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Defying Gravity by Idina Menzel
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Good Riddance (Time of Your Life) by Green Day
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Chapter 1




Rider








August 12th




Rider dashed from his bedroom to the bathroom. His mother had already shouted for him three times. He was running thirty minutes late after sleeping in, having stayed up way too late facetiming Cam and had lost track of the time. 

Cam, after being offered a basketball scholarship to Kentucky University, had left a whole week before Rider was due to leave for Houston University and Rider was missing him greatly. It also hadn’t helped that last night had been the first time they could talk without being interrupted by his parents, hence the late night. They had promised each other no crying and Rider had made it a whole fifteen minutes.

As Rider tried to get his hair under control, his phone vibrated with a photo message from Cam, which immediately drew a smile and caused Rider to blush. He quickly checked around him before sending his own seductive picture back to Cam. 

“Rider, will you hurry up! Your father is waiting in the car and if you don’t leave soon then you’ll hit traffic!” his mom shouted from downstairs. 

Rider let out a deep sigh and slid his glasses back onto his face. He wasn’t going to miss the constant complaining from his parents. As Rider came down the stairs, he could see his mom’s eyes were already wet. She had thrown a going away party last night, during which she had got extremely emotional and pulled him into a tight hug, refusing to release him for a good five minutes. He had also spent two hours embraced in a hug sandwich between Sam and Jane, even the tough Latina had broken down in tears before she had left. The one thing that had upset Rider was the lack of a short blond-haired teen; Lloyd was still extremely distant from the group. Rider had seen him a total of three times during the summer. 

Before Rider could say anything to his mother, she had him in a hug so tight he was sure she would bruise his ribs worse than when Darwin Brown had attacked him over his sexuality. She only released him when he started gasping for air. Receiving a kiss on his cheek, he was instructed to call home at least once a week. 

“I’ll miss you so much, Ri.”

“I’ll miss you too, Mom.” Rider pulled his mom in for one last hug. “Love you.”

“I love you too.”

Stepping out into the warm August sun, his father smiled from behind the wheel of the car, jokingly tapping his watch to try and speed his son up. Once everyone had left the going way party, he and his father had fully packed all Rider’s belonging in the car to make the journey easier. Before Rider could slip into the car, his phone vibrated again.




Hey Ri, sorry I couldn’t be there yesterday. I know you’ll have an awesome time at college. Don’t forget about me.




Rider smiled at Lloyd’s message. Out of everyone in Belmont, it was going to be his best friend he was going to miss the most. Rider just wished had had been able to see the smaller teen one last time before he left. He had just finished letting Lloyd know that when his father leaned out the window. 

“Let’s get going, Rider. We have a long way to go!”

Letting out a sigh, he climbed into the car. It felt cramped with the chair pushed forward to accommodate his belongings. He hadn’t even packed that many items. When first asking his father to drive him, he had thought the trunk would fit multiple suitcases, his guitar, and his amp but once the guitar had been placed in, he didn’t want to risk it getting crushed, so he put his second suitcase behind his seat.

Rider waved at his mom, who had tears in her eyes, as the car pulled out the driveway. Merging onto the highway, his father went over the plan again although Rider already had it committed to memory. They would drive continually, only stopping for lunch and dinner; his father had even threatened to bring plastic bottles to avoid toilet breaks. They would stop around 9:30pm to find somewhere to sleep before rising early and arriving at Houston the following day, allowing Rider almost the full week to explore campus before classes started. 

“Are you excited, Ri?” His dad smiled while keeping his eyes on the road.

“I’ll miss you and Mom but yeah. Everyone says college is the best time of their life so I can’t wait to see it.”

“How’s Cameron settling in?” The last syllable was drowned out by the horn and his father shouting at the guy who cut them off.

“It’s technically his first day today. He sounded extremely excited on the phone last night.”

“Technic—Get out the way, you jackass. Technically?”

“He doesn’t start his classes today. He’s meeting the team and the coach today.”

As the duo drove, Rider watched out the window as the country passed him by. He had always wanted to travel the country but so far had only been to Belmont and New York. The journey went quicker than Rider had expected; they were soon parked up in front of a motel. Although he had done nothing but sit all day, he felt extremely tired. He hardly had the energy to finish his In-N-Out burger before sliding into bed.

When his phone lit up the room, a smile spread across Rider’s face as Cam’s name appeared on the screen. As Cam talked about how his day, the soft warm voice of his boyfriend caused Rider to briefly close his eyes, but it was enough to pull him into slumber, a smile on his face. Jeremy laughed quietly at Rider as he grabbed the phone.

“Hey, Cameron, it’s Jeremy. Rider’s fallen asleep.”

Cam laughed. “Ah that would explain the snoring. Well, when he wakes, tell him I said good night.” 

“Will do, Cameron. You have a good evening.”




• • •




Rider struggled to hide his blush in the morning when his father handed his phone back. He wanted to call Cam and apologize, but there was no time. Within ten minutes of waking, they were back on the road heading toward Houston. As they approached campus, Rider’s breath got caught in his throat. The large buildings and the number of students already moving around the place was very off-putting. Following the signs directing them to the parking lot next to the dorms, his father managed to find an available spot right in front of the building.

The dry heat hit Rider as soon as he stepped out of the car. He already knew Houston would be a warmer than Belmont, but not this hot. Rider was shading his eyes from the sun that was bearing down on him as an extremely peppy girl suddenly appeared in front of him, welcoming them both to the university. Rider had only just gotten his name out before she was scratching something off on a list. Shuffling through the large box of envelopes, the preppy girl pulled out the one named Williams, Rider and passed it over to him. Inside the envelope Rider found an information pack, including details of the dorm and what room he was in. 

