not. I’m going to fight for us, and I’ll do so until I win.

			But when I reach the room, I immediately know something’s wrong. The lights are on. His bed is empty, but made. He never makes his bed. The room, too, is empty.

			My heart trips over itself, then picks up speed as I walk over to his dresser and pull out his drawers.

			They’re all empty.

			I go to his closet.

			Empty.

			He’s moved his toiletries out of the bathroom too.

			My legs are shaking. My chest feels tight. I sag onto my bed in disbelief, wondering if this is a nightmare that I’ll soon wake from. He left. That fucker left without saying goodbye. He stole away like a thief in the night.

			My hands clench and unclench atop my thighs. I called him a coward, but I didn’t think he’d actually leave. I guess I underestimated him. This is high school all over again.

			I honestly can’t believe it.

			My rage starts small, but soon it blossoms into something too large for my body to contain. My blood rushes and roars in my ears. My teeth creak as I clench my jaw together. What did I tell him all those weeks ago? He could never hurt me unless he left? And he did exactly that, not even giving us a chance to sort through the issue. I want an explanation. I deserve that much, at least. Except he’s not here.

			But Megan is.

			It doesn’t register to me that it’s the middle of the night as I hurry down the hall to her room. I bang on her door until it opens and she peers at me blearily, her blonde curls, so much like her brother’s, flying like a pale cloud around her head. “Logan?” Her voice is a croak.

			“Austin’s gone.” The words fly out of my mouth. They taste like panic and betrayal.

			“He didn’t tell you?” she asks in surprise.

			“Tell me what? That he’s a coward?” I can’t help the bite to my words. I thought I was an important part of his life, just like he’s an important part of mine. Guess I was seeing things that weren’t true.

			With a heavy sigh, she steps back. “We should probably talk.”

			The room is small and smells of vanilla. The bed is messy, and her suitcase is open in the corner, clothes spilling out. I sit on the single chair in her room while she crawls back into bed.

			“Why did he leave?” I ask, my voice hard.

			Megan’s quiet. To be honest, I never really knew her back in high school. She was a year younger than Austin and I and mostly kept to herself. She always struck me as someone far older than her years. As she looks at me now, I see weariness there. Weariness, and something that a twenty-one-year old should not have in her eyes. Hardship. Struggle. Strife.

			“We got a call,” she begins, “from the hospital. Our mother was admitted late last night for alcohol poisoning. We weren’t sure how bad it was. Austin flew back to be with her.”

			That stops me. “Oh.” We stare at one another for a minute. There was that single moment when Austin opened up to me in the shower. Painted a picture of his family and past, something heartbreaking, yet tender too. “Is she okay?”

			“I don’t know.” Her chin wobbles as she pulls her knees to her chest. Megan swallows and says, “This isn’t the first time this has happened. It isn’t even the tenth time. But this was one of the worst times.” A deep breath. “I don’t know how much you’re aware of the fact that our mother is an alcoholic. She’s been this way ever since our father walked out on us when we were little. Over the years, there have been times of stability, but for the most part, our childhoods were unstable. We grew up poor. Sometimes we didn’t have anything to eat in the house.”

			Fuck. I knew Austin didn’t come from wealth, but I had no idea it was to this extent. This explains why he never wanted me to come over back in high school. It’s clear that what he revealed to me was only part of a larger picture.

			“I’m telling you this,” she says, “because the reason Austin left without telling you has nothing to do with you, and everything to do with how he views himself. His entire life he’s believed he’s not good enough. I blame our mother for that. She never showed us love. I know she loves us, in her own way, but Austin doesn’t think anyone loves or cares about him, aside from me.”

			My expression is somber. Impossibly, I feel my heart breaking all over again.

			“My guess is that he doesn’t want you seeing this part of him, the broken part. Because my brother and I, we’re broken in ways people don’t understand unless they grow up in the type of household we did. We have abandonment issues, with our father leaving, our mother not stepping up and taking responsibility for her children. It’s humiliating.” She traces a pattern on the comforter, and her voice grows stronger. “Austin’s always believed that what he has, he doesn’t deserve. That he’s not good enough for the things he wants. I’m guessing one of those things is you.”

			I groan through my hands. “That’s crazy.” But is it really? There’s always been a thin wall separating Austin and I. And I now wonder if he put the wall there not to protect himself, but to protect me from him.

			“Is it at all surprising?” she asks.

			Not really, no.

			Austin is the best guy I know. But have I ever told him that? Does anyone tell those we love how they make us feel, how we’re grateful to know them, to have them in our lives?

			My perspective on the matter shifts. I could have done a better job at showing Austin that he’s important to me. Instead of flinging hurtful words at him—coward—I could have tried to better understand his insecurities.

