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GiGi DeGraham


For Ethan


Chapter One

Justin

JUSTIN RAN HIS hand over his jean-covered thigh and brought the other up to his forehead, shielding his eyes as he focused on his textbook, seeing nothing. Don’t look, don’t look, he told himself as his knee began to bounce. His fingers pulled the curved and frayed brim of his ballcap lower as if it could camouflage him. Justin pinched the bridge of his nose, and he knew he was going to do it. Down to his soul, he couldn’t not look. He couldn’t resist it—this undeniable urge. It happened every time.

And he looked.

It was the guy.

Ethan Andrews was supposed to be studying for an end-of-the-first-week fall quiz just like Justin, but currently, he joked around with his study group, who all shushed one another through their bouts of laughter in the library. Ethan grinned, nodding convincingly through his fight, gripping his side as if in pain. His shoulders shook, his head moving back and forth in what seemed like a desperate plea to make it stop. The others in the group were nearly goners, too, as they tried to abide by the library aide, who warned them once again. This was her third trek back to their table. Something over there was beyond funny. The entire group was on the verge of getting kicked out of the fourth-floor study lounge.

Justin’s cheek pinched as he tried not to smile himself. He’d seen Ethan Andrews in action like this before. He was just funny, or so Justin thought, though he’d never actually been in on the joke since he didn’t even know the guy. When Justin would see him on campus, Ethan was always with others: a friend or someone from a class. Justin rarely saw him alone. There never seemed to be an opportunity to strike up a conversation or accidentally bump into him. Not that Justin would.

But he’d turned this strange obsession into a terrible habit, this expert-level Ethan-watching. So, Justin wasn’t buying it, not when he caught the brief moments that made him wonder. The ones overlooked by others when Justin saw those barely there glimpses of sadness concealed behind brave smiles and mixed in with the guffaws. He peeked between his fingers. And there, that little swallow, the quick glance downward, and Justin waited for it. The telltale subconscious rub of fingers across the forehead before Ethan went right back to laughing.

The girl working as an aide approached the table again. This time, her firm fists were pissed-off-planted on her hips. She waved around at the other students trying to study, and Justin quickly looked down again. The entire table turned to take in the only other student on the floor: him.

Justin flipped the geology lab workbook page so he wouldn’t look suspicious, but he hadn’t read a damn thing since Ethan had arrived and joined the group. This guy was everywhere, all the time. At the Coffee Stop, in the science lab, in his geology class, running around the track, in the gym, and now, in one of the last places Justin thought he’d see him, in the library. The one place Justin thought he’d be safe from his one-and-only distraction and the constantly nagging question: Which was the real Ethan?

Realizing he couldn’t do it, not with Ethan-ology overshadowing geology, Justin packed up his things, slipped out, and headed back to his dorm. He’d have to try to study there. Though it was nearly impossible to concentrate in his room, with all the testosterone and adrenaline-driven antics in the hallways, a football always flying, or someone knocking on the door every five minutes to see if he wanted to join them or go to a party.

Despite the chaos, at least he’d be free from the close proximity of Ethan Andrews in the library. Justin sighed; his reaction to the guy confused him more every time. Yeah, he knew what his mind and body were trying to tell him, but it was also something he could never pursue. Sure, the world had changed in leaps and bounds, but if he wanted to play ball, he had to keep that shit locked down. Oh, the NHL had tried it with “Pride Night” and special jerseys, but even they’d skated that back faster than a five-hole slap shot.

The media vultures were waiting for someone else to get outed in any sport, not just football, and it wouldn’t be Justin. At least two big leaguers had come out, but still. Not when he was only in his second year of college ball. Not when he didn’t even know for himself. And his parents, he didn’t think they would care. They weren’t the problem. Justin knew exactly who the problem was.

Justin unlocked the door to his dorm room, dodging bodies roughhousing, and dropped his backpack on the bed. Frustrated with himself, he pulled out his books and began again. He was a good twenty minutes into preparing for the quiz the next day when he realized he’d left his phone and some of his notes at the library. Justin squeezed his eyes closed tight for a moment.

I can be such a dumbass sometimes.

Justin knocked on his suitemate’s door. He used Shawn’s phone to call himself, hoping someone, the aide—he prayed—would hear it buzzing on the plastic seat. That hope died, swirled a few times, and went right down the drain when someone else answered his phone.

“This is Justin Halstead’s phone,” a guy said, and Justin ran a frustrated hand over his face, already knowing who had his phone.

“This is Justin,” he said.

“Oh, hey, Justin, this is Ethan Andrews,” Ethan said.