“Your Resident Advisor will be around soon to greet you and let you know more about the campus,” the girl said with such energy Rider wondered how she kept it up all day. “So, Mr. Williams, welcome to Houston and please enjoy yourself.”

The peppy girl was gone before he could even thank her. Rider’s room was on the third floor but it took him some time trying to locate it as he dodged all the people coming and going, boxes filling the hall as new students moved into their rooms. Soon he stood in front of the pine door, 327 emblazed black on a silver plaque. He slid the key into the lock, turning it and pushing the door open to see the room that would be his home for the next year. 

Rider’s face dropped as he entered the fairly small room, the smell of the fresh white paint still lingered in the air. The room had no personality at all, but this wasn’t what caused Rider’s sadness…there were two beds in the tiny room. When Cam had video called from Kentucky, he had a dorm room to himself. Living so close to another person and having to hide his sexuality wasn’t something Rider wanted to do. 

“Now this takes me back,” his father said as he dropped the suitcase down and looked around. “Same size as the dorm room I had in college.”

Opening the case, Rider started pulling out his clothes, placing them on the bed to the right. Due to the new student congestion, it took them forty-five minutes to fully empty the car, by which time Rider was drenched in sweat due to the heat outside. Each trip, Rider had stopped by the elevator, but it had always been full, and his father refused to wait around. By the time his father was ready to leave, most items had been stowed away, his guitar slotted into the gap between the end of the bed and wall. Rider walked his father back down to the car.

“So…erm…I hope you have a wonderful time here, Ri.” His dad’s voice cracked slightly. “Don’t forget to call and we’ll see you at Christmas.”

With how difficult it had been to leave his parents and friends and that Cam wouldn’t be returning for Thanksgiving due to his training schedule, Rider had decided to stay at college for that week. He wanted to avoid returning home, seeing Lloyd, and then not wanting to leave again. Rider nodded at his father, knowing that if he opened his mouth to say anything he might change his mind and go back home with his father. The duo hugged tight before his father climbed back into the car. Both men wiped the tears from their eyes. Rider waved as the car pulled out of the spot. His eyes were still a little blurry from the tears as he turned to head back toward his room when he bumped into someone. 

“I’m so sorry,” Rider said a bit too loud.

“It’s okay,” a calm voice replied.

Rider looked at the older guy in front of him, his dark hair pulled into a tight ponytail that cascaded down to his shoulders, a streak of electric pink running through the length similar to what Jane had done with her hair last year before college interviews. His build was thin as if he was a runner. Rider could see muscles under the tight top he was wearing.

“Fresh meat, I see. Name’s Jacob but you can call me Jay,” he said with a smile.

“Rider Williams.”

“So, what’s a cute guy like you doing in a dump like this?” Jay asked while waving at the dorm with a stretched-out hand. 

“Erm…I…” Rider was taken back; he wasn’t used to getting compliments, let alone from a guy. “I’m here to study journalism.”

“Ah, cool. I got to head but hopefully I’ll bump into you again.” 

Jay winked before he disappeared down the path. Rider swallowed hard and headed toward his room. Had he misheard Jay or did he actually call him cute? Shaking his head as he entered his dorm room, Rider wondered when his roommate was due to arrive. He hardly had time to sit down on his bed before there was a knock on the door. As he opened the door, Rider’s jaw dropped when he saw the guy standing in front of him. Rider was still in shock as he was pulled into a tight hug.

“Yuki?”

“Hello, Rider. It is a pleasure to see you again. When I saw your name on the list, I could not wait for you to arrive.” Yuki smiled as he released Rider from his hug.

“What? What you doing here?”

“I go to college here. I am your resident advisor.”

“But what about you and Lloyd?”

A confused and sad look spread across Yuki’s face. He walked over to the empty bed and sat down as Rider sat on his own bed. It was a couple of minutes before Yuki spoke again, his eyes were wet, and his voice cracked slightly as he explained how he and Lloyd had broken up on Lloyd’s birthday. Rider was shocked—that was six months ago, and Lloyd hadn’t said anything. Over the summer during one of the few times he had seen Lloyd, the younger boy had said they were doing well but Yuki had been busy with work and couldn’t attend. It had to be the reason why Lloyd had been pulling away from the group.

“I am guessing Lloyd did not tell you. I hope he is doing okay; I do miss him a lot.”

“I’m sure he misses you also,” Rider said with a weak smile.

Yuki soon changed the topic, trying to distract from memories of the younger teen. He started talking about the university that he and Rider now both called home. He went over Rider’s timetable, giving him a description of which buildings his lecturers would take place in and the quickest way to get there. Rider was sure Yuki didn’t spend this long with every new student, but he was happy for the advice. As Yuki started to explain the rules of the dorm, Rider interrupted him.

“What about my roommate?” he questioned.

“From my paperwork your roommate is called …erm…I think it is pronounced Giasone Alighieri. He should also be arriving today. Are you worried about having to share the room? I know you did not come out until last year and it can be a bit daunting having to share a room with someone.”

“Slightly. I spent so many years hiding my sexuality and struggling to come out. Now that I am, I really don’t want to go back into the closet.” A slight frown formed on Rider’s face.

“You do not need to worry about that, Rider. The university of Houston is accepting of all sexualities. If your roommate has a problem, come and see me. If I cannot help, then we will move you to a different room.” Yuki smiled, relaxing Rider slightly.