			I didn’t even tell him that I love him. How can I ever expect to hear something like that from him if I’m too afraid to do the same?

			I ask Megan, “How does Austin know if someone loves him?”

			“He doesn’t.” She says it so simply, as if it’s a fact. That isn’t right. “It’s hard for him to find trust in others. He knows people care about him, but love?” She shakes her head. “I’m pretty sure he thinks the only person who loves him is me.”

			That’s not true. I love him. His friends love him. And in her own way, his mother loves him too. But how does one overcome a lifetime of thinking otherwise?

			Now I see the truth in his actions, and mine. He’s not completely at fault. I share the blame too, for never understanding Austin’s fragile heart. Today, though, is when things change. “Is he home?”

			“He hasn’t landed yet. Usually they keep our mother for a day or two before she’s discharged. He’ll bring her to his place, I’m sure.”

			My flight leaves tonight, but it’s to Indiana. If I get to the airport early enough, there’s a chance I could catch a different flight to California. I need to talk to him. I can’t leave things between us unfinished. “What’s Austin’s address?”


		

	
		
			Chapter 25

			Austin

			I’m the first person my mom sees when she wakes up at the hospital, groggy and in need of a bath. She blinks at me in confusion, then looks around the room: white walls, sterile environment. I wonder how much she remembers. She blacked out and, according to Dr. Johnson, was on the brink of death. I doubt she remembers a thing.

			“How bad?” she asks. Her voice is a rasp.

			There’s no point in describing the experience in detail, so I just settle on, “Bad enough.”

			She nods, resigned by that. Reaching over, she takes a sip from the cup of water on her bedside table. “I thought you were in Europe.”

			“I caught an earlier flight. Today was the last day.”

			Remorse tightens her mouth. That familiar resentment claws at me. Knowing my mom feels guilt, yet is unable to change, sometimes makes me so angry I see red. But I’m tired and worn down and sad after leaving Logan with bad blood between us. So I let it go.

			“How was it?” she whispers, leaning back against the pillows. She pushes a lock of oily hair from her face. The bottle hasn’t been kind to her. She looks ten years older, her skin sallow and saggy. But I can see myself in her. We have the same eyes, the same mouths, the same unruly hair. “Was it everything you’d hoped it would be?”

			It was all that and more. I will never forget this summer. And I will never forget Logan either, no matter how much it hurts. The pain will fade, in time. God, I hope it fades, and quickly. “It was probably one of the few life-changing experiences I’ll ever have. I played soccer with some amazing people. I’m grateful to have had the opportunity.”

			Her eyes are sad. She lifts a shaky hand to smooth the wrinkles in the blanket. “I’m so glad that soccer is able to take you places.” We both hear what she doesn’t say. Because I wouldn’t be able to.

			I reach for her hand, far more forgiving than usual toward her. “Mom, putting me in soccer was the best thing you could have ever done for me.” I don’t know where I’d be without it. It gave me direction in life—something I desperately needed. While Megan excelled at academics, I never did. I was good at running, kicking a ball, hand-eye coordination, pushing my body to its limits.

			She nods and goes quiet. “When are you leaving?”

			“Next week.”

			She opens her mouth to say something else when the doctor enters. He smiles at her. “How are you feeling today, Ms. Rhodes?”

			I squeeze her hand in support. “Better,” she says, and leaves it at that.

			Dr. Johnson turns to me. “I’d like to speak to your mother about the program I mentioned to you earlier. Would you mind giving us some privacy?”

			I perk up at that. “Not at all.” More than anything, I hope she agrees to this. It feels like the very last stop before we find ourselves trapped on a runaway train heading toward the cliffs.

			I close the door behind me, wandering in the direction of the cafeteria. The walk helps clear my head. I haven’t slept in nearly forty hours. Mostly because I can’t get my mind to shut off. The truth is, I can’t stop thinking about Logan. The devastation on his face when we last saw each other. I hurt him—badly.

			Will I ever stop running from the fear of someone loving me?

			After twenty minutes, I return to my mother’s room to find her sitting in a wheelchair, a nurse at the back, waiting for me. I texted Phil when I landed to ask if I could borrow his car to drive my mom home from the hospital, and he agreed.

			As the nurse follows us to the elevators, I ask my mom, “What do you think about the program?”

			She looks up at me. Fear and hope war in her gaze. “I’m going to try it out. I think—at least, I hope—it will help me. Dr. Johnson said he’d email me the required information and paperwork. I also gave him your email as well, to send you the information.”

			Unbelievably, I find myself still able to smile. “I’m happy for you, Mom. I really am.”

			She blinks tears from her eyes and whispers, “Me, too.”