Of course, it is.

Justin could only shake his head. This is what he got for being so distracted, a lurker—an Ethan-watcher—and here came karma. Maybe not a lurker since that was creepy, but Justin was…well, very aware of Ethan, like, constantly aware. Yeah, he was going with that word choice and steering clear of anything sounding more stalkerish. He definitely wasn’t that guy.

Ethan’s bright and teasing tone didn’t falter. “Yeah, I guess you figured out you left your phone in the library. And who knew you took such copious notes, Justin Halstead.” Then, he laughed.

Justin was momentarily distracted by the sound of Ethan’s great laugh. He could hear papers shuffling in the background and then a pen being intentionally clicked several times.

“Nice pen, too,” Ethan said.

“Uh…” Justin had no words, hoping Ethan would keep talking. Keep laughing. And holy shit, Ethan knew his name, his full name.

“It’s really smooth; the ink just glides. No wonder your notes are so neat,” Ethan said.

Justin silently agreed. It was a great pen, a wide-point TUL, and it was like writing with soft butter. Justin liked it because it felt faster than most, and he could get everything down before his professor moved on.

“Yeah, um, I like it,” Justin said, sounding like an idiot. He shook his head; Jesus, he could do better than this.

Ethan belted out a laugh. “Tell me how you really feel.”

There was a pause Justin didn’t fill.

“All right,” Ethan continued, “down to business, it seems. Where are you? I’ll swing by and drop off your things. I’m about to leave the library now.”

“Yeah, I’m at the football dorm.” Justin’s knee was at it again, and he pressed his heel to the floor to make it stop. He glanced at Shawn’s phone screen when there was no response.

Ethan let out a nervous laugh. “Eh, maybe you come pick it up from me, then?”

“Nah, man, it’s cool. You guys were studying for the quiz, right?” Justin asked, slightly panicked as his suitemate walked into his room and glanced at him.

“‘It’s cool,’ he says. Me in the football dorm,” Ethan said slowly, questioningly.

“It is. Just come up the stairs, and I’m in 214. And thanks for finding my things.”

“Yep. Anything good on here I can snoop through?”

Justin thought for a moment. “Hardly, but, hey, thanks again.”

“Yeah,” Ethan said and hung up.

Justin thanked Shawn as he handed the phone back to him. “I left mine at the library.”

Glancing around, Justin made sure his shit was squared away in his room after Shawn left. His heart hammered, and the shirt beneath his armpits began to feel sweaty.

Holy shit.

Ethan Andrews was coming to his room. Justin could finally get his answer. He frowned. Maybe getting his answers wasn’t the greatest idea because then Justin would have no reason to continue keeping an eye on Ethan.


Chapter Two

Ethan

ETHAN SINGSONGED TO himself, “Going to the football dorm,” as he swiped the screen of Justin’s phone.

No password.

What a dumb ass.

Ethan frowned, disappointed by the factory wallpaper and lack of intriguing or hopefully implicating apps. The photo gallery only contained images of school notes, snapshots of what looked like football plays on a whiteboard, and a few random pictures of Justin with his teammates. Nothing shocking or questionable.

No pics that fulfilled Ethan’s jockish expectations—because he so would have forwarded that shit to himself had there been. Ethan walked slower, searching. Not even a compelling Google search history. The last thing the guy had searched was: Is it farther or further? And okay, he realized he shouldn’t snoop too deeply into the phone belonging to a guy who could absolutely kick his ass. Resigned, Ethan locked it back and held it with the notes.

He was keeping the badass pen because—That’s the price you pay, Justin Fucking Halstead.

Ethan walked in the opposite direction of his own dorm and wondered about Justin. They’d had a few classes together; Halstead, as everyone else called him, was a somewhat popular football player. And he was a hot one compared to some of the intimidating brutes he hung out with or who were always around him. Ethan recalled reading Justin’s essay last year about his love of football.

Ethan sighed.

For a guy like Ethan, the football dorm was either the stuff of really great fantasy or absolute nightmare. He stopped on the path and stared at the building housing football jocks and the subjects of a few naughty daydreams and a good healthy dose of fear. Ethan headed for the door as one of the very giants was coming out.

“Hey, can you hold that for me?” Ethan called, lifting his free hand.

“Yeah, man, who are you looking for?” the linebacker-like guy asked suspiciously, eyeing Ethan as if he knew him.

“Justin Halstead.” Ethan held up the notes and phone. “He lost his stuff.”

The big guy chuckled. “Typical. He’s in room 214.” He pointed inside. “Use those stairs; don’t take the elevator.”