“Are peoples’ sexuality common knowledge at Houston?”

“No. I am not out to anyone here. Why do you ask?”

Rider found himself telling Yuki about his run in with Jay. How he had been called cute even though he hadn’t done anything to reveal his sexuality to anyone in the campus. The only proof that existed at this moment was the homescreen on Rider’s phone of him and Cam sitting on a bench in The Met, which Trish had taken when they had visited New York.

“I would advise you to stay away from Jacob Augustus. He is currently on his fourth attempt at his third year of his degree and is known for selling narcotics around the campus. The only reason he has been allowed to remain at Houston is his father is a lawyer who annually donates a large amount of money to the university. Anyway, I must get going. I have a number of students I need to greet. See you again soon, Rider.”

The duo hugged again as Rider followed Yuki out of the room in search of a bathroom. When he returned to the room, there were voices on the other side of the door. Pushing open the door he was greeted by two guys who were facing the other way, currently laughing at bedding being thrown around. They hadn’t even noticed Rider enter the room till the door clicked behind him. The one closest to him was tall with a deep natural tan to his skin, short blond hair, and blue deep eyes that reminded Rider so much of Cam. The second guy was shorter, his dark brown eyes complimenting his dark skin. His hair hid under a hat with what looked like a trucking company logo on it. The partial beard made Rider question if the teen was a trucker himself. Whereas the first guy was wearing a long-sleeved black shirt despite the heat outside and smart dress pants, the second guy had an extremely short-sleeved T-shirt that looked more like a vest than a T-shirt. Rider could see the muscles under the top, causing him to blush. 

The shorter guy soon sat down on Rider’s bed, ignoring him in the doorway. “And this will be my bed,” the stranger said bouncing up and down on the bed a couple of times.

Panic quickly set in and Rider lost for words. Had they gotten the wrong room? Rider was definitely in the correct room, else Yuki would have let him know. Rider tried to say something but no words would come out of his mouth. The short guy started to laugh, and the tall guy rolled his eyes as he turned to face Rider.

“Ignore Elliot. He’s joking, he’s actually only here to help me move in.” the tall guy said as he extended a hand to Rider. “The name’s—”

“Giasone?” Rider asked hopefully.

“Yeah. but you can just call me my American name, Jason,” Jason said with a smile. “And you are?”

“Oh, I’m sorry. I’m Rider, Rider Williams. I guess I’m your roommate.”

“And I’m Elliot McFarlane,” Elliot said proudly, causing Jason to chuckle. 

Elliot climbed off Rider’s bed before dropping down onto the bed Jason was currently in the middle of trying to make. Jason rolled his eyes at his friend as Rider sat down and watched the dynamic between the two; the laughter and closeness remind him of himself and Lloyd. Rider was reminded of what Yuki had only told him an hour ago, he had to make sure his best friend was okay. He excused himself, allowing Jason the time he needed to settle in and the privacy he needed to call Lloyd. On his was out Rider was sure he heard Elliot whisper to Jason. What about him? He’s cute, don’t you think?

Rider found a bench outside his dorm and sat down, despite it been late into the afternoon the sun was still warm. He pulled out his phone and held his breath as he called his best friend. It had been very hit or miss if Lloyd would answer of late. He released the breath just as he heard the click of the phone, Lloyd’s normal friendly voice coming through the speaker.

“Hey, Ri. I didn’t think I would hear from you so soon. Everything okay down there in Texas?”

“Hey, Lloyd, I’m all settled in, Dad is already on the way back and I don’t know anyone yet so thought I’d give my best friend a call. See how everything is going in Belmont.” Rider swallowed, wondering how to bring up the topic of Yuki.

“I’m good, just got out of class. It’s weird being at school alone. I’m sure it won’t take you long before you make a lot of friends and forget about the people back in Belmont.”

“Actually, I do know someone here. You’ll never guess who the resident advisor is… It’s Yuki.” Rider could hear Lloyd swallow hard. “You okay, Lloyd?”

“Yeah. Why wouldn’t I be?” 

Rider could hear Lloyd’s voice crack. “Because Yuki told me that you had broken up. He said it happened on your birthday. Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I…I…I got to go, Ri.” His voice was raw with emotion. Rider was sure he could heard tears coming from the smaller teen.

“Lloyd, please don’t go. I’m here—”

The call dropped as Lloyd hung up on Rider. He tried calling back a couple of times but each time he was sent through to voicemail. He let out a sigh when he finally accepted Lloyd wasn’t going to answer again.




Lloyd I’m here if you need me. You’re my best friend don’t forget that!




Rider remained where he sat as he thought about how his best friend was home alone. Taking a couple deep breaths and trying to clear his head, he knew who he could talk to that would cheer him up. Rider pulled out his phone again and dialled another number, struggling to not smile when his boyfriend answered.




Chapter 2




Cam







Last night, the call had gotten slightly steamy, and Cam had meant to send Rider a teasing picture but had accidentally fallen asleep. Instead, he just sent the photo now hoping it would arrive before Rider left for Houston. A knocking on his door caused him to almost leap off his bed. He pulled up his jeans and threw on a T-shirt, as he tossed his phone on the bed. Taking a deep breath and trying to look casual, he opened the door to his dorm room. He was greeted by the extremely happy face of Quintin Matthews, who pushed their way into the room. Cam wasn’t even sure how his best friend had managed to get hold of the white basketball jersey hanging off his dark shoulders before they had even met the team.

“Did I interrupt you at the wrong time?” Matthews pointed at Cam’s flushed cheeks.

