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Chapter 1

Jordan







I let out a huge yawn as the line for the New York Coffee kiosk moves forward a person. If I don’t get this coffee soon, there’s a semi-decent chance I’ll curl up on the floor and just fall asleep here. I glance at the time on my phone and see there’s still a good twenty minutes till class starts; I’m supposed to meet Mandy here right around now. We’re gonna catch up and then walk to class together.

When I shove my phone back in my pocket, I feel a tap on my shoulder—it’s Mandy. We met in the queer students’ club back in my first year here, and now that we’re both in our final year, we’re still friends. We’ve both grown a lot over the past few years.

“You can make coffee for a fraction of the cost in the dorms, you know.” As she says this, she takes a sip from her branded paper cup with the kiosk’s logo all over it.

“Their coffee just hits different. Besides…” I eye her cup.

“I said you can make it cheaper, not we.”

I roll my eyes, but when the person in front of me pays and leaves, I step up to the counter and place my order. A few minutes later, with coffees in hand, we’re walking down the hall toward our first class of the day. It feels like with every step I take, I’m yawning. The coffee is supposed to help with that, but it’s doing nothing.

“Let me guess,” Mandy says, “still sleeping terribly?”

She asks me mid-yawn, so I ball my fist up in front of my wide-open mouth and nod.

“Benjamin and I are so out of sync, schedule-wise,” I say once my yawn is over. “I get home so late sometimes, and he’s always getting up by four thirty. Once he’s awake and out of bed, I just can’t fall asleep again.”

“You know you could go to bed earlier and keep his sleep schedule.”

“And get up at four thirty? No thanks. Besides, exciting stuff always happens in the evening—like those dreary lectures in our economics class.”

She bursts out laughing at this. “Whoever decided to make a two-hour class on Monday, Tuesday, and Thursday evenings with the most boring professor in the known world needs to be fired.” When we turn a corner, she asks, “And how is Benjamin? Football season is in full swing right now.” I must make a grimace or something, because she then says, “What’s going on? Tell me.”

I roll my eyes. “I’m not airing my dirty laundry for everyone.”

“It’s not for everyone, it’s just for me,” she says. “And I’d hardly call it dirty laundry, whatever’s going on. You two are like a fairy-tale couple, except you’re both Prince Charming.”

I nudge my elbow against hers and direct us to a bench in the hallway. While I’m fine telling Mandy, I don’t want to do it in class where the other people sitting around us can listen in. Out here, there’s so much foot traffic that no one will overhear much.

Sighing, I lean back against the brick wall behind us. I’m so tired I could almost just sleep here like this. Rolling my head to the side, I look at her. “I barely see him.”

“You’ve said,” she says with a nod. “Has it gotten worse?”

“In a way, no, and in a way, yes. Has it literally gotten worse? Probably not. He’s at practice or at the gym every morning and I’m in classes or groups almost every evening. Our time together is mostly on the weekend, and a lot of that time is spent studying or sleeping. But it feels like it’s getting worse because it’s not changing. It’s been almost three months now for this school year and it’s just the same day after day.”

She sighs and gives me a look. When I don’t respond, she nudges me and says, “Let it out.”

“Let what out?”

“Whatever it is that you want to say but you’re too scared to put into words.”

I let out a long breath. “I, uh, it makes me wonder about where we’re going.”

She turns toward me a little bit, and her tone goes softer as she says, “What do you mean?”

I shrug. “He’s a second-string quarterback who’s good enough to be first string; he’s likely going pro or going to take a prestigious college coaching position or something. And I’m on a different track with business studies. I’ll likely end up in the business hub of NYC or something. I just… Sometimes I lie awake at night and wonder if it’s going to work out. Like maybe we’re too different.”

She takes my free hand in hers. “Do you love Benjamin?”

“Absolutely and completely.”

“Does Benjamin love you?”

“I have zero doubts about it.”

“Then you’re overthinking this,” she says.