Ethan thanked him as he let him in.

“Yeah, man, are you good?” linebacker guy asked.

Ethan nodded and headed up, so used to these responses to him now. It no longer bothered him when people got weird and overprotective around him. It happened constantly, even with people like this guy, who didn’t even know him. They just knew of him.

Ethan knocked on the door of 214, and Justin opened it and stepped back to let him in. Justin had on the same thing he’d been wearing in the library but was now barefoot. Ethan forced his eyes to Justin’s face. But Justin just stood there, holding on to the open door and unblinking.

Deer in the headlights.

Justin was acting a bit strange. Ethan assessed him as Justin let out a nervous-sounding laugh, swiped a hand across his forehead, and wiped it on his thigh.

“Thanks for bringing them,” Justin said and motioned to a couch in front of a television and game system. “You want to come in?”

Okay, Justin was being weird. Ethan waved the notes and phone and then extended his hand, holding them out expectantly.

“Uh, yeah,” Justin said, not taking them. “I thought you might want to go over the practice quiz questions?” Then he pointed inside with two shakes of his finger at the couch.

Ethan frowned; it seemed as if Justin wasn’t breathing normally. Knowing it was likely the stupidest thing he could do—crossing this particular threshold—Ethan found himself standing in front of Justin’s couch as directed.

“Are you all right?” Ethan asked.

Justin shut and locked the door. He sucked in a breath, let it out, and then laughed awkwardly.

“Yeah, sorry.” Justin indicated the couch and table again, where books and more notes were strewn about as if he’d been trying to study.

With another glance at the solo study session happening on the coffee table, Ethan pulled off his backpack, sat down, and laid the papers and phone on the table. Suddenly, he felt guilty about his behavior in the library as his eyes took in the array and uncapped highlighters. He’d seen and could hear just how noisy Justin’s dorm was beyond the locked door.

“Sorry we were being so loud, and you had to leave the library. We felt bad—well, for at least a second. It’s really loud here. Now, I do feel bad.”

“Nah, it’s no big deal,” Justin said. “I’m glad you heard my phone.”

“You know, you should password-protect it.” Ethan unzipped his bag and pulled out his notes from study group. Maybe if he ran through what the group had come up with and helped Justin, he could eliminate the guilty feeling.

“There’s nothing on that thing; that’s, like, my fourth one.” Justin laughed nervously and didn’t make eye contact, which was even weirder. “They don’t last long with me.” Justin sat and held out his hand for Ethan’s notes.

Ethan handed them over, and Justin spread the notes out, leaning over to compare answers. Ethan took the opportunity while Justin was distracted to look around. Everything was neat and tidy, but there wasn’t much in the guy’s room—a lame mass-produced football equipment poster on the wall and a framed picture of Justin with his parents at his graduation. What did impress Ethan was a bookshelf jammed tight with books.

“Mind if I look at your books?” Ethan asked and stood so Justin wouldn’t say no. Justin only nodded as he copied down something from Ethan’s pages.

“Yeah, man, and the bathroom is there, and there’s water and beer in the fridge,” Justin said.

Ethan grabbed himself and Justin water and set Justin’s down on the coffee table. He headed for the bookshelf and drank as he eyed each row, tilting his head at the sideways crammed-in titles. He was impressed by several classics, some high fantasy, sports memoirs, and the many literature textbooks. Those looked well-worn and older. A few banned titles also stood out—definitely not reads currently available on the campus bookstore shelves.

“Are you a lit major?” Ethan asked.

“Yeah,” Justin said, seeming slightly less strange now. “Those were my mom’s. She teaches English and literature in high school back home.” Justin turned back to copying notes.

“Huh.” Ethan continued to study each shelf. Satisfied that this guy was not what he’d imagined, Ethan returned and sat down. He remembered Justin’s essay had been well-written, with few errors, making Ethan’s editing work easy. It had been one of those “swap essays and workshop your classmate’s story” assignments.

“I got a different answer for twenty-three,” Justin said, pointing it out but still not making eye contact. “I think this one is ‘sedimentary.’”

Ethan checked it and then reached into his bag for his textbook. “Let’s see.”

And that’s how he spent the next two hours in Justin Halstead’s room. They found several other questions with issues and conflicting answers but worked through them. Over those two hours, Justin somewhat relaxed, but something was off about the guy to Ethan. He couldn’t put his finger on it and hoped the dude wasn’t on Adderall or illegal script drugs students sometimes took. He came across as fidgety and uncomfortable.