“No…I was just doing some push ups.” 

As Matthews walked across the room, Cam’s eyes went wide when he noticed his phone was still unlocked, the photo he had sent to his boyfriend on full display for anyone to see. Cam quickly dashed forward, scooping up his phone just as Quintin dropped down onto the bed. 

“I didn’t know push ups was the new code for sexting.” Quintin smirked.

“How’s Carrie-Ann?” Cam asked, quickly changing the topic.

“She’s doing well. When her parents kicked her out, her plans for college went with her but she’s found a job at a restaurant and a cheap place to rent. Sasha has also been helping her out. My parents said she could stay with them, but she refused. She wants to be independent. Shame she couldn’t just come stay here with me.”

Cam couldn’t understand the thought of not loving a child just because of who they fell in love with. No matter how much of a bitch at times Carrie-Ann had been, she didn’t deserved to be kicked out of her family home because she loved Quintin and her father had problems with Quintin’s skin color. From the end of the last year, Carrie-Ann had grown on Cam. She had defended Rider against Spencer, then at the prom not only had she encouraged Cam to go to Rider, she actively shut down any cheerleaders who had been bad mouthing the couple. He wasn’t sure what had happened to change her opinion of Rider, but he was sure Quintin had something to do with it. 

“What about you and Williams?” Quintin asked. 

It had been just six days since Cam had last seen his boyfriend and it was already difficult. The first night at Kentucky, he had rolled over in bed and was confused when there wasn’t a warm body next to him. During the summer the couple had been inseparable, including sharing each other’s beds. In the last week, he and Rider had messaged each other constantly when they weren’t talking on the phone. Cam was sure if he didn’t have unlimited minutes, his cap would have been hit within the first two days. 

Matthews gently punched Cam’s arm, bringing him back from his daydream. From the smile on Quintin’s face, Cam knew what his friend wanted to discuss. He wanted to rush a fraternity with Cam, have the full college experience. Quintin was in the middle of explaining why playing beer pong every weekend was a good idea when there was a knocking on Cam’s door. Cam was a lot more relaxed this time when he opened the door, revealing Mr. Olivers, the scout that had recruited them. Next to Mr. Olivers was another student who was tall, with pale skin and high cheekbones, silver hair just above his shoulders held back from his eyes by red headband, and a clean shave compared to the stubble that Cam and Quintin currently wore. 

“Mr. Walker and Mr. Matthews. I want to introduce you to Mr. Morales.”

The student walked forward and offered his hand to Cam and Quintin.

“Name’s Fernando,” the student said with a smile.

Fernando was the third recipient of the Issel Scholarship and would be joining them not only on the basketball team but also in history studies. As Quintin asked where Fernando was from, Cam couldn’t help but focus on Fernando’s family name, it sounded so familiar to him. It was when Fernando started talking about being from a small town in Kentucky called Murray that Cam realized where he had heard the name before.

“By any chance do you have a cousin named Dave?” Cam asked, causing a confused look on Quintin’s face.

“Yeah. Dave’s studying chemistry here at Kentucky. How did you know that?”

Cam smiled softly remembering when he had met Rider’s sister Becca and her boyfriend Dave Morales last Christmas. Rider had been afraid to introduce Cam as his boyfriend and although he himself had been nervous, Cam said the words out loud while sliding his hand into Rider’s. Whereas Becca was fairly loud and happy to try and embarrass Rider, Dave was a calm quiet guy. Cam’s favorite moment had been when he and Dave had been sat on the couch, looking through old family albums of the two siblings, both agreeing how cute their younger partners had been. 

“My…erm…my friend’s sister is dating him.”

Cam caught the look of sympathy of Matthews’s face. For his last couple weeks at Belmont High, Cam had been out and proud, but at the moment he was back in the closet. Attitudes around LGBT athletes still hadn’t caught up to the general public’s, and until he knew more about his new teammates it was going to stay just between him, Matthews, Becca, and Dave. Matthews nudged Cam with his elbow, pulling back into the room; Mr. Olivers was already discussing the coming month’s training while trying to find the schedule sheets in his large folder.

“I must have left the schedules in my office. If you excuse me, I will be right back,” the scout said, quickly turning on the spot and heading out. 

“So, where are you guys from?” Fernando looked between them.

Cam’s phone buzzed, distracting him from the conversation, while Matthews diverted the conversation to how Belmont had won their state’s championship. Cam couldn’t help but smile when he saw the name on his phone. As he opened the message, his eyes went wide, and his cheeks flushed a deep crimson as he was greeted by a photo of Rider in front of the mirror in nothing but Cam’s jockstrap. Cam slammed the lock button as Matthews started to lean over, but he wasn’t quick enough—Quintin’s wide eyes revealed he had seen the image.

“Fernando, can you show me where the toilets are on this floor? I live the floor above.” Matthews stammered quickly, looking flush himself. 

Before Fernando could confirm that each floor of the dorms was identical he was pulled out the room by Matthews. Cam let out a sigh and reminded himself to thank Matthews later. He was just glad his new teammate hadn’t caught the image; there was no way Cam would have been able to explain it. Accessing his phone again, the image of his boyfriend reappeared. Cam wished he had more than a couple minutes so he could fix the instant reaction the image had caused. 




You look extremely hot in that image. Shame I opened it around my teammates. Love you and I’ll put better use to the photo later ;)




Cam slipped his phone back in his pocket, adjusting his jeans just as his door swung back open. Cam nodded at Matthews, allowing him to know everything was okay as he and Fernando came back into the room. The trio hardly managed to get another word out before Mr. Olivers came strolling into the room without knocking.