I can’t help but chuckle. “Overthinking is kind of my trademark, I’ve learned.” I let out a little exhale of tension. “It’s a little more than a question of the future, though, it’s also about the present. We just…we always seem to be apart from each other, except when we’re in bed, and with how poorly I’ve been sleeping lately, I’m too exhausted to enjoy that moment with him.” I can feel my face turning sour, like I sucked on a lemon or something. I don’t like having these thoughts and feelings about Benjamin and our relationship.

“You know it’s okay to not get along perfectly at all times, right?” she asks. “My girlfriend and I didn’t get along for much of last term, but we stuck it out, and now we’re on the other side of it and happy again.”

“You did?” I ask. I tried thinking back to last term but I can’t recall anything different about her or our interactions. “I didn’t notice.”

“I didn’t want people to notice because it was between me and her. But more than that, I still loved her through all of it. A period of unhappiness isn’t going to ruin our years of happiness. We made the best of it, always said we loved each other, and kissed at least once a day. That minimum got us through the rough patch and here we are blissfully happy again.” An alert chimes on her phone, drawing our attention to it. “Oh, crap, class is starting.”

I pick up my coffee and stand, and she does too. “We don’t have to rush. Professor Brinks is always late.” Before we turn and head to class, I tell her, “Thank you.”

She bumps her shoulder against mine. “Of course. Oh, hey, there’s a concert tonight at the student hub, it’s like a battle of the bands thing. Wanna go? It’s Friday, we should live it up a bit!”

I bite my lip and think for a moment. It’s one of my rare nights off, so I was hoping to spend time with Benjamin…even though he probably has something going on tonight, and even if he doesn’t, he’s got his ridiculously early bedtime.

“You can invite him, you know,” Mandy says, like she’s reading my mind.

I give her a half-hearted smile and tap out an invitation to him on my phone. Hey! Gonna join Mandy at a battle of the bands thing tonight. That okay? You’re invited if you want to come along?

Before I can turn off my phone and shove it in my pocket, I get a reply from him. Have fun! I’ll have to pass, got that paper to do… He adds a couple of crying emojis at the end.

I put another smile on my face, but I don’t think this one is even half as convincing as the last, then slip my phone into my pocket. “Just you and I tonight,” I tell her. “Come on, let’s go to class.” 

Thankfully, Mandy doesn’t push and just lets me deal with the blunt hurt of another rejection from Benjamin. I understand—I truly do—but it still hurts that every time I ask him to do something with me, he can’t. I feel like we never have time for each other anymore.




Chapter 2

Benjamin







When I get back to my dorm after my final class, I find it empty. Jordan’s not here. He’s my little mood lifter; when he’s around the world just seems brighter. So to not have him…

I shrug my backpack off my shoulder and let it fall to the bed we use for storing stuff. Unfortunately, the nightstands and bed frames are one unit so we couldn’t push the two twin beds together to make one large bed, so we decided sharing a twin was better than sleeping apart.

I pull out my phone and tap out a text to him. Where are you?

A few moments later his reply comes. I’m at that battle of the bands thing. Invite is still open! We’re at the hub if you wanna join.

For a long moment I consider dropping everything and just having fun with him and Mandy, but then the crushing weight of responsibility comes down on me. I have a paper due tomorrow that I’ve barely started and I have to be in bed in three hours if I’m going to be rested enough for practice tomorrow.

I tap out a reply to him: I want to! But I have to be responsible tonight :( See you when you get home?

He sends a kiss emoji in reply and I send him one back. Then I put my phone down on my desk and pull out the stuff I need for my paper. When I’m all set, I put my hands on my hips and take in the empty room. On the one hand, it’s what I need to get this paper done, but on the other hand, it feels so…barren? Lifeless, maybe?