Justin seemed to have several repetitive nervous habits. He’d rub a single finger behind his ear, scratch back and forth lightly at the hairline on his forehead, and crack his neck and knuckles. The red spot behind his ear had now seeped down the side of his neck in a faint streak. Ethan briefly wondered if Justin was nervous. But, no, that couldn’t be it.

“I’ll send out a text to the group since we got these wrong,” Ethan said. He swiped his screen and tapped a text. He hit send, leaned in, and stared at Justin to make him look back at him. “Want me to add you to our study group text chain?”

“Sure,” Justin said with a single quick glance, still avoiding, and told Ethan his number.

Justin picked up his phone as it buzzed, tapped in Ethan’s name, and saved the new contact. Sensing the study sesh was about to conclude, Ethan closed his book and reclined on Justin’s couch.

“Seriously, how do you study here?” Ethan asked, voicing his previous concern. “Damn, now I’m genuinely sorry we were so loud in the library.”

“Nah, man, it’s fine. It’s not like this in your dorm?” Justin fidgeted with a pen similar to the one Ethan had stolen. So, no, Ethan wouldn’t feel an ounce of guilt over the minor transfer of ownership.

“No, not at all. I’m in Lawson; it’s super quiet. Come study there if you want.” Ethan scribbled down his room number on the corner of Justin’s notebook page. “We have a study lounge, and it’s all single suites.”

“Yeah, how’d you manage that?” Justin asked, but Ethan was sure he already knew; everyone knew.

“The university decided it was best to put me there, in the graduate dorm,” Ethan said and swallowed. “After what happened last year.”

Justin nodded as if he remembered the incident. “I’m sorry that happened to you.” This time, he did look at Ethan. Now, Ethan could see Justin’s eyes weren’t red, and the pupils weren’t dilated, but they held a “look.” It wasn’t pity he saw staring back at him. Ethan blinked, then allowed his mental Zamboni to clean that ice and those impossible ideas flooding his mind right out of his rink.

Ethan shrugged it off. “It’s done. They’re gone—I got outed—and they gave me a private room.”

Justin narrowed his eyes at the evident scar that ran from the corner of Ethan’s eyebrow to his ear, and Justin’s jaw clenched; the skin on his left cheek ticked.

Ethan reached up and rubbed at the scar that disappeared into his hair a few more inches. “They got charged. It’s all over now.”

“I’m still sorry that happened to you. I wish…” Justin shook his head. “Yeah, so, the next quiz. It is tough to study here.” Justin snapped a picture of the room number Ethan had written on the paper. He glanced at the wall clock and then at his door.

Ethan knew this dorm had major curfew rules and began gathering his things; it was time to go.

“Hey man, did you get your phone back?” asked Shawn from the suite’s shared bathroom door. “Oh hey, man.” He gave Ethan a dude-bro head nod. Everyone knew Shawn, an eye-candy ladies’ man who undoubtedly had a few homecoming king crowns under his belt. Though glancing again at Justin, Ethan knew who he would have voted for—the quiet prince over a rowdy king.

“Yeah, Ethan found it at the library,” Justin said, and he and Shawn waited as Ethan put his books and notes in his bag and zipped it up.

“Thanks again for sharing the notes,” Justin said, standing from the couch.

“No problem.” Ethan shouldered his backpack and turned for the door.

“Hang on, I’ll walk you out,” Justin offered.

“That’s okay. I’m good.” Ethan nodded at Shawn as he passed by.

“You doing all right?” Shawn asked him.

“Yeah, I am. Thanks for asking. See ya.” And Ethan was out and down the stairs.


Chapter Three

Justin

JUSTIN STOOD IN his doorway and watched Ethan leave until he went down the stairs and was out of sight. He headed across his room to the windows and parted the blinds to look at the sidewalk below.

Shawn came in and flopped down where Ethan had been. “Lucky that dude found it and not some clinger.”

“Yeah,” Justin said, still at the window.

He leaned in and stared below until Ethan exited the dorm’s front door and made his way, headed for Lawson. He stayed there until he could no longer see him. Justin ignored the demanding urge to rush out and walk with him, getting him safely to his dorm. He wanted more time to listen to him talk or at least get to know him, more time to figure Ethan out. Instead, Justin returned to the couch and sank down.

He took a deep breath of what felt like his first actual oxygen in the last two hours. “And I got some answers I didn’t have for the take-home practice quiz.”

“Sucks what happened to him,” Shawn said, and Justin blew out a long exhale.

“I think he’s okay now.”

“Can you imagine, though?” Shawn shook his head.