“Okay, gentlemen, here are the schedules. Now, let’s go introduce you to the rest of the team.”

The University of Kentucky’s gymnasium was a lot larger than Belmont High’s. Cam’s head swivelled in all directions as he took in the grand scale, with a smile permanently etched onto his face. It wasn’t long before Cam heard a voice echoing around the room. A number of basketball players started to line up, the majority Cam already knew due to the week he and Matthews had spent at Kentucky last year. The three new players were soon standing in front of the team with all eyes focused on them. Cam’s gaze moved to the left as footsteps echoed around them. A short, plump woman walked across the hall, clipboard in hand, with a stern look on her face. The energy she gave off made Cam swallow hard; she hadn’t even said a word and he already knew she wasn’t someone to be messed with. 

“I’m sure you all know me by now but let me reintroduce myself again. Oseman! Shut up and pay attention.” The short guy on the end of the row instantly silenced and his eyes went wide. “I’m Coach Lieberman. If you’re here, then congratulations on making the team again. Some of you only just made it.” Coach’s eyes fell on Oseman again. “First order of business, everyone please welcome Walker, Matthews, and Morales. These are the freshman joining the team this year.”

The coach handed Cam and Fernando their official team jerseys. Cam looked down to see the black number emblazoned on the white material. A smile spread across his face; he could never escape the number twenty-two. The number was everywhere in his life—his birthday, every team number he had, the day he lost of his father. Once the three had changed into their gym gear, Coach split the team and put the “newbies” through their paces. Cam gave his all, fighting harder than he had against Red Bay in the championship match. By the time Coach blew her whistle, Cam was struggling to breathe but he couldn’t help smile.

“Good going out there, Walker. Olivers said you play Point Guard.”

“That’s correct, Coach.”

“Good. Oseman is our main point guard, but you just dominated him, so there may be some changes. Go get cleaned up, then meet me back in the hall with the rest of the team.”

Cam nodded to the coach before heading to the showers. He was amazed by the facilities as much as he was the gymnasium. Instead of having an open area like Belmont, there were individual stalls protected by a frosted glass door. The shower jets were powerful, instantly relaxing Cam’s muscles, taking away the aches and pains. It wasn’t until he heard Coach shouting into the changing room for people to hurry up that he finally decided to exit the shower cubicle.

“Good playing out there, Walker,” Fernando said, offering Cam a high five.

Cam’s left hand wrapped tight around his towel as his right hit the outstretched palm. Quickly changing back into his clothes, Cam found Matthews speaking to a few players. Alek Patel was the small forward, Hugo Livingston played center, Rhys Cox was power forward and captain of the team, and Jean Livingston the equipment manager and Hugo’s non-identical twin. 

“Good to see you again, Walker. If anyone deserved to get the scholarship, it was you and Matthews.” Rhys slapped Quintin’s back. It had been Rhys that had showed Cam around Kentucky last year. 

“Sorry, guys, Coach wants to see you all now,” Jean said.

“Sure thing, Twist, be right there,” Hugo said to his brother.

Jean had tried out for the team with Hugo during their first year, during his trial he had slipped and twisted his ankle badly, ruling out any chance of joining the team. Coach Lieberman had found Jean’s passion moving, so she assigned him equipment manager. Jean had enjoying the role so much that even after his injury had healed, he remained the equipment manager for the last two years rather than retrying for the team.

Each of the team had their own nicknames. Hugo’s was “Wall” because during his first match an opponent had run straight into him, ending up on the floor with a broken nose. Rhys in his sophomore year went on a juice detox after getting extremely drunk at a frat party and losing all memory of the weekend; since then he had been nicknamed “Decox”. Cam was sure it wouldn’t be long before he and Matthews would be given nicknames. 

The team all walked out together, soon finding themselves on the midcourt line. Coach Lieberman flicked through her clipboard, making the whole team wait on her. 

“Okay, that was a good start to the year. I want to run a couple more drills before I decide on the starters. Now, to go over the rules, not only for the newbies but for some of you who seem to have forgotten them by the end of the last semester.” Coach glared at Oseman and Hugo. “The team practises twice a week minimum, if we make it into the NCAA championship then that will go up to four times a week. If you miss two practises in a row you are cut from my team. If you act like a clown, either at practise or in your classes, you are cut from my team. If your grades fall too low, you will be cut from my team. If I hear about any racists or homophobic…” The pause cut into Cam. “…behaviour, you are cut from my team. That means if you are lucky enough to be here on a scholarship, you can say goodbye to your funding. I make the rules and my decision is final.”

Cam would follow any rule Coach Lieberman made if it meant he could study history and do his father proud.




Chapter 3




Lloyd







The sun bore down on Lloyd as he sat on a bench overlooking the lake, his fingers swiping through the photographs on his phone, a weak smile on his face as he looked over the photos from Rider’s birthday last year. The look on Rider’s face as he stared at Cam…how had Lloyd not realized his best friend had been in love? Lloyd kept looking through the images till his heart shattered; it was from the evening that Cam and Rider had gotten back together. After the two had vanished, Lloyd had slipped next to Yuki whose arm was soon wrapped around him. Yuki had pulled him close and kissed him, during which Sam had snapped the photograph he was looking at now.

