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The call ended before I had a chance to respond. I put the phone down and stare at the ceiling, searching for answers. I finally got what I wanted after a year. A full scholarship out of this backward town that had me pulling out my hair. It was just a choice now of accepting or not. Yet, I had this feeling of regret. 

I was left to ponder with a life changing decision, yet I couldn’t stop thinking about all the missed opportunities that have yet to occur here. Will I have them before I go? Or will it all be a fever dream that never came true? I was willing to risk my future just to fulfil thoughts I’ve been too much of coward to attempt before.

Then it clicked. Too much of a coward before. Soon I will be gone and nothing will matter anymore. I’m never going to return here again. Any choice I make now, won’t affect me. My future is in a different state far away from this underdeveloped town. And just like that fear was gone. And the timer kicked in. I’m going to fuck every guy I want before I leave.

***The Next Day***

The fan on the ceiling spun around in slow rotations. I kept my eye on one as circled through the same path over and over. I thought about it spinning out of control. The fan just falling. Or the blades loosing enough to throw itself and cut a space for itself in the wall. Anything but to stay on the same path. 

My life was very similar to that fan. I live in a very boring town where the most you can do is work hard to get out or do enough drugs to stay here forever. The only life you can have here that isn’t boring is if you are a pariah. Living outside of the norm. So, no one dared to. Including me. I hid my sexuality. Not because I was scared but because I didn’t care about anyone enough to share that secret. 

My friends aren’t the most open minded when it comes to it. It made sense to not make a scene. Stay in the shadows and live my life outside these walls. And that made sense. Until I received the call of my acceptance. 

My phone buzzes on the bed next to me. I don’t take my eyes of the fan as I accept the call. As expected, on time. 

“What’s up bro?” I hear from the other side of the phone. Smirk crawls on my face. I knew what’s coming next. “Can I shower at your place? The gym was packed again.”

It wasn’t an odd request. It’s happened many times. So much so I was counting on it.

“Of course, dude.”  I reply. 

“Cool. Check you in 5.” The line cuts. 5 minutes till show time. 

That was Jace. One of my friends who aren’t open minded. My first target. I wasn’t sure how this was going to go. It would indicate if I went any further with this stupid and ridiculous plan. But I had chose him given that he would make an easy-going target. He rarely was uncomfortable. 

On occasion, Jace would take his time to put his clothes on in the locker room. His motto: It’s just a dick. He was nonchalant about a lot of things. Sometimes a good thing. Sometimes bad. Tonight, I’m hoping for good. And since he’s been fairly comfortable around guys in the nude. It won’t be difficult getting him in that state. 

I already invited him this afternoon as I am made aware of his gym schedule. I’m closer to where his gym is so naturally, he would come to me. Usually, the showers are out of commission or being used so the plan was nearly perfect. Fated in fact. 

Like clockwork, the doorbell rang a few minutes after the call. Suddenly, the anxiety hit, and I was aware of what I was wearing and how I looked. It’s not a date. But my mind is racing at thought of whether he would let this happen. Doubt crept into my mind, but I continued walking to the door. Push comes to shove; I just won’t do anything. But the word coward echoes throughout my mind.

When I open the door, Jace stands there laced in sweat from a fresh pump. The entire aroma changes. I feel the twitch in my pants. Suddenly, the doubt is gone and I’m using one head to react. “I bet your car smells like a pig.” I say, stepping aside to let him in. 

“Shut up. And hello to you too bitch.” He said in a playfully annoyed tone. He brushes past me to enter, and I got a whiff of his scent. My chest activates from the smell and primal desire sets in. Something about this situation, dangerous, risky, is making me feel everything heightened. I’ve been through this exact situation multiples times with him. But today, something has shifted. 

“You want a drink?” I offer while my mind is still wandering, lusting. 

“Uh water is fine.” He replies, throwing his bag down and sitting on one of the stools in the kitchen. 

