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Chapter One

Ty

[image: ]




The box labeled KITCHEN was absolutely not full of kitchen stuff.

I knew this because I'd packed it at two in the morning after three beers and a pep talk from my mom about "being organized this year, Tyler, please." I'd shoved in whatever was closest — a blender, two mismatched sneakers, a towel that may or may not have been clean, and what I was pretty sure was a PlayStation controller I'd been looking for since February.

Organizational genius. That was me.

I hauled the box up the last flight of stairs and shouldered open the door to apartment 4B, breathing hard and sweating through my t-shirt despite the September morning still clinging to the last cool edge of summer. The place was small — smaller than the photos on the listing had suggested, which was some real creative-photography bullshit — but it was ours. Off-campus. No RA. No communal bathroom where someone had definitely pissed in the shower. This was the dream.

Well. A version of the dream. The dream also included not having a random roommate assigned through the university's off-campus matching portal, but beggars and scholarship kids couldn't be choosers.

I set the box down in the living room — a generous term for a space that could maybe fit a loveseat and a TV stand if you didn't also want to, you know, walk — and pulled up the roommate's profile on my phone again. I'd checked it approximately forty-seven times since the match notification came through in July.

Eli Moreno. 21. Pre-med / English Lit minor. Non-smoker. Quiet study environment preferred. Early riser.

The photo was a standard university headshot — dark curly hair, sharp jaw, wire-rimmed glasses, expression that said I am tolerating this photograph. He looked like the kind of guy who owned a real bookshelf. Not the plastic Walmart kind. Wood. With actual books on it, organized by something more sophisticated than "vibes."

The profile also listed his orientation, because the matching portal had added that field last year after some incident I'd heard about thirdhand. Under the little dropdown, Eli Moreno had selected: Gay.

Which was fine. Obviously fine. Why wouldn't it be fine? I wasn't some mouth-breathing asshole who had a problem with gay people. One of my best friends, Jade, was bi, and she was the smartest person I knew. I'd been to a Pride parade once. I owned a shirt that said ALLY on it, although I'd accidentally dyed it pink in the wash and my brother Kyle had given me so much shit about it that I'd shoved it to the back of my closet.

The point was: I was cool with it. Totally, one hundred percent cool.

I'd still googled "how to be a good roommate to a gay person" at 1 AM three weeks ago, but that was just due diligence. Being a good ally. The top result said "treat them like a normal person" and I'd felt stupid for searching.

I grabbed another box from the hallway — this one actually labeled correctly, BEDROOM, and containing sheets and a pillow that smelled like my mom's fabric softener — and staked my claim on the bigger of the two bedrooms. It wasn't much bigger. Maybe eight square feet of difference. But I was six-one and built like someone who'd played lacrosse through high school and hadn't stopped hitting the gym since, and I needed the extra space or I'd be sleeping diagonally with my feet hanging off the bed.

The room had a window that looked out onto the parking lot. Inspiring views. I tossed my sheets on the bare mattress and started shoving clothes into the closet with the organizational strategy of a golden retriever hiding bones.

I was halfway through hanging up shirts — a process that involved putting three on hangers and throwing the rest on the closet floor — when I heard the front door open.

"Hello?"

The voice was quieter than I expected. Not shy, exactly. More like someone who measured how much space they took up and kept it precise.

I came out of my room wiping my hands on my shorts. "Hey! You must be—"

I stopped.

Not because anything dramatic happened. He just looked different from his photo. Better. The university headshot had flattened him into a standard-issue college student, but in person, Eli Moreno was — I don't know. More specific. He was shorter than me by a solid four inches, lean, with dark brown skin and curly hair that fell across his forehead in a way that looked effortless and probably wasn't. He was wearing a henley with the sleeves rolled to his elbows, showing forearms that were surprisingly defined for a guy carrying a box of what appeared to be exclusively books. There was a tattoo on the inside of his left forearm — script, something I couldn't read from here.

He had the wire-rimmed glasses from the photo. Behind them, dark eyes that were doing a quick, thorough assessment of me and the apartment. I recognized the look because my mom did the same thing when she walked into a room — cataloging everything, filing it away, deciding within three seconds whether the situation was acceptable.

His gaze landed on me. Held.

"Tyler?" he said.

"Ty," I corrected automatically, then stuck my hand out. "Everyone calls me Ty. Except my mom when she's pissed, then it's the full Tyler James Lawson and I know I'm in trouble."

He looked at my hand for a beat, then shook it. His grip was firm and his palm was cool and dry, which made me aware that mine was warm and kind of sweaty from hauling boxes. Cool. Great first impression.

"Eli," he said. "Just Eli. No alternate versions."