Locking the phone, he shoved it deep into his pocket. It had been six months, but it still felt like only yesterday since his heart had been destroyed. Last week, Rider had called, revealing that not only was he at the same college as Yuki, but that he now knew they had split up. Rider had tried calling a couple of times since, but Lloyd couldn’t answer. Every time, his hand started shaking and he broke down in tears. Lloyd didn’t want to bother his best friend with his problems. Moving across the country, starting college, leaving his boyfriend…Rider had too much to worry about already. 

Lloyd rose from the bench and started walking toward the store. He had promised his father he would bring some groceries home. He moved around the store quickly and quietly, hoping to avoid anyone he knew. Averting his gaze from the cashier’s eyes, he slipped the money across the counter and grabbed hold of the groceries, heading out into the warm sun again. Distracted by his feelings, Lloyd almost walked into someone as he exited the store. The man’s gray suit clashed with the bright sky, but his sandy-brown hair was styled perfectly with not a single strand moving in the breeze.

“Mr. Keats, I’m sorry. I didn’t notice you there,” Lloyd said. 

Lloyd’s smile was not returned. Mr. Keats glared at Lloyd before grabbing him by the arm and pulling him around the corner of the store. The building casted a shadow over the two of them, removing them from the public eye.

“Mr. Keats?” Lloyd was frightened of the look on the older man’s face.

“Shut up!” His dark eyes bore a hole into Lloyd. “What the fuck did you do to my daughter?”

“What? I…erm…what do you mean?” 

Mr. Keats stepped forward, pining Lloyd against the wall. Lloyd swallowed hard as he tried to keep eye contact with Sam’s father. Lloyd could feel his legs shaking, terror coursing through him. The bag slipped from his hand, but he didn’t move to pick it up.

“You! You infected Samantha somehow. She was normal till she started dating you!” snarled Mr Keats, flecks of saliva landing on Lloyd’s face. 

“Sir. I…erm…I don’t know what you mean.”

His bony finger started pressing into Lloyd’s chest as he demanded answers, Lloyd’s head bounced off the cold brick of the store as he tried to put distance between them. Vile language was launched at him at such speed Lloyd struggled to understand everything that was being said. The verbal onslaught attacked his senses making the terror he was feeling multiply. Mr. Keats’s daughter had come out as a “dyke”, but that was impossible, his daughter was “normal”. She would grow up normal, have a normal life. No matter how much a “stupid idiotic waste of space” like Lloyd infected her mind. 

Lloyd’s legs almost gave way; it was only the manic look on Mr. Keats’s face that had Lloyd stuck to the wall. Sam had come out to her father. She had been so brave, and her father couldn’t stand it. Lloyd’s fingers pressed hard into his leg to try and stop his arm from shaking. All air seemed to have been pushed from his lungs, his chest became tight. The pounding in his chest started echoing in his ears. Gasping for breath, each one feeling like breathing volcanic fumes. A panic attack was imminent, and there was nothing that Lloyd could do to prevent it. 

“My daughter tells me she’s a dyke. That Williams boy is a faggot. What’s the common denominator? You!” Mr. Keats’s finger pressed hard against Lloyd’s sternum, making him hit his head against the wall again. “You infect everyone you come into contact with.”

Lloyd bit his lip hard, trying to stop it from quivering. He could feel hot coppery liquid flow into his mouth, as he failed to hold in tears. He could no longer keep eye contact with Mr. Keats and his gaze fell to his shoes. It felt like he had been kicked in the gut, the wave of guilt ballooning in his chest. Maybe it was all his fault; if he wasn’t around, then Sam might not be in this mess, Rider might not have been beaten up in school, and Yuki would never have had to feel the pain of breaking up with someone. 

“Stay the fuck away from my daughter, you freak!”

Mr. Keats turned and walked away, a calm look crossing his face as he stepped back into the sunlight, as if nothing had just happened. Lloyd’s legs gave up and he slumped down to the ground. Pulling his hand away from his thigh, his fingers were tinged red, blood starting to stain his jeans from the wounds now in his thigh. His head fell into his hands, defeated. The tears flowed as Lloyd wiped the blood from his mouth, trying to stem the cut from his lip with his tongue. As Lloyd sat on the cold ground all he could think about was how everyone would be better off without him. His hand shook as he pulled out his phone, tears sprinkling the glass as he punched out a message to his best friend. He quickly received a response.




Hey Lloyd, I’m so sorry but I’m just about to head into a lecture but I’ll give you a call after it finishes. 




Lloyd stayed where he was until his breathing returned to normal and his shaking was back under control. It had been a couple years since his last panic attack; it involved him in a bathroom crying until Sam had come in to check on him, ending with him coming out to her. He climbed off the ground, picking up the items that had spilled out of the bag, and proceeded to walk home. He wiped away the last of his tears just as he reached the door. He could hear his father in the kitchen as he entered the house. 

“Hey, Lloyd.” His father smiled. “You okay? Your eyes are red and your lip looks a little swollen.”

“Hey, Dad, I’m fine. Some dirt got in my eye and I rubbed it a bit too long.”

Faking a smile seemed to relax his father as Lloyd put the groceries away before excusing himself. He locked his bedroom and slid into his bed, pulling the covers over his head. Lloyd closed his eyes; his world was devoured by darkness as he slipped into a dreamless sleep, waking only when his father knocked on the door four hours later. 

“Lloyd, are you hungry?”

“Not at the moment, I’ll grab something later on,” Lloyd called from under his duvet

“Okay. Don’t forget, I’m at work in a couple of hours.” Lloyd heard shuffling outside his room. “Lloyd, you know I’m always here if you need to talk. Okay, buddy?”