Everyone knew who Ethan Andrews was and what had happened to him from the night campus had gone on lockdown, and three students were arrested after jumping him. Ethan had been hospitalized and all classes and activities canceled while campus and municipal police conducted criminal investigations. Crime scene tape had been strung up and students directed away from that part of campus. An entire building was shut down for two weeks. It had been on national news.

“That was some bad shit.” Justin rubbed at his study-strained eyes, remembering some of the darker details from the gossip. No one knew the real story, as the university had tried to protect the victim as much as possible. But the aftermath on campus, all the safety and security changes that had happened as a direct result, left little doubt about what had happened to Ethan Andrews in that elevator and then the basement where he’d been found.

“I can’t believe he stayed here,” Shawn said, glancing at the door. “But I heard he’s got a free ride, and the university did everything they could to make it right.”

“How do you make something like that right?” Justin asked, not wanting to think about what might have happened and the parts he and everyone else knew did happen to Ethan a year ago. An assault and battery victim jumped in a three-on-one situation. No one wanted to confirm the unspoken allegations of what else had happened to Ethan in that basement storage room.

“I don’t think you can,” Shawn said. “Man, you should invite him to the game.” He motioned to the coffee table notes and Justin’s phone. “You never use your will calls.”

“And if something happens to him there?” Justin frowned at Shawn.

“Man, that dude is untouchable now. Nobody is ever going to fuck with him. I feel bad for him, just like everyone else. If anyone was stupid enough to try, they’d get mobbed by the entire student body and the faculty. Hell, I bet the dean would drop-kick them himself.”

Justin agreed with Shawn on that point. It was as if the student body had handed down some unwritten rule. If Ethan stayed, he would be safe. Then Justin said, “We’ll see.”

“Keep up with your phone, man.” Shawn laughed as he got up, “What is that, like, number six now?”

Justin admitted, “Only the fourth.”

“Thank God you can keep track of a football,” Shawn said as he went back through the bathroom passageway.

With Shawn gone, Justin picked up his phone, scrolled to his burning new contact, and stared at the irresistible name.

“Bad idea,” he said as he typed out the text. Fuck yes, he wanted Ethan Andrews at his game, and thank you, Shawn. Just the thought of Ethan in the stands made Justin’s heart beat faster and familiar football adrenaline pump through his veins.

Justin: I never use my will call guest tickets if you want to come to the game.

Ethan: Yeah, I’ve never been to one, thanks.

Justin: Show your student ID at the will-call window, and they’ll be there. How many? If you want to bring someone.

Justin had been hesitant about that last question, but it was something he wanted to know, shouldn’t want to know, and had to know, all at the same time. Did Ethan have someone? A partner, a…

“Fuck,” Justin muttered, unable to even think the word. He was getting way ahead of himself but had already sent the damn message.

Ethan: No, just the one ticket will be great. Do I have to cheer for you?

Justin smiled, but his competitive athletic side had his fingers typing before his brain could catch up.

Justin: Yes. Only me.

Justin’s knee bounced as he stared at the dots in the message window. They vanished and then started over again. Come on, come on, he encouraged his phone screen.

Ethan: Will do.

He wasn’t sure how to take the response, but Ethan was coming to his game. Justin could already feel the hyped-up high he’d be riding for the next forty-eight until kickoff. He called the athletics department office to request the single ticket and asked for one of the better seats closer to the field rather than the student section or general admission. Swinging a single for those would be easier than multiples, and excitement almost overwhelmed him as it was handled.

“All season?” the girl asked.

“Yeah,” Justin said, thinking, why not? Hell, if he was this pumped over Ethan coming to his game… Instant superstition struck him, as if Ethan had to be there for every single game.

Justin: It’s taken care of. Your ticket will be there.

Ethan: Do I cheer now?

Justin stretched out on the loveseat couch as best he could and enjoyed Ethan’s humorous side for the first time. He rubbed at his cheek and the strange twinging sensation there. Justin realized he’d been smiling the entire time, and it wasn’t something he usually did. He tried to think of something else to send, but with the ticket business handled, he drew a blank. He closed his eyes, imagining Saturday, then jerked at the sound of his phone.

Ethan: Are you taking me up on the quiet study spot? Your dorm is ridiculous.

Justin: I think I am.

Ethan: You feel sorry for me, don’t you?

Justin: Nope, just trying to say thanks, and Shawn suggested it.

Ethan: Well, if Shawn suggested it, I’ll be there.