			The receptionist waves to us as we exit the building. I’m greeted by green trees, open sky. Paris was an ancient city of pale stone. A place of a long, complicated history and much change. California—not so much. Still, it’s been home for me all my life. But it won’t be for much longer.

			Ignoring the twinge in my chest, I help the nurse settle my mother into the passenger seat. Then I round the hood, start up the engine, and we begin the drive back to her apartment.

			“Wait.” She rests a hand on my arm. “Is it all right if we go to your house? There’s something wrong with my water pipes, and I’m not sure if they’ve been fixed yet.”

			Actually, this works out. I prefer keeping my mom close by while she recovers anyway. “Sure.” She’ll be able to shower at my place, eat food in peace. I have a spare set of clothes for her at the house.

			The ride through town is silent. Once I leave for Liverpool, Phil’s new roommate will move in. Phil mentioned in passing that he planned on coaching a junior league in the fall, so I guess that’s how he’ll be spending most of his time. He never had any interest in the professional leagues. That’s completely cool. Different strokes, different folks. As long as he’s happy, then I’m happy for him.

			Once we pull into the driveway and I help my mom inside, I head to the kitchen to pour myself a glass of water. “Bathroom is down the hall,” I say. Though she’s been here before, I’m worried she’s forgotten among the hospital ordeal. “You can sleep in my bed tonight. I’ll take Phil’s. Are you hungry?”

			“A little,” she admits.

			“I’ll order us some food. Pizza?”

			Her eyes are bright as she nods. She’s my mother, but at the moment, she appears uncertain and incredibly small. So I go over and give her a hug. “Glad you’re okay,” I say.

			“I know I don’t say it enough,” she whispers, her mouth trembling, “but I really am so lucky to have a son like you.”

			Before I can answer, she disappears down the hall and enters the bathroom. A few minutes later, I hear the shower running. Gloria Rhodes may not be perfect, but she’s my mother. The only one I have.

			Once I call for pizza delivery, I start packing up my dishes. I only have two of each—plates, bowls, cups, silverware. A colander. A skillet and baking sheet. Cheese grater. I take one of the paper bags from under the sink and start ripping it up to use as wrapping when there’s a knock on the door. Either that’s the fastest delivery on the planet, or someone’s trying to sell me something.

			I open the door. My blood turns to ice in my veins.

			Logan.

			He stands on the front porch with dark smudges beneath his eyes, He wears a t-shirt, sweat pants, and sneakers. His dark hair is rumpled, his face drawn. I’ve never seen him like this. Like a ghost of his former self. And yet, I drink him in. It’s been less than a day since I’ve seen him, but it feels like years have passed. All I can think is that he’s here.

			My mouth opens, then snaps shut. We stare at one another for an eternity. Finally, I gather enough courage to ask, “What are you doing here?”

			His gaze lingers on my mouth. “Can I come in?” he asks quietly.

			Wordlessly, I open the door wider so he can enter.

			Slipping his hands into his pockets, he steps into the living room and looks around while I stand some feet away, wanting so badly to touch him but afraid I’ll fall apart if I do so. It takes all my concentration to appear bland and uninterested over the matter of his sudden appearance. “So this is where you live.” He turns to the side, listening. “Is someone here?”

			The shower. He hears the shower.

			“My mom.” It’s physically painful to have space between us, but I don’t know where we stand. I said horrible things to him. I have no idea if he’ll ever forgive me.

			Suddenly, Logan whirls around. His eyes are piercing. “Don’t play for Liverpool.”

			That stops me. “What?”

			“Don’t play for Liverpool.”

			My pulse trips in confusion, but also—dare I say it—hope.

			“Megan told me about what it was like for you, growing up. And I’m here to tell you that I’ve never met a stronger, more giving or compassionate person. Someone who deserves happiness, just as I do. Someone who was my best friend in high school. Someone who I thought I’d never see again, but who I was given a second chance with this summer.” His throat bobs. He looks to the side before his gaze returns to mine. “I know why you left.”

			My body tenses up. A barrier has been stripped away, the barrier I’ve had for years to keep other people at a distance. But I should have known with Logan. He’s always seen me in a way no one else has.

			His voice is low. “You think you don’t deserve love, is that it? Think you don’t deserve happiness?”

			Those words hit too close to home. What do I say to that? To the truth? He can read everything in my eyes anyway.

			“Do you think after all we’ve been through that I’m just going to let you walk away again?” His voice catches in his chest. It’s rough with barely tempered emotion. “I don’t give a shit about where you come from, or who your family is, or what demons you’re battling. You’re still the person I want to be with at the end of the day.”

			I’m trembling. I hear the shower cut off. “My mother—”

			“I know about your mother,” he says, and some of the pressure in my ribcage eases. He looks at me with total understanding. “I’m glad you opened up to me about her. If things are difficult, then I want to be by your side. I want to support you in whatever way you need me to.”