I grab a bottle from the fridge, my hand brushing the chilled surface longer than necessary, as if grounding myself against the pull of whatever storm was brewing inside me. My thoughts run wild. Popping up, changing, reinventing, taking control of me. I never had the time to care about this physical aspect before. At least not at this level. Or with a guy. When I turn back to Jace, he’s already peeled his shirt off, wiping the sweat from his face.

His chest glistens under the dim kitchen light, every muscle taut, moving effortlessly as he breathes. I freeze for half a second, the bottle of water clutched in my hand. I dare not remove my eyes as I slowly push the bottle across the counter towards him. Suddenly, the muscles I saw all the time was alluring, undeniably controlling me. 

"Thanks," he says, breaking my trance as he reaches for the bottle. I step closer than I need to, close enough that his fingers brush mine when he takes it. It’s brief, almost imperceptible, but it sparks like static between us. He gives me a smile, one which I return.

“Long workout?” I ask, my voice steadier than I expect.

“Yeah,” he says, twisting the cap off and taking a long drink. I watch his throat move as he swallows, each shift of muscle impossibly hypnotic. “Leg day. Killer. Plus, everyone decided today at 6pm is gym time, so it was overcrowded.”

I smirk, leaning against the counter to steady myself. My back towards him so my nerves can calm down. “Sounds rough.” The lack of conversation feels starving. I waiting for more, I guess he is too, but we’re being very awkward.

He laughs, low and easy, the sound filling the space between us. “You have no idea. You should come sometime.”

“Yeah, maybe,” I reply, the words automatic. My mind is too busy processing the way the room feels smaller, the way his presence seems to fill it entirely. “I guess I’ll have to find a new gym soon though.”

“Did you accept the offer?” he asks immediately. I turn my head towards him to see his expression which was stone cold, waiting for my answer. 

“Yeah.” He looks at the water, nodding. Silence fills the room as I wait for his response, but he seems deep in thought. 

“Everything is changing. Not that it’s a bad thing but, it’s going to be weird not having you nearby man. We spend like 70% of the week together. That’s going to be so strange to adjust to.” Jace stands, stretching his arms over his head. The movement pulls his shorts lower on his hips, and I look away before I can stare too long. “Alright, gonna hit the shower,” he says, walking toward the bathroom as if this were his place, as if this were routine.

I watch him go, my heartbeat drumming in my ears. This is it. The moment to act—or to let it pass. My feet move before I’ve decided, following him down the hallway.

“Jace,” I call, my voice quieter than I intend. He stops at the bathroom door, turning to face me.

“Yeah?”

I open my mouth to speak, but the words stick in my throat. He looks at me, head tilted, waiting, and for a moment I think I’ve lost my nerve. Then I take a step closer.

“I didn’t think it would bother you.” I reply. 

He leans against the door frame. “Why?”

“I don’t know bro.” I let out a laugh. “You never let anything bother you.” 

“I never let it bother me? Or I never show it?” I pick up my head to look at him. He heads into the shower. 

I stay in the kitchen for a bit as I anticipate my next move. I mean albeit a bad move, I could use it to my advantage. He clearly cares, some emotional attachment. Not that I doubted it, but Jace has never been someone who did deep thoughts. At least not aloud by his words. 

I go to my room as I hear him turn the faucet off. I sit on my phone waiting for him to come out. He makes his way from my bathroom to my room as he wipes his hair. He doesn’t see me given that the towel is covering his view. But his dick is out and I’ve realised it’s been a while since I actually looked at it. I’ve gotten so used to him in this state, I forget to look. For good reason too. 

“Ah, you’re here.” Jace interjects his thoughts. “Look at this.” Jace shifts, a playful grin spreading across his face, and without hesitation, he plants his feet shoulder-width apart, striking a classic flexing pose. His biceps curl upward, the muscles tightening and rippling under his skin as though carved from marble. The faint sheen of sweat from his workout only accentuates the contours of his body, catching the dim light and highlighting every ridge and valley.