With a sigh, I sit down in the cheap office chair we bought on Amazon and open my laptop. I start flipping through tabs with the different articles I want to reference, but I’m finding the silence of the room just a little too much. No, it’s not the silence exactly…it’s the absence of Jordan. It could be this exact same quiet with him here and I’d find it infinitely more comfortable. I’d be able to focus.

“I need to burn this off,” I mutter to myself.

I grab an apple from the mini-fridge and pull on my shoes, then head out for a walk through the halls of the dorm. I nod at the people I recognize and do a few laps of the corridors, but I’m not feeling any more settled when I return to the room.

By sheer force of will, I start typing out my paper. It’s far from the strongest I’ve written, but it’ll do the job—and by that, I mean it’ll get a passing grade. I think.

When I submit it online, I realize it’s already past my self-imposed early bedtime. Before I get up from my chair, I open the socials on my phone and look for posts and stories from Jordan to get a sense of how his night is going. The fact that he hasn’t texted likely means he’s having a good time. It doesn’t take long for me to find video clips of the bands, and selfies of him and Mandy having a blast. I’m glad he’s having a good time, though there’s a dull ache in my gut over the fact that I can’t enjoy that good time with him.

I send him a kiss emoji and then get ready for bed. No more than ten minutes later, I’m shutting off the light and slipping into bed, pulling the covers up high. I’ve gotten used to sleeping without Jordan—I don’t like it, but with our different schedules, it’s unavoidable.

I start by lying on my side, as if I were spooning him, but it doesn’t feel right with him not here. Then I roll onto my back and end up just staring at the ceiling.

I know they’re foolish thoughts, but I find my mind constantly going to worries about my relationship with Jordan. Like, are we as destined to be together as we always thought we were? It seems like life just keeps pushing us apart.

He should be here with me right now. I should be waking up with him in the morning. Yet we don’t do either of those things together. I can’t remember the last time we did.

Eventually, sometime around midnight, he comes into the room. I was only half-asleep, so my eyes open pretty quickly at the rattle of the doorknob. I roll onto my side to face him.

“Hey,” I say.

“You’re awake,” he says. He closes the door behind him. Leaving the light off, with just the dim glow of streetlights filtering through the curtains to guide him, I watch as he quickly undresses and gets ready for bed.

“How was the concert?”

“It was fun,” he says, pulling on some pajama pants. “We had a good time. I wish you could have come.” I know he didn’t mean it as a verbal jab, but I still get a pang of guilt over those words. “Did you get your paper done?”

“Barely,” I say. “It’s passable. I hope.”

He chuckles and then climbs over me to slip into bed.

This is what our conversations have been like lately. They almost feel like a business meeting—did you meet this goal, did you finish that task, I had a meeting today, I have a paper to write. Sometimes it feels like we don’t really talk anymore.

He gives me a quick perfunctory kiss goodnight, then rolls over to face the wall. I snuggle close to him, spooning him, and he sighs softly as his body melds into mine.

I want him to say something, like I love you or he misses me or anything to tell me that we’re still who we once were as a couple. Instead, he soon falls asleep, snoring softly.

When he’s fully and completely asleep, I roll onto my back again and stare up at the ceiling.

Why do I miss this boy so much when he’s right here beside me?

Eventually, sleep claims me and what has to only be a few hours later, my alarm is going off. Even on Saturday, I keep up with the early hours and the gym. I learned I do better when I stick to a routine, no matter how tough it is.

Trying my best not to jostle Jordan, but knowing I’m failing because he always wakes when I get up, I carefully slip out of the bed. I plant a soft kiss on his temple and I see the soft light filtering through the curtains is glinting off a half-open eye.

“Enjoy the gym,” he murmurs, then pulls the blanket up tight around him.

I stifle a deep yawn as I set about packing my gym bag, getting dressed, and quietly exiting the room. The halls are completely empty and the only people at the gym are a few other athletes like me.

“Even on a Saturday?” a voice says behind me in the change room. I turn to look and find Anthony, one of our running backs. “Don’t you ever take a day off?”