"Got it. Just Eli." I grinned. "Need help bringing stuff up? I saw the stairs. They're, uh, aggressive."

His mouth twitched. Not quite a smile but in the neighborhood. "I have six more boxes in my car."

"Six? That's it?"

He looked past me at the pile of twelve boxes, three garbage bags, and a mini-fridge I'd already brought up. "Some of us know how to pack efficiently."

"Some of us don't own books that weigh nine hundred pounds."

"They're organized by genre and then alphabetically by author."

"Of course they are."

That almost-smile again. "I'll take the smaller room. The light's better for reading."

"You sure? I was going to offer to flip for it—"

"I'm sure. I looked at the floor plan. Your room has six more square feet and you're—" He gestured at me, a vague wave that encompassed my general... largeness. "You need it."

I laughed. "Fair. Let me grab your boxes."

We spent the next hour hauling his stuff up three flights of stairs. He hadn't been lying about the books — four of the six boxes were packed with them, heavy and immaculate, each one wrapped in paper like he was transporting artifacts. The other two contained clothes (folded, not balled), a desk lamp, a kettle, and a set of mugs that looked like they came from actual stores and not the campus bookshop clearance bin.

I caught a glimpse of his room as he unpacked. Where mine looked like a laundry bomb had gone off, his was already taking shape — books going onto the wooden shelf he'd brought (called it), desk positioned at the angle with the best light, bed made with actual matching sheets. There was a photo on the desk in a small frame — an older woman with silver hair and his same sharp features, laughing at the camera.

"Grandma?" I asked from the doorway, nodding at the photo.

He glanced at it. Something shifted behind his eyes — quick, there and gone. "Yeah. She passed a couple years ago."

"I'm sorry."

"Thank you." He said it in a way that closed the door on the topic gently but completely. I respected that.

By seven, we were both starving and the kitchen was a wasteland of empty boxes and packing tape. Neither of us had bought groceries yet because we were twenty-one and had the foresight of squirrels.

"Pizza?" I suggested, pulling up the delivery app.

"Please. Anything without pineapple."

"Oh, thank God. Sara — this girl I was kind of seeing — she put pineapple on pizza and honestly that's probably why we didn't work out."

"Valid grounds for a breakup."

I ordered a large pepperoni and a large margherita because I didn't know what he liked and figured hedging was smart. We ended up on the living room floor because neither of us had a couch yet, our backs against the wall, paper plates balanced on our knees.

"So," I said through a mouthful of pepperoni. "Pre-med and English. That's intense."

"That's one word for it." Eli ate his pizza in precise bites, which was somehow the most on-brand thing I'd ever seen. "I like both. Couldn't give either one up. So I just... don't sleep."

"I'm business." I said it the way I always did — with a shrug that pre-apologized for how boring it was.

"Business is practical."

"That's literally what my dad said. Word for word."

Eli's mouth twitched again. I was starting to keep track of those almost-smiles, filing them away like wins. "What do you actually want to do?"

The question caught me off guard. People didn't usually ask the follow-up. "Honestly? No idea. I'm kind of just... here. Doing the thing. Keeping my scholarship, working at the rec center, trying not to flunk stats."

"You work at the rec center?"

"Front desk, mostly. Some personal training shifts when they're short-staffed." I flexed, because I was constitutionally incapable of not flexing when someone mentioned the gym. "Gotta maintain the brand."

He looked at my arms for approximately one second, then back at his pizza. "The brand."

"The brand, Moreno. The aesthetic. The—"

"I understood the concept. I'm choosing not to engage with it."

I laughed — big, full, probably too loud for an apartment with thin walls. He looked at me with something I couldn't quite name. Surprise, maybe. Like he hadn't expected me to find him funny.

"For the record," I said, "I looked you up on the roommate portal when I got matched. And I wanted to say — the whole thing about you being gay, it's totally fine. Like, I don't care. In a good way. I mean I care, obviously, like as a person, but it doesn't bother me or—" I was drowning. I could feel myself drowning. "I just want you to know I'm not going to be weird about it."

Eli watched me flounder with an expression that was equal parts amusement and something more cautious. "Noted."

"I googled 'how to be a good roommate to a gay person.'"

Silence.

Then Eli Moreno did something I hadn't seen him do in the three hours I'd known him. He laughed. Not a polite chuckle or a controlled smile — a real laugh, sudden and bright, that crinkled his eyes and showed his teeth and completely rearranged his face from reserved intellectual to holy shit, that's what he looks like happy.

"You — you googled it?"

"The top result said treat you like a normal person, which I realize in hindsight was the most obvious advice in human history—"

"What were the other results?" He was still laughing, glasses slightly askew.

"One of them was a WikiHow with diagrams. There were diagrams, Eli."