His chest expands, the powerful lines of his pecs standing out as he adjusts his stance, turning slightly to give the full effect. His abs contract in tandem, each line of his core defined and sharp, a testament to countless hours of effort. The V-line extends like you would usually see in gym pics but now I have a full view of his crotch. 

“You ever wonder,” I start, “why you’re so comfortable around me?”

His brow furrows, confusion flickering across his face. He stops posing and continues drying his hair. “What do you mean?”

“I mean,” I say point towards him with a smirk. “You walk around naked all the time, like it’s no big deal. You don’t think it’s weird?”

Jace shrugs, leaning against the doorframe, the corner of his mouth quirking up in a smirk. “Nah. It’s just you. Why? Are you saying you’re uncomfortable?”

“Not uncomfortable,” I reply lightly shaking my head, meeting his gaze. “Just... curious.”

“About what?” His tone is light, teasing, but there’s something in his eyes now—a flicker of something unsure, something new.

“About whether you’d be this comfortable,” I say, my voice steady now, “if you knew what I was thinking.”

The air between us thickens, the tension palpable. Jace’s smirk fades, replaced by something unreadable. I notice the expression change but remain unaffected as I dare to have the conversation. “And what are you thinking?”

I shrug trying to play it off as a joke, but the intensity of his eyes didn’t buy it. “You sure you want to know?”

He doesn’t answer right away. His eyes search mine, his breath coming just a little faster than before. When he speaks, his voice is softer, lower. “Yeah. I’m sure.”

The words hang between us, heavy and unspoken. For a moment, the only sound is the faint hum of the fan in the room. My pulse pounds in my ears, but I refuse to look away. His gaze doesn’t falter either, sharp or unreadable, like he’s trying to piece something together.

I take a breath, steadying myself. He remains planted but I move a little closer towards him. His shoulders stiffen slightly, but he doesn’t back away. That’s a good sign.

“I’m thinking,” I say, my voice dropping lower, “that you don’t realize how much you affect people. How much you’ve affected me.”

His brow furrows again, but his lips part slightly, as if to speak. He doesn’t, though, and I gauge the reaction. Not trying to give too much. The man is pretty much exposed. 

The silence stretches out Jace shifts slightly, the subtle motion of his muscles catching the dim light and pulling my gaze to his torso again. He’s standing close now, close enough that I can make out the faint sheen of sweat still clinging to his skin and the fresh scent of soap mingling.

“Is that right?” he asks, his tone casual, almost amused, but there’s a sharper edge in his voice now. He raises an eyebrow, waiting, daring me to continue.

I let the corner of my mouth curl into a faint smirk, tilting my head slightly. “Yeah. I mean you just remind people that life isn’t that serious. You’re just nonchalant most of the time. Swinging your dick around and shit.”

He nods at my response. “I wasn’t expecting that. You made it seem like something else.” 

“Something else?” I invite the conversation. 

There’s a shift in his posture, a subtle tightening in the way he stands, as if bracing for something unseen. His eyes narrow slightly, scrutinizing me with an intensity that feels out of place given the lightness of the conversation.

“Yeah,” he says slowly, dragging the word out like he’s tasting it. “Something else. You were building it up like you were gonna say something important, and then you hit me with... that.”

I chuckle, leaning back slightly, letting my arms cross loosely over my chest. “Disappointed?”

“Not disappointed,” he replies, his tone even, though there’s a hint of something sharper underneath. “Just... curious.”

“Curious, huh?” I repeat, watching him closely now. He’s shifted again, just slightly, but enough that his stance feels more deliberate, more grounded. The air between us feels heavier, like a weighted blanket pressing down.

Jace nods, his gaze unflinching. “Yeah. You’ve been acting different since you got the call. Bolder choices. Like you’ve got something to prove. Just expected more.”

“Maybe I do have something to prove,” I admit, my voice low but steady. “Maybe leaving this place makes you realize how much you’ve held back.”

He tilts his head, considering my words, his expression unreadable. “Held back how?”

“Let’s just say,” I reply, taking a step closer, “there is a lot I never got around to doing. And now I’ve got a deadline.”