Chapter Four

Ethan

ETHAN GRINNED AT his phone screen. It was a nice gesture, the game ticket, and he did get that Justin felt terrible for him. Just like everyone else on campus, but Justin hadn’t asked for the gory details. He hadn’t dwelled on it or allowed Ethan to either. Hell, he practically refused to look at him. That was a different response, and Ethan took it for what it was. Shawn, who did act like everyone else on campus, had suggested it, and Justin agreed. So…Ethan guessed he was going to a football game tomorrow.

No big deal.

Just like any typical college student whose lifeblood was football.

“What do you think I should wear to a football game?” Ethan asked his mom on the phone as he stared into his closet.

“Oh my God, hang on, and let me get your dad. Are you seriously going to a football game?”

“Yeah, a player in my study group gave me a ticket.” Ethan pulled out a university hoodie and a clean pair of jeans.

“Hey, son, Mom says you needed some football advice?” His dad sounded amused.

“No, just what to wear…” Ethan sighed reluctantly. “But what to expect?”

“A big crowd. It will be insanely loud. Are you good with that?” His father’s concern was unmistakable.

“Yeah, crowds are better for me.”

“Dress warm, cover your head, gloves, too, and you should be good. Grab some hot cocoa from the concession, and you’ll be just fine. Their team’s done pretty well so far this season. Who is the player?”

“Justin Halstead. I don’t know what he does on the team.”

His father jokingly repeated, “‘What he does.’ Oh, Ethan, what position he plays, and he’s a tight end.” His father sighed. “A football game, after all this time.”

“Yeah, I love how Mom passed the phone to you. Did she throw it?”

“Nearly. You can leave or find security if you feel…”

“I’m good, Dad. I promise. I have a knit cap, hoodie, and winter jacket. There will be a lot of people there. The traffic near the stadium is always bad on game days, so I know it’s a big crowd.”

There was a long pause, and Ethan waited.

“Study group,” his father said, letting the words linger. But Ethan hadn’t missed the suspicion in his tone. And the attention to detail, typical of his father.

“Yeah, he left his phone in the library. I found it and returned it to him, and then to thank me, he got me a ticket. He’s a lit major, but he’s also in my science class. We had freshman composition together last year. I know who he is.”

“All right, sorry.”

“No, it’s fine; I appreciate it. Maybe if I’d paid more attention to your advice…”

“Don’t,” his father stopped him. “Don’t do that.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“You still want to stay?”

“Yes, things are getting better. And hey, I think I made a friend—well, maybe. I’m not sure yet. He’s not like those I’ve had or been making…” Ethan trailed off, unsure how to describe Justin’s reaction or attitude about him compared to everyone else.

“Hang on,” his dad said, and Ethan could hear his old-school, fat-finger, keyboard-clacking sounds in the background and his mother asking who that was.

Ethan cringed at the curiosity in her tone. His dad put the phone on speaker and then relayed what Ethan had said. Ethan shook his head as his father read off Justin Halstead’s football stats. When your dad was a high school football coach, this was what happened, and Ethan silently waited, understanding little of it.

“He’s looking pretty good this year, hmm, last year too,” his dad said, sounding more excited.

“Cute too,” his mom said through the speaker, and Ethan groaned.

“Really?” Ethan and his dad said it simultaneously, and they all laughed.

“I think you’re good. This kid’s probably already got scouts looking at him, so no doubt, he’s keeping out of trouble. No red flags on my end,” his dad confirmed.

“So, not a psycho killer?” Ethan only half joked.

“I think you’re okay. Dress warm; he’ll be the one blocking, catching the football, and running it in to score.” There was a pause. “Yeah, forget what I just said; just look for number fourteen,” his dad corrected and then laughed, loud and long.

It was something none of them had genuinely done in quite a while, and Ethan nodded, surprisingly pleased over this call. This was good. And he was talking football with his dad. Ethan asked a few more questions just for the sake of making his father believe he was actually interested in his beloved sport.

“So, he’ll be the one scoring the points,” Ethan said. “Oh, or getting tackled.”

“Most likely.” His dad’s tone was still upbeat. “I’m telling you, he’s got promising numbers for next year’s draft.”

“Okay, Dad, that’s all the football I can take,” Ethan said with a teasing groan.

“Charge your phone, text me, and check in regularly if you can,” his dad said—back to the role of the cautious father of a traumatized son.

“I will—love you guys,” Ethan said, and they repeated it and ended the call.

It had been a good conversation, and Ethan plugged his phone in and got dressed. Gone were the days of blowing off his parents’ advice. No, he listened now, after last year.

*

ETHAN WAS AN idiot. Of all the places he’d never been and never imagined himself ever being, but there he sat, his torn single ticket stub still in his hand.