“I could ask you the same thing,” I say with a smile. “It’s a Saturday at five and you’re here too.”

“Us second strings gotta be better than the rest if we wanna be upgraded to first string,” he says with a laugh.

We’re both really good at football, but neither of us are the top players in our positions at this school, so we’re in second string. If the first string players get injured or are out for any reason, we step in. Although I would love to be first string and play more key games, it’s also kind of nice to not have the team’s entire season hinging on me and my ability to throw a ball. I love it and I can do it, but if I don’t make it and we lose a critical game and we’re out for the season…? That kind of guilt would weigh heavy on me.

Because our workouts are fairly similar, we tag team a lot of the machines together before moving to the free weights for more exercises. When we’re in front of the mirrors and doing dumbbell arm raises, I ask him, “You have a girlfriend, right?”

“They prefer the word ‘partner’, but yeah,” he says.

“Sorry, partner,” I say, correcting myself. He had told me that Jade uses they/them pronouns a while back. “How do you make it work? Like, does football interfere with the relationship a lot?”

He gives me a look in the mirror like he knows I’m not just making small talk. “It interferes, yeah,” he says, “especially since they go to a different university. It really cuts down on how much I can see them. When I get back to our apartment at the end of the night, I basically collapse in bed and I’m asleep instantly.”

The mention of an apartment makes me suddenly realize that we’ll be moving out of our dorm for good at the end of this school year. We haven’t made many plans for that stage of our life yet, but I assume we’ll get an apartment too. Might even move forward in our relationship, whatever that might look like.

“And it…it doesn’t bother you?” I ask, bringing my focus back to Anthony and his relationship.

“It bothers me, believe me,” he says. “But we both know this is a temporary thing. Once we’re both done school, we’ll be able to better plan our lives together. Even if I manage to play football professionally after this, it’ll still be easier since I won’t be doing a full school course load at the same time. It’d be the same if they were heavily involved in something that was important to them; I’d understand and keep communication open so we both knew when we’re feeling something missing.” When I don’t say anything in response, and just focus on raising weights into the air, he says, “Everything okay at home with you and your boy?”

“Yeah,” I say. “I mean, mostly. I’m just feeling a lot of distance lately and it has me worrying a bit.”

“Talk to him,” he says. “That’s all it takes. Talk to him.”

“I will,” I say, giving him a smile.

These conversations are hard to have, though. We’ll see what courage I can muster when I get home. I think some irrational part of my brain worries that if I bring it up, he’ll say, “yeah, I’ve been thinking the same thing…maybe we should break up?” It’s an irrational fear—I know this—but it doesn’t make this any easier.

Maybe I’ll take a half step forward instead of a full step. If I’m not ready for that conversation, then maybe I can at least skip the gym tomorrow and be intentional about spending some time with Jordan in the morning before things get busy for the day.




Chapter 3

Jordan







I let out a contented sigh as I snuggle even closer to Benjamin.

When he’d come home last night—or rather when I’d come home and found him already in bed for the night—he looked like he wanted to say something, but then he didn’t. I know my man pretty well and know that he’ll come out with it eventually if I give him space.

But before I could give it too much thought, he’d declared he was taking the following morning off from the gym, to give his muscles a chance to recuperate. I feel like that’s not the real reason, but maybe the real reason doesn’t matter right now. What matters is that I get to have a leisurely morning in bed with my boyfriend.

I can feel Benjamin’s body heat radiating and I can feel his pulse. We’re spooning, bodies pressed tight together, enjoying a relaxing Sunday afternoon. The thin curtains don’t hold back the bright autumn sunshine, but that sunshine brings warmth with it.

Benjamin—taller than me, bigger, more muscular, in many ways more masculine—is the small spoon to my big spoon. He was embarrassed about this at first, about how he loves being the small spoon, but I managed to convince him that was some toxic masculinity bullshit and he needs to just do what feels good. And having me wrapped around him from behind, protecting him from the world, is exactly what he wants and needs. My big, strong man needs to be held.