Jace’s eyes flicker, the faintest twitch at the corner of his mouth as if suppressing a smirk. “A deadline for what? Making reckless choices?”

“Something like that,” I say, letting the words hang. I watch him carefully, noting the way his shoulders tense just slightly, the way his fingers flex at his sides before relaxing again.

The tension between us sharpens, no longer just a byproduct of proximity but something intentional, something tangible. The playful edge in his tone is still there, but it’s tempered now by the weight of the conversation—by the unspoken challenges and questions threading through our words.

“So, what’s next on the bucket list?” he asks, his voice quieter, the amusement in his tone softer now but still present.

I smirk, meeting his gaze without flinching. “Guess we’ll find out.”

Jace leans closer, his weight shifting from one foot to the other as he studies me. His gaze feels heavier now, dragging over my face, lingering just a fraction of a second too long on my mouth before snapping back to my eyes. He chuckles softly, low in his throat. "You’re being cryptic as hell, man. Spit it out already."

I tilt my head, my smirk widening as I take a deliberate step closer, closing the distance between us. He doesn’t move back. If anything, he squares his shoulders, holding his ground, his jaw tightening just slightly. I let my eyes lock on his, leaning against the doorframe next to him, close enough that I can feel the faint heat radiating off his skin. My hand brushes against the edge of the frame, a deliberate move that places me just inches away from him.

“I’ve just been curious.” I let out. He raises an eyebrow, his lips quirking into a faint smirk, but he says nothing. He’s listening now, fully. “People always try to figure you out. I mean when you’re usually unreadable, so it makes for a good challenge. But then there’s me. I don’t think I have to guess. I already know.”

His smirk falters, just slightly, as he watches me with a mixture of curiosity and caution. The room feels impossibly small now, the space between us shrinking even though neither of us moves. “Oh yeah?” he says finally, his tone low and challenging. “What do you know?”

I step closer, close enough now that I can feel his breath, warm and steady, brushing against my skin. “I know,” I say, my gaze dropping briefly to his lips before returning to his eyes, “that if I told you what I was thinking right now, you wouldn’t stop me.”

There’s a pause before he leans back slightly, his smirk returning, but there’s an edge to it now, sharper, hungrier. “You think so?”

But I don’t answer. Instead, I let the tension between us speak louder than words, holding his gaze as I take that final step, bridging the gap between us. His face drops into all side seriousness. 

“Prove it,” he says, his voice barely above a whisper, the challenge clear in his tone. And just like that, the unspoken boundary between us shatters.

My hand moves almost instinctively reaching out to grab his waist, my hand cupping his hip, feeling the heat of his skin underneath. I pull him closer to me, a slight shift given that we were already very close. Jace doesn’t flinch. If anything, he exhales, sharp and slow, his eyes locked on mine with an intensity that makes my chest ache.

And then I close the distance.

I plant my lips on top of his. His lips are soft, relaxing me into the kiss. I never would have expected how intimate this is. It's not tentative or careful. It's all heat and friction with a hint of vulnerability. His hands find my shoulders, then the back of my neck, pulling me in harder like he’s been holding this in just as long. 

But then I pull away, just slightly, just enough to breathe. My hand stays on his waist, thumb brushing slow circles through the fabric. I study his face, searching for something, regret, doubt, anything that might tell me I crossed a line.

His expression is unreadable for a moment too long. Jaw clenched, eyes dark. He doesn’t blink. Doesn’t speak. I step back slightly gauging how this situation can go from here.

Then, like a dam breaking, Jace surges forward and kisses me, rougher this time, hungrier. His hands are in my hair, dragging me closer, and I swear I feel him smile against my mouth like he’s glad I cracked first. I barely have time to catch my breath before his mouth moves down to my jaw, my neck, like he’s making up for lost time.

“Fuck,” he mutters into my skin, voice breathless now. “You really weren’t bluffing.”