Thanks to one Justin Fucking Halstead.

Ethan slipped the stub into his wallet, shoved a bag under his seat, and leaned back in the slightly comfortable stadium seat. He looked behind him and up, noticing the seats above weren’t like his. He’d missed the game opening as the girl behind the window had taken forever explaining about picking up his ticket there each time unless he wanted to use the app. He’d argued he only had one ticket, and she politely informed him he had the seat for the rest of the season at a player’s request. Then, she handed him a bag full of team swag.

“Season ticket holder perk,” she said, then told him to enjoy the game, ending his argument.

That had been unexpected.

Ethan had finally found his seat, suspiciously close to the field. He sidestepped, interrupting nachos, avoiding knees, purses, and cups of beer with several apologies on the way to the only empty seat left in the row. Ethan took in the insanity around him—the painted faces and bodies, the bleeding school pride dripping in red and black—utter chaos and complete fandemonium.

Ethan pulled out his phone, snapped a picture of the madness and the field, and sent them to his dad with a message confirming he hadn’t chickened out and had a decent seat. He didn’t mention he apparently had season tickets. He wasn’t sure what to think about that. And it had to be a mistake. Ethan sent another message to his parents to reassure them.

Ethan: I am good, promise.

He scanned the players wearing white jerseys with red numbers, tight black pants, and cleats. All of them were so huge. Ethan searched the row of numbers across the players’ backs for a one and a four. Then, with no luck, he turned to the field.

And there he was.

Pushing an opponent away and breaking free from the hold, Justin ran down the field.

Whoa, he’s fast.

The ball sailed through the air, and Ethan leaned forward and held his breath as Justin caught it mid-run and made a few more strides. Ethan cringed as a beastly player from the other team slammed Justin to the ground. He watched in an almost horrified fascination as Justin’s teammate extended a hand and pulled him up, and Justin tossed the ball to the ref like it was nothing.

And they all lined up to do it again.

“Brutal,” Ethan exclaimed, and the guy next to him, who looked like someone’s father, chuckled.

But Ethan, surprising himself, sat there on the semi-hard-ass seat, completely sucked in by the intrigue of this dangerous game, awestruck by Justin’s ability to take hit after hit and just keep going. He’d scored a touchdown before the half, and Ethan had found himself standing and screaming with the madness along with everyone else, consumed by the fandom.

You do have a good seat, his dad messaged back, And they are winning. His dad was likely watching the game or at least listening to it.

Ethan glanced down at the cameras on the field. Watching then.

Ethan: I didn’t realize how good he is.

Dad: There will be parties after the game.

Ethan: I think we both know that’s not something I’m doing.

Dad: Good, enjoy the game. I’d like to take this opportunity to say I told you so. That one day, you might love football.

Ethan: But I do love hockey.

Dad: Hockey.

Ethan smiled at his father’s attempt at using unhappy emojis and put his phone away for the second half. His dad had been trying for years to get Ethan into football, but Ethan had never had an interest—until now.

Justin scored another touchdown in the second half, and there were two more by other teammates, so they won the game by a significant lead at the end. At one point during the second half, Ethan noticed Justin on the sideline. After talking to his coach, he’d turned and looked up into the stands. Ethan glanced around, wondering which of the people were Justin’s parents.

After the game, Ethan boarded the student fan bus provided by the school, then walked back to his dorm, sticking to the well-lit paths and noting the new emergency phone stands with blue lights shining brightly above them. Those had been added after…everything. Security guards and cameras were everywhere now, more so than the few there’d been before.

But even those had been enough to keep Ethan from having to testify. He’d been allowed to give a deposition. The security camera footage and testimony of the custodian who had found him had been the saving grace of Ethan never having to go into that courtroom. His parents, on the other hand, had attended court each day, wanting justice for their son.

Ethan swiped his ID card and went inside Lawson. The guard at the desk nodded, and he headed up the stairs to his room. He might not ever get over his avoidance of elevators, but Ethan forced himself not to keep thinking about any of it. He put away the swag, pinned the ticket stub to his corkboard, and sighed.

“Justin Halstead.”

He stared at the memento for a moment and then sent a text to his parents, letting them know he was back in his room and home safe and sound.

Ethan changed and got ready for bed. It had been a good night, a real one, where he wasn’t faking his smile, putting on a show, or forcing his laughter. It had been the first in a long time since he’d allowed himself to let his guard down. Ethan had just closed his eyes and rolled over when his phone went off. The newly designated sound of the home game touchdown crowd he’d recorded while at the game filled his quiet room. He’d assigned it to a specific contact in his phone.