His breathing is slightly irregular, meaning he’s slowly waking. I don’t know how long we’ve been asleep—I can’t see the clock from our position. We’re on the bed, facing the wall, and the clock is behind me. But I don’t care what time it is or how long we slept in, because every moment with Benjamin is a moment I’ll treasure forever.

For a moment it feels like our old relationship dynamic is back, the one we had before our lives got too busy and we barely saw each other. I know it can’t last forever, so I want to sink into every second of this morning together. It makes me forget all my relationship worries for the moment. Well, maybe not forget them, but certainly mute them a bit.

I push my lips forward and gently kiss the back of his neck. He lets out a soft exhale that evolves into a quiet moan.

“Hi,” he mumbles.

“Hi,” I mumble back. I kiss the back of his neck again. “Good dreams?”

He nudges the hand I have resting on his chest up to his mouth and he kisses my fingers. “With you next to me? Always.” He kisses my hand again. “I could stay like this forever.”

“Forever and always.”

Somewhere behind us I hear the repeated soft buzz of a vibrating phone.

“That’s yours,” I say.

He groans. “Let it go to voicemail. This is more important.”

After the buzzing stops and there’s a few moments of silence, there’s another short buzz, likely of a text message. Then one more.

“Is that your other boyfriend?” I ask, kissing the back of his neck again.

He lets out a soft chuckle. “You think I have time for another boyfriend?”

I chuckle with him, but an odd thought slips into the back of my mind. I’ve been Benjamin’s boyfriend for almost four years now…I wonder when we’ll become more than boyfriends…and what that might look like.

There’s a buzzing of a phone call again, but much closer. It’s mine this time, on the headboard just above us.

“Is that your other boyfriend?” Benjamin asks.

I laugh softly. “No, because I told him to email me, never call.”

“Uh-huh…and what’s this cutie’s name?”

“Hush, dear. A secret romance isn’t secret if I tell you about it.”

He snuggles in closer to me. The call ends and all is silent again. Then there’s the short buzz of a text message, my phone vibrating hard against the wood of the headboard.

“Sounds urgent,” Benjamin says. He’s trying to play it off casually, but there’s a concern at the edge of his voice. His body has also tensed up a bit; he’s no longer melded against me. I’m starting to feel it too. A call to him, two texts, a call to me, and a text.

I groan as I reluctantly let go of my man and reach above my head to fish around for the phone. “This better not be my dad calling about the printer again.” My fingers finally land on the glass of my phone screen and I pull it down to me. It takes my brain a moment to take in what my phone is showing me.

A text message from Mom. Call me. It’s an emergency.

I push myself into a seated position, the abrupt movement pulling Benjamin out of his post-sleep stupor. He looks up at me with concern written all over his face.

“What is it?”

“I don’t know,” I mumble. I unlock my phone and tap my mom’s name, quickly hitting the call button.

It takes her no more than a second to answer. “Jordan, thank God.” There’s clear panic in her voice. This is definitely not about the printer.

“Mom? What is it?” I have all sorts of horrible images flashing through my mind. Dad dying in a car wreck, the house burning down, my sister Lila mauled by dogs.

“Is Benjamin there?” she asks, almost cutting me off. Without waiting for me to confirm or deny, she says, “Put him on.”

I hand the phone to Benjamin and he looks at it like it’s made of fire or something. Shakily, he takes the phone from me and holds it up to his ear.

“Hello?”

I can barely make out my mom’s words; it’s little more than a mumble. But I hear two words very clearly. Heart attack.

“What?” Benjamin says. His lips are trembling and tears are gathering in his eyes. I put my arm around his shoulder, an action that would normally have him sinking into me, but he’s still rigid and shaking. “Yeah. Yes. Of course.” After a few more moments, he says, “Thank you. Bye.”