I don’t answer. I just pull him tighter against me, both of us locked in now, no more space to retreat to. He pushes me gently but firmly against the doorframe, one hand still on my chest, the other gripping my hip like he's anchoring himself.

It’s no longer a question of who’ll make the first move; we both already did. Now it’s just a matter of how far we’ll let it go. And judging Jace’s lips return to mine, claiming, tasting, like he's starved for it... we’ve both decided.

“Jace.” I mumble through the kiss. I push him off me slightly. “Bathroom. Shower. Go.” I say between breaths. I reach for the neck of my shirt from the back and pull it off. Jace watches me with intent. I throw my shirt on the floor and remove my pants. 

“Bathroom?” He asks watching my clothes be thrown one by one. 

“I wanna see you wet. Shower.” I persist in my request, demanding now. His cock perks up, a clear indicator that he’s interested. He rushes into the bathroom and follow right behind.

I start jerking off slowly while looking at his wet soapy body. Jace’s muscles bulged out as the water hit his skin again. He sculpted his body in the perfect way for me to get off. But this wasn’t going to be a simple jerk off session. I watch the water fall down his body, his body hairless because he says he feels cleaner without it. 

It only took a few seconds for my dick to wake up. Jace looked down with a look of lust and wanting. He reached down and gave his dick a few strokes. He didn’t bother continuing when I took his dick in my hand and started to pump slowly. The soap around his cock lathering up and making the movement more slippery and Jace more audible. Seeing him in this state, I drop down to my knees and angle my face for him right by his cock, teasing the next thing I’m going to do but making him wait.

“Fuck dude, you really want it don’t you?”  I didn’t answer. I was too much in the zone. With cock rubbing against my lips as I stroke him, he’s fully erect. I rubbed the drop of precum that had escaped his dick slowly with my tongue as I took it in. I used my other hand to play with his balls. This seems to put him over the edge because he started pumping my fist. 

“Bro. Wait.” He stopped moving his hips, but I didn’t remove my hands. “This... do you really want to do this?” His mouth hung as he waited for my answer. He wanted to question it, but he didn’t want to stop. His eyes were hungry, waiting for more. 

I let go of his cock as I opened my mouth to swallow his tip. Just in time, his reaction was to move his hips towards me. His cock slid along the tip of my tongue right down. He lets out a visceral moan as my mouth gets stuffed. This is the first time I had a cock in my mouth and the position I had Jace in was overwhelming. His head was thrown back as water splashes into his face. His mouth is wide open as he takes the sensations in the wated dripping down his pulsating Adams apple.

“Fuck dude. Suck it.” He let out as his head hung back. His wet hands slid through my hair as though he was rewarding me for my behaviour. But soon he had a grip on it enough to start pumping down my throat. The sensation and movement were new and a little overwhelming. I gagged slightly which only added more to his sensation.

Suddenly. He removed himself from my mouth and pulled from the floor and pressed me against the wall and put his lips on mine. His tongue enters in my mouth and by the time I realised he’s removed his mouth from mine, my tongue is sticking out collecting water as I beg for his mouth back on mine. He turns me over and his hard on presses between my ass cheeks. 

“Can I...” Jace huffs out in a whisper to me. He moves his dick up and down grinding against my hole. I nod against the wall in front of me. “Are you sure? It’ll hurt.” He asked worried. 

“I already prepped.” I told him.

“Why?” His hands find their way to my waist and pulls my back into his chest. 

“You wanna continue asking questions or fuck me?” I ask. With no hesitation, Jace places himself in front of my hole before slowly pushing in. I start to whimper, knowing I hadn’t put anything more than 2 fingers in my hole before. And Jace, he was definitely bigger than that. 

“You like that? Is that what you want?” He asks. I nodded my head, grasping the wall in front of me to stabilize myself. He slowly starts pumping at a faster speed. My legs get weaker as I start to lose my grip of the wall. The water splashes on my back as I hear Jace moaning with every pump getting faster, making me weaker. I feel Jace pull me up a little so he can wrap his hand around my cock as he pumps me. My head falls back onto his collar bone as he wraps me in Euphoria. “I’m losing control. Are you close?” Jace whispers. I nod.