A spark of hope ignited, and it was a devastating thing.

Devastating because while Ethan wasn’t clueless, he was an overthinker. He’d seen something in the hard look Justin had given him. He thought about the assignment from their shared class last spring and possibly having a genuine friend who didn’t come across as obsessed with another’s trauma. One who wouldn’t bring it up every five minutes or smile at him while their eyes spoke the truths of their pity. People meant well; they just didn’t always realize how much they kept the trauma alive with those good intentions.

Then, there was the other issue. Ethan wondered what Justin’s intentions truly were. He was straight, no doubt about it. Ethan had seen Justin Halstead with the same girl several times during the previous fall semester. He reached for his phone but didn’t swipe the screen. Too many conflicting thoughts filtered through his mind. It wasn’t that a straight guy couldn’t be friends with him, but it wasn’t really the norm. Girls, sure, they were like a flock.

Sighing, then rubbing at his eyes with the headache he was giving himself, Ethan swiped the screen.

Justin: I saw you there. What did you think?

Ethan bit his lip trying not to grin as he read the message a second time and then typed back.

Ethan: Just so you know, my dad is a high school football coach. He was pretty pumped and encouraged me to go. I think you have a new fan in him since that was the first football game of my life. It was good, congratulations, but how bad are you hurt?

Justin: Wait, holy shit, is your dad Coach John Andrews? That’s your dad?

Ethan: That’s him.

Justin: Damn, dude, he’s a great HS coach. And you never played?

“‘Dude,’” Ethan said and rolled his eyes.

He guessed he was going there, into the land of despised dude-bro slang and diving headfirst into the pit of very bad, bad ideas. While Ethan knew he should end this conversation, probably stop this…whatever it was, he couldn’t push the button and lay his phone down. His thumbs went to work, and he sat up a bit straighter in the bed.

Ethan: “Dude,” have you seen me? I played hockey when I was a kid, but no football. Track and cross country, like my mom. I take after her. Let’s just say she’s the bean pole, and he’s “the mountain.”

Justin: The mountain is your dad. I can’t believe it. He’s a legend.

Ethan was about to respond and continue the conversation about his father and football history and why it had made him hate football as a child. Tell Justin all about his dad’s constant traveling and, unfortunately, missing out on many milestones in Ethan’s life. His dad loved him fiercely, and Ethan equally loved his father. He’d just grown up directing his anger at the sport that consumed the time he wanted with his hero. Before he could type in all of that, another message popped up.

Justin: What are you doing?

Ethan: Lying in bed and watching TV.

Ethan reached for his remote, flipped it on, and thumbed through the channels until he stopped on an old movie.

Justin: What are you watching?

Ethan: Half-ass watching Twister for the millionth time.

Justin: Dude, that’s on repeat, or it’s Shawshank.

Ethan: Right.

Justin: Do you game?

Ethan: Not really. Why?

Justin: I was going to see if you played online.

Ethan: I have the gear. I just never set it all up. You know why.

Ethan had to be sure to test the waters with that last comment, and he waited to see what Justin would say, to see if their convo took a turn in the typical direction.

Justin: No shit. What games do you have?

And Ethan sighed, sat all the way up, got up, and turned on his light. He opened the cabinet door beneath his television and pulled out the box of stuff his parents had bought him. His phone roared like the stadium, and he answered instantly.

“Yeah, yeah, I’m dragging it all out to look and see. My parents got me all of this, and I’ve never opened any of it.”

“Want some help setting it up? Then we can play.”

“Sure, you aren’t at a party?” Ethan asked.

“I don’t party, but I do game,” Justin said, and the phone clicked silent.

Ethan looked at his screen and saw Justin had, in fact, abruptly ended the call. Shit, he hadn’t meant right now.

*

ETHAN ABANDONED THE game box and, in instant panic, ran to his dresser and pulled on a pair of sleep pants and a T-shirt, followed by a minor run-around freak-out session, a toothbrush in his mouth with one hand and cramming his dirty clothes into the hamper with the other. At the same time, he kicked at his shoes, hurling them haphazardly into the closet. Ethan heard a quiet knock.

What the fuck, did he run here?

Ethan visualized Justin as the athlete he was and hastily spit into the sink and rinsed. Unlocking his door and opening it, the coolness of the hallway hit the sheen of sweat he’d worked up in his holy shit, holy shit haste.

“I didn’t think you meant right this minute,” Ethan panted, glaring at Justin.

“You said game. Magic words, man, magic words.” Justin grinned wide and slapped Ethan on the shoulder hard as he barreled into his suite.
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