Lloyd didn’t respond to his father. Instead, he pulled out his phone. No notifications, no messages, no missed calls. It was as if his best friend no longer cared about him. Lloyd bit his lip again, reopening his wound, and tried to hold back the tears. He pulled his journal out from under his bed and started to write. It had been the only way Lloyd had found recently to cope with the dark thoughts going through his head. 







Jane




Jane was in the kitchen reading a book to her younger sister, Sofia, when the doorbell rang. It was strange for the Gomezes to receive a visitor after 7:00 pm. Val passed her daughters, kissing each on the forehead as she headed for the door. Jane turned her attention back to the book she was reading, Sofia smiling at the knight that had just arrived to save the princess. As the door opened Jane could hear crying echoing down the hallway.

“Juana, can you come here, please?” her mom called from the door.

“What about the princess?” Sofia looked up at her sister as she rose.

“I’ll be right back, and then we will find out what happened to the princess.”

Smiling at her sister, Jane left the book open on the table and moved toward the door. Once out of sight of Sofia, the smile dropped and was replaced by worry. A visitor so late who was crying…it brought memories of rushing home to find her mother on the floor in tears at the news of her father. As she approached, Jane could see her mother holding someone close, the crying becoming louder. Jane’s eyes went wide when she noticed it was Sam wrapped in her mother’s arms. 

Jane ran toward the door. “Sam! What’s wrong?” 

Sam looked up, breaking the hug from Val and falling into her girlfriend’s arms. Jane pulled Sam close to her, kissing Sam on the forehead just how her mother had done to her only minutes ago. Through the sobs, Sam explained how she felt she was finally ready to come out as bisexual to her parents. She had waited until her brother had taken the twins out the park before she had sat her father and mother down and broke the news. It wasn’t the same as when Rider or Jane had come out; her father was furious, bursting into shouting before she could finished explaining how she had felt. He had thrown slurs at her, making her feel not normal, before he had to leave for work.

Her mother had remained quiet while the shouting happened, once her husband had vanished, she had pulled her daughter into a tight hug. When her father had returned home from work, he had remained silent, not even looking at her and concentrating on the twins. Only when they had gone to bed did his façade drop. He was angrier than when he left, spitting vile insults about finding the person responsible for corrupting his daughter. When Sam tried to explain how she wasn’t corrupt, that she was still the same daughter she had always been, her father gripped her by the arm, taking her to the front door and throwing her out. Her brother Ant had tried to fight for his sister but received a backhand from his father. Sam left in tears to protect her brother. The red mark was still visible on her arm where she had been grabbed. Anger flowed through Jane, but she fought it back, Sam needed her to be calm right now.

“Oh, Samantha,” Jane’s mom rubbed Sam’s arm as Jane hug her girlfriend tight. 

“I…I…I didn’t know where to go, what to do. I didn’t want Ant to get hit again because of me.” The tears were coming heavy and fast. “I’m so sorry, I have nowhere else to go.”

“You don’t need to be sorry. You are always welcome here. Isn’t that right, Mama?”

“Absolutely. Juana, you take Samantha into the living room. I’ll put the kettle on.”

Sam was soon seated in the living room, Jane on one side of her and Sofia on the other. Her cheeks were stained with tears, but Sam had calmed down slightly. Jane squeezing her hand while Sofia rambled about the most recent argument she and a boy called Aaron had gotten into at the grief group. 

“He said Twix was the best but everyone knows it’s Kit-Kat,” Sofia said adamantly crossing her arms over her chest

Jane slipped away to “check” on the hot cocoa. Her mother was on the phone, her voice quickening and Spanish slipping in, a sign of her mother’s worry. As the call came to an end, her mother took a deep breath before explaining how Sam’s mother had tried to stand up to her husband, but he had shouted her down. From the look on her mother’s face, Jane was sure it was more physical than just shouting. 

“He says that if Samantha isn’t normal then she isn’t welcome home. I promised Julia I would look after her daughter till everything calmed down.” A scowl spread across Jane’s face, causing her mother to pull her into a tight hold. “I know what you are thinking, Juana. Please do not go over there. Don’t do anything to Mr. Keats. It may make things worse.”

“Fine,” Jane said to her mother as she tried to let the anger go. “Thank you, Mama, for letting Sam stay,” Jane said as she hugged her mother back before they joined the two girls in the living room, a cup of cocoa in each hand.

Sam gave a weak smile as Jane explained how she was going to be staying here for a while, Sofia on the other hand was ecstatic about having Sam staying with them. She pulled Sam up to Jane’s room as she explained all the stuff they could do together that Jane had refused to do.

“We can make each other look pretty with makeup.”

“What about Jane?” Sam said, a gentle laugh escaping. 

“She’s too much of a boy to use makeup.”

“Hey!” Jane shouted, causing Sofia and Sam to laugh out loud. 

 Sofia had argued that she was cheering up Sam, which resulted in being allowed to stay up past her normal bedtime. Jane eventually bribed her sister with the promise of ice cream for her to finally go to bed, leaving the two girls alone. It didn’t take long before they were both lying on Jane’s bed, Sam wrapped tight in Jane’s arms.

“Everything will be okay, Sam.” Jane kissed her girlfriend passionately.

“I just…I don’t know.”

“We’ll get through this together. I’m sure your dad will come around. Till then you’re all mine.”




Chapter 4




Rider







It was the first day of his college experience and Rider was already in trouble.

He had arrived at what should have been his first journalism lecture fifteen minutes early, but he had misread his timetable and went to the wrong room. Rummaging through his backpack while crossing the quad, he pulled out the paperwork as the rain hit him in the face. He adjusted the hood on Cam’s hoodie to try and protect him as he looked for the correct building and room. His eyes went wide as he noticed he was supposed to be the other side of campus.