Jace picks up his pace a bit as I start to erupt all over the wall in front of me. I let out a visceral moan as feel lighter from the loss of control of my body. Jace thrusts deep inside of me as he lets out his load inside of me. Every emotion and feeling gets clouded with the overwhelming feeling of ecstasy. 

Jace rests his had on my back as he plants small kisses. He stays inside of me a little while before slowly removing himself. 

Suddenly, everything comes back to me, and I realise Jace, and I had sex. Like proper sex. Like I’m no longer a gay virgin sex. Shit. I couldn’t have imagined an of this happening with Jace. I didn’t expect to get further than touching his dick.

“I just fucked you.” Jace walked backwards away from me. “Are you good?” I nod my head trying to gather myself together. “I’ll give you a moment.” Jace left the bathroom, and I decided to quickly clean myself up. I wrap the towel around me and decide to deal with the fallout. 

Jace was naked on my bed, his hands behind his head looking at the ceiling fan. “You aren’t gonna tell anyone, right?”

“Not planning on it.” I reply. I pull out a hoodie and put on after putting my boxers and pants on. 

“Now what?” He asks me. I shrug. “That was nothing like I expected.”

“I guess you’re glad I’m leaving huh?” He hasn’t looked at me since. I sit down in the chair on the other side of the room, figuring out if I should feel accomplished my goal or regretful. Jace sits up and looks at me. 

“Never. I just...” He sighs. “Why’d you wait so long?” 

“I didn’t even know you’d be into it. I was being cocky.” I tell him. He nods before looking at the fan.

“So now what?” He asks. I shrug again. I have no idea what happens next.
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It had been a few days since the whole thing with Jace, and I still wasn’t sure what to make of it. Not that it mattered now, it was done, and no one knew except me. But it had left me thinking.

I hadn’t expected it to unfold like that. Not with him. Not so fast. Not so intense. It wasn’t supposed to mean anything, that was the whole point. Just another name on the list. A way to scratch the itch before I left. A game I told myself I had control over. But after Jace, I wasn’t so sure anymore.

I didn’t feel satisfied. I didn’t feel victorious or smug or anything I imagined I would. I just felt unsettled. Not because of what we did, but because of what it didn’t give me. The whole thing was starting to feel hollow. Manufactured.

This pact I made with myself, this list of guys I swore I’d seduce before I skipped town, I thought it would give me closure, maybe even some kind of power. But now I was wondering if it was just a distraction. A desperate attempt to prove something I couldn’t even name.

Was it still worth chasing? Or had I already gone too far? And that was the thing. My mind wasn’t even on Jace anymore. It kept circling back to someone else.

Elijah. 

He was the one I kept comparing everyone else to. And that was weird. We’d been best friends since forever, the kind of bond where you don’t have to explain yourself, where silence was comfortable, where you’d say "Yo" and they just got it. Nothing about our friendship had ever felt fragile. 

He knew me in ways no one else did. The kind of knowing that went beyond memories and inside jokes. He could tell when I was lying, when I was trying to be someone I wasn’t, when I was hiding something behind a smirk or a shrug. And he never called me out cruelly, he just gave me that quiet look of his, like, "I see you. I’m not saying anything... but I see you."

Out of everyone in our group, Elijah was the one I’d always felt safest around. No judgment. No pressure to perform. He was calm in a way that settled me, even when everything else felt like it was spiralling.

He had this unbothered energy, like nothing rattled him. Tall, broad-shouldered, always in hoodies that were just a little too big, hair that fell across his eyes in messy waves he never bothered to fix. His skin was sun-kissed year-round, his smile lopsided like he knew something you didn’t. And his voice, it was low, scratchy, almost lazy. The kind of voice you’d lean in for, just to catch the words.

Girls were always after him, and guys envied him, but Elijah never seemed to care. He kept his circle tight, and I was the tightest part of it.