			“Logan—”

			“Because I’m not going to let you play for Liverpool. They’re not the team you need to build your career. And—”

			“Logan!” I step up to him, and finally—finally—grip his shoulders. It feels so good to touch him. “I didn’t sign the contract.”

			Now he’s the confused one. “What?”

			“I said I didn’t sign the contract.” I was afraid to. Afraid that once I wrote my name in ink, there would be no going back and I’d realize I made a huge mistake. Something didn’t feel right about it.

			He pauses. Says, slowly, “Where is it? The contract?”

			I pick up the two contracts from the table and offer him both. I’ve yet to sign either.

			“Why didn’t you?” he says. “Sign it, I mean.”

			He looks at me, and all barriers are down. No more lying. No more pretending that what I want most in the world isn’t standing five feet away. “Because you wouldn’t be there.”

			At this, he smiles. “If you think I’m going to let you move halfway across the world, you’re wrong.” He holds up one of the papers. “Sign this one. Come play for LA. You know this is the right choice for your career. Plus, I don’t think I’ll be able to handle a long-distance relationship.”

			I don’t know what to say to that. He’s giving me a wish come true. “A relationship?”

			“Yeah, I know you don’t do those,” Logan continues, breeching the gap. “But I forgot to tell you very important things before you left Paris.” He cups my face, and his thumbs brush my cheeks. “I love you,” he whispers, peering into my eyes. “I never told you that, but I should have. You’re the one for me. What we have, it’s real.” Then he leans forward and kisses me. It’s soft but intense, and at the first stroke of his tongue, I pull him closer, deepening the kiss. We take pleasure in the feel of each other’s mouths, and warmth shimmers in my chest. He is all I’ve ever wanted.

			I pull back, but don’t release my hold on him. “I love you, Logan. I’ve loved you since I was eighteen years old.” The words are strained, but truer than anything I’ve ever said. “I’ve never stopped.”

			He brings me forward, and we’re kissing again. The kisses start to grow hungry when the sound of the bathroom door opening causes us to pull apart.

			A moment later, my mother steps into the living room, pulling up short in surprise as she sees Logan. “Oh.” Her wet hair is plastered to her head, but I’m sure she feels better now that she’s clean. “Hello there.”

			Logan inclines his head. “Ms. Rhodes.” He approaches her and takes her hand.

			“Are you one of Austin’s friends?”

			“Actually,” he says, twining his fingers with mine, “I’m his boyfriend.”

			My stomach clenches in happiness at that, and I stare at him with my mouth agape as he grins devilishly.

			Her hand goes to her mouth. “I had no idea.” She looks to me with a happy smile. “Nice to meet you, Logan.”

			“I ordered pizza,” I tell my mom. “It should be here in the next ten minutes or so.”

			“I’m feeling pretty tired. I think I’m just going to sleep, if that’s all right.”

			“Sure. My bedroom is the last door on the right.”

			My mother rises on her toes to kiss my cheek. “Love you,” she murmurs. A moment later, I hear the bedroom door shut.

			“So.” Logan turns to me. “Pizza, huh?” He leads me to the couch, drawing me forward so I’m straddling his hips. Our arms wrap around each other, and our mouths come together, and it’s like I never left this place. Somehow, we always manage to return to one another.

			We’re going at it on the couch, trying to quiet our breathing. There’s so much desire in this room it’s clogging the air. This man loves me. All of me. The thought tightens my grip in his hair, and he hisses out a breath that is pure lust.

			“God, I want you.” His fingers dig into my outer thighs, then move upward, inward. He smooths a palm across my bulge, lingering. “I always fucking want you.” He gives me a gentle squeeze, grinning at the groan that comes out of my mouth. He starts rubbing me at a steady pace. My muscles are coiled, my body is tight. Even that small touch unravels me.

			The last thing I want is to come all over my pants with my mother sleeping in the next room, so I brush his hand aside and flip him onto his back, devouring his mouth with tongue and lips and teeth. My heart is on fire for this man.

			A sudden thought comes to me, and I pull away. “What’s going to happen when I move? Will we get separate places or—?”

			“Well, I figure since we already lived together for the summer, we know we’re good roommates, right?” That grin, the one that tells me he’s up to no good, graces his features. I’m pulled toward it like a moth to flame. “I mean, I am your boyfriend now.”

			I splay my hands across his chest in awe. “Boyfriend.” It has a nice ring to it.

			“Say it,” he says, eyes serious.

			“I love you.”

			“Again.”

			“I love you.”

			“Again.”

			“I love you, Logan McGregor.” I murmur the words into his mouth. “I loved you then, I love you now, and I always will.”
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