As he shoved the soggy paperwork back in his bag, his phone vibrated in his pocket. He shielded his phone from the rain as best he could as he saw a text from Lloyd. This had been the first message he’d received from the younger boy in the last week, despite the numerous messages Rider had sent. 




Hey Ri. Hope your first day is going well. Any chance you’re free? Could do with a chat?




With only ten minutes to make the fifteen-minute journey, no matter how much Rider wanted to call Lloyd right now, he had to make it to his lecture. Rider sent an apology message and promised to call his best friend afterward. He pushed the phone into his pocket before he picked up speed, running in the direction of his class, the rain coming down heavier with each step. He was out of breath by the time he got to the correct room, with his phone saying he was four minutes late. Taking a deep breath, he pushed the door open slowly hoping to slip into class unnoticed, but his bad luck thanks to the water curse had other ideas. The door creaked loudly, pulling the attention of everyone in the room including the lecturer who had been writing on the board. Rider froze on the spot as everyone glared at him.

“In or out?” the lecturer said.

“Excuse me?” Rider asked, confused. A wave of hushed laughter spread through the room, causing his ears to glow red.

“Either come into my lecture or get out,” the lecturer reiterated. 

Her blonde hair was pulled up into a tight bun, her glasses rode halfway up her nose, and her amber eyes focused sharply on Rider. The tapping of her boot on the floor echoed as he opened the door fully and entered. The door was positioned at the back of the room, with a staircase leading down into the room with seats on either side. With no free seats by the door, he moved down the stairs, his wet sneakers squeaking with each step. Rider made sure to avoid Professor Hudson’s gaze; her eyes were like daggers. She remained silent as Rider moved closer to her, finally shuffling into the first available seat, three rows from the front, his face still burning. 

After a moment, Professor Hudson continued writing on the board. Rider’s eyes went wide when she wrote the course code, Jour 307. Yuki had explained course codes when he’d arrived, the higher the number, the more complex the course. Freshmen courses were always in the one hundred range, sometimes slipping into two hundred, but never up to three hundred. As quiet as he could, he pulled out the soggy timetable, right below the room he saw the course code, Jour 307. There has to be some type of mistake. Professor Hudson’s voice pulled Rider back into the room.

“If you are in my class to become famous, then leave. If you are here because you want to meet famous people, then leave. This is a serious journalism course for serious students. Before I start our first lecture, let’s see how astute you students are. Mr. Late, what’s your name?” Professor Hudson asked, looking at Rider.

“Rider Williams,” he said. 

“So, Mr. Williams, who said the difference between literature and journalism is that journalism is unreadable and literature is not read?” 

Rider could tell she hadn’t chosen him only because he was late but also because she wanted to know if he could handle the course. Rider felt every pair of eyes in the room on him, but he wasn’t nervous. Confidence flowed through him. Simply smiling back at Professor Hudson, he responded, “That would be Oscar Wilde.”

“That’s correct.” The professor nodded at Rider as a hushed whisper went around the room. “So, why are you all here? It is to prove Oscar Wilde wrong. The goal of this course is for you to be able to write journalism that’s readable.”

Rider let out a relaxing sigh as he removed his soaked hoodie and settled back into his seat, pulling out his notebook and pen. As Professor Hudson asked the class more questions, Rider couldn’t help but smirk as he mentally answered questions that others in the room couldn’t. It was around halfway through the lecture when Rider felt a pair eyes on him coming from the left of the stage. Someone sat to the side of the table that hosted Professor Hudson’s notes, a nod from the professor caused the guy to jump up and start passing out study material.

As the Teaching Assistant moved around the room, Rider’s eyes followed him. His slim build matched that of Rider, but he was taller, and his skin had a deep tan compared to Rider’s paleness. He wore his unnaturally dark hair in spikes that seemed to shimmer a dark blue as the light caught it. Rider was sure it had been dyed. As he reached Rider, a smile appeared on his face, and with a simple nod he handed over the course notes. Rider couldn’t help but be drawn to his deep emerald eyes. As the older student moved on, something shiny caught Rider’s eyes; a small silver stud sat in his right ear. 

There was an aura about the student that enraptured Rider, and he couldn’t look away. He wasn’t sure how much of the lecture he missed, it was only when he caught a glimpse of emerald eyes looking back at him that he quickly looked toward Professor Hudson and the writing on the board. Focusing on the lecture, Rider found himself raising his hand more often to answer the questions Professor Hudson asked the class, although he wasn’t sure if the question on what the 5Ws stood for was rhetorical when only himself and one other person had raised their arm. He could see the TA in the corner smile and shake his head every time Rider got a question correct. 

“Some of you have never been in one of my classes before so you won’t know, but my classes are reliant on assignments. Your first assignment is…” Rider could hear a number of murmurs around the room as if they had expected an easy first day. “To write a four-page article about the difference between last year and this year, as well as what you are looking to get out of this course. Please submit all work to my office before four on Friday and you will receive your mark back next week.”

A simple nod from the Professor caused the students to rise from their seats as they started leaving the lecture, all confusing Rider slightly. He had expected some type of bell to signify the end of the class. Rider quickly gathered his belongings and was barely out of his seat before Professor Hudson stopped him. Rider found his eyes focusing on his feet, it was difficult to keep eye contact with the Professor and he was worried if he looked around the room it wouldn’t be long till his eyes settled on the TA. 
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