When I was with him, I didn’t feel like I had to be Asher, the one with the plan to get out of here or the mask to hid who I am. I was just me. And maybe that’s what made everything so confusing now. I never told him about me. And it’s getting to me. 

Because lately, things between us had shifted. Not in any obvious way. No declarations or lingering stares that would give it away. Just these tiny moments. The way he’d look at me a second longer than he used to. The way our shoulders brushed and neither of us moved away. The way his laugh hit different when I was the one who caused it.

I kept thinking if I’m this safe with him, why didn’t I just tell him? I’m not sure if I’m just comfortable. Or too comfortable with him. And he was one of the people on the list. It didn’t feel right anymore. Yet I couldn’t deny there was a part of me that wanted to continue. So I’m stuck not knowing what to do. 

And then tonight started the same way it always did with Elijah. I was half-asleep when Elijah texted me: "Come over. Can’t sleep."

No context. No question mark. Just that. And without thinking, I got up and went like I always do. 

His place was only a few blocks away, and I’d snuck out of my house more times than I could count, slipping through the shadows like it was a second home. His parents were loaded and barely ever around, and the basement had basically been his since we were fifteen. Now it looked more like a bachelor pad than a teenager’s room, LED strip lights, a small fridge, a massive couch instead of a bed.

When I walked in through the side door, he was already on the couch, hoodie half-zipped, socks mismatched. A bag of chips sat open beside him. Some low-lit indie film was paused on screen.

“Yo,” I said.

“Yo.” He tossed me the remote like it was a reflex.

I flopped onto the couch next to him, stealing a chip. “You good?”

He shrugged, eyes on the screen. “Couldn’t sleep. Head’s noisy.”

I nodded. I didn’t ask questions when he got like that. Sometimes we’d talk, sometimes we’d just sit and let the movie do the heavy lifting.

This wasn’t new. Elijah got like this sometimes, late-night silences, insomnia that hit out of nowhere, thoughts he didn’t know how to untangle. It had been happening for years. At first, when we were younger, I used to think it was about fights at home or a girl he liked. But over time, I realized it wasn’t always about anything specific. Sometimes his brain just wouldn’t shut up, and instead of pacing his room or pretending to sleep, he’d text me. And I’d always come.

He never asked twice, and I never made him explain. That was our thing. No pressure. No expectations. Just showing up when it mattered. It didn’t matter. He didn’t need to talk for me to get it.

Lately though, I wasn’t sure what I was feeling when I showed up. I told myself I was just being a good friend. That this was routine. Familiar. That nothing had changed. But the truth? Every time I came over, something about the air between us felt charged. Like we were tip-toeing a line we hadn’t acknowledged yet. But I still came. Every time. Maybe especially because of that.

About twenty minutes in, the weird silence between us started to feel charged, heavy. Like the air had thickened without warning, and we were both pretending not to notice.

Elijah shifted beside me, stretching slow, lazy, like a cat waking from a nap. He leaned his head back against the couch, eyes still flicking toward the TV though I could tell he wasn’t really watching. His long arms sprawled out, one of them draping along the back of the couch. The edge of his fingers brushed my shoulders. Barely. Like he hadn’t meant to. Or maybe he had. Maybe I was hoping. I didn’t know anymore.

I froze for a second, just enough to feel the warmth of his skin ghosting through the fabric of my shirt. My body noticed before I did, shoulders tensing, breath catching, heart thudding just a little harder. He didn’t move his arm. Didn’t flinch like it was a mistake.

“You ever feel like things are changing too fast?” he asked, voice barely above a murmur.

I turned to look at him. He didn’t meet my eyes. His gaze stayed on the screen like the words had slipped out before he could stop them like they’d been sitting just under his tongue for too long and finally spilled.

“Yeah,” I said after a beat. “Lately, yeah.”

He nodded slow. Thoughtful. His throat worked like he was about to say more, then hesitated.

“I don’t even know what I want half the time,” he said finally. “Feels like I’m trying to keep up with shit I didn’t sign up for.”
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