He’s frozen. Unmoving. I take the phone from his hand, shut it off, and put it down on the bed beside me. I swing around and sit on my knees to face him. He’s still staring straight ahead, unmoving. Those tears that gathered in his eyes are now rolling down his cheeks.

“What happened?” He doesn’t answer me. I pick up his hand and hold it in both of mine. “Benjamin?”

Slowly, his pupils shift until he’s looking at me.

“My dad had a heart attack. He’s in the hospital. He’s going into surgery.”

“Oh my God,” I say. I pull him in for a hug, the tightest hug that I’ve ever given anyone in my life. “I’m so sorry.”

This time he melts into me. Or maybe it’s more that all his strength collapses and he’s a weak shell of who he normally is. The weight of what happened to his father is too much for him. I can be his strength. He sniffles but I can tell he’s working hard at holding back his tears.

“What do we do?” I ask.

“I need to see him,” he says immediately. He shifts and looks up at me and I look down into those wet eyes of his. “What if he doesn’t make it?”

I give him a gentle kiss on the forehead. “He’s at the hospital. He’s surrounded by doctors and nurses.” I want to tell him his dad will be fine, but I have no idea what the survivability rate is in this situation, and I don’t want to offer him false hope. Finally, I settle on something I can say. “If they’re taking him into surgery, then they must think he’ll make it.”

He squeezes his eyes shut and a couple tears leak out and roll down his face. I wipe them up with my thumb and give him another kiss on the forehead.

“I need to go home,” he says as he opens his eyes again.

I give him a squeeze of a hug and then shift to lift my laptop up from off the floor. “You need to email your profs and your coach and I’ll look for a plane ticket for you.”

Giving him a task seems to break the paralyzing hold fear has on him. He pushes himself up and gets off the bed, leaving me feeling cold without his warmth pressed against me, and grabs his phone, thankfully coming back into bed alongside me. He mutters swears as his shaky fingers fill the emails with typos, but I watch over his shoulder and see that he manages to get the messages corrected before hitting the send button.

It doesn’t take me long to find a flight for him, leaving tonight. I debate booking two tickets, but I don’t think my profs would let me off the hook for attendance and assignments since it’s not my father. I feel a bit bitter about that. I verify the details with him and then charge the flight to my family’s account.

Thanksgiving is less than a week away and I already have a ticket booked home. It hurts my heart that I can’t be with Benjamin on this very difficult journey, but I’m thankful that I can follow soon and hopefully be the rock he needs. Despite our growing distance lately, I know he needs me close and I want to be there for him.

With our details settled, I put my laptop on the floor and try to pull Benjamin into another spoon. His body feels rigid and I can feel his heart thundering against his ribs. I know we’re not going to get romantic with this cuddle right now, but I’m hoping it’ll at least calm his nerves a little bit.

“I’m scared,” he says. He turns around to face me and takes my hands into his. “What if he doesn’t make it?”

He asked that question earlier and I give him a different spin on the same answer I did then. “He’s in the hospital—if anything happens, he’s surrounded by experts who can help him.” I pull his hands toward me and kiss his knuckles. “And whatever happens, I’ll always be by your side.”

“I don’t know what my mom would do if she lost him,” he says. “They’ve been together forever.”

I picture his mom. She’s a strong woman who doesn’t let anything stop her. If she were to lose her husband, she’d be devastated, but I know she’d push forward and make the best of life while honoring his memory. I try to put myself in her shoes, to imagine what that might be like, and then my head is filled with awful mental images of Benjamin having a heart attack and me having to carry on by myself after losing the love of my life. Anxiety and fear clutches at my heart.

“Everything will be okay,” I say. It’s partly for him, but also partly for me and my fears of growing old without him.

He fidgets in the bed, his legs seemingly unable to remain still. “I need to pack,” he says. “I need to be moving, to be doing something. Lying here with you, as much as I love it normally, feels wrong right now.”
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