He pressed his hand over his mouth, shoulders shaking. "I need to see this WikiHow."

"Absolutely not. That information dies with me."

He lowered his hand and his smile stayed — warm and real and aimed directly at me, and something in my chest did a thing. A small thing. A thump that was slightly out of rhythm, like my heart had tripped on a crack in the sidewalk.

I didn't examine it. I was good at not examining things.

"For what it's worth," Eli said, sobering slightly, "I was nervous too. About getting matched with someone who might be..." He searched for the word.

"A meathead?"

"I was going to say 'uncomfortable.' But sure. Meathead works."

"I am a meathead. But a friendly one. Like a golden retriever that learned to bench press."

"That's... disturbingly accurate."

We grinned at each other across the pizza boxes. The tension that had been humming beneath the surface since he'd walked in — that careful, mutual sizing-up — loosened. Not gone, but easier. Like we'd found the frequency and tuned into it.

We ended up talking for another two hours. Found out we both watched the same garbage reality dating show — the one where everyone was too hot and too dumb and made terrible decisions that were incredibly entertaining to judge from a safe distance. Argued about who the worst contestant was (I said Jake from season three, Eli said it was obviously Vanessa from season five, and he was right but I wasn't ready to concede). Discovered we had opposite taste in music — I was a country and hip-hop guy, he was indie and classic rock — but overlapping taste in late-night snacks, specifically the exact brand of cheddar popcorn that the gas station on Elm Street carried.

At some point, the pizza was gone and the sky outside had gone full dark. Eli stifled a yawn behind his hand.

"Early riser," I said, remembering his profile. "What time do you get up?"

"Six thirty."

"That's inhumane."

"Seven?"

"Pushing it."

"When do you wake up?"

"When my body tells me it's time. Which is usually around ten and sometimes noon."

"We're going to have problems."

"Nah. I sleep like the dead. You can do your whole early-bird routine and I won't even notice."

He nodded, standing up and brushing pizza crumbs off his jeans with the kind of precision that suggested crumbs personally offended him. "I'm going to shower and unpack a few more things. Thank you for the pizza."

"My treat. Roommate bonding. Tax-deductible, probably."

"It's definitely not."

"Eli. Let me have this."

That almost-smile. "Goodnight, Ty."

"Night, Moreno."

He disappeared into his room and I heard the shower start a few minutes later. I sat on the living room floor surrounded by empty boxes and used paper plates, and took stock.

Good roommate. Smart, funny, quiet but not weird about it. Neat, which would balance out my disaster tendencies. Not a pineapple-on-pizza person. Could take a joke and dish one back.

This was going to be easy.

I cleaned up the pizza boxes, brushed my teeth in the kitchen sink because the bathroom was occupied and I was an animal, and headed to my room. My bed was still half-made — sheets on but not tucked, pillow without a case — and my clothes were in a pile that I'd deal with tomorrow or possibly never.

I stripped down to my boxer briefs, collapsed onto the mattress, and plugged in my phone. Mom had texted: Are you settled? Is the roommate nice? Did you eat?

I typed back: all good. roommate's cool. ate a whole pizza. love you.

She sent back a heart emoji and a reminder to buy vegetables.

I lay there in the dark, listening to the unfamiliar sounds of the apartment. The radiator clicking. Someone's TV down the hall. Water running through pipes as Eli finished his shower. The soft thud of his door closing. Silence after that — he wasn't a phone-in-bed guy, apparently. Just lights out, done, efficient even in his sleep routine.

I closed my eyes. Thought about the semester ahead — classes, work, the gym, maybe intramural flag football if they needed guys. Thought about how Eli had laughed at the WikiHow thing, how his whole face had changed, how for a second he'd looked like a completely different person.

Good roommate, I thought again. This'll be easy.

I fell asleep still thinking about that laugh.
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Chapter Two

Eli
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Here's what they don't tell you about living with a man who looks like Tyler Lawson: it's not the big moments that get you. It's not the shirtless flexing or the gym shorts riding low on his hips or the way he fills a doorframe like he was custom-built for it.

It's the small stuff. The stuff that sneaks in under your defenses while you're busy being smart and guarded and above all this.

It's the way he hums off-key while he makes eggs in the morning — badly, always badly, the eggs and the humming — and doesn't seem to care that he's terrible at both. It's the way he leaves his shoes in the middle of the hallway like a man who has never once considered the existence of other people's feet. It's the way he says "morning, Moreno" when he passes me in the kitchen, sleep-rough and smiling, like seeing me is the first good thing about his day.

Two weeks in, and I had a problem.

Not a problem problem. Not the kind I needed to address or act on or even acknowledge. Just a low-grade, persistent awareness that hummed beneath everything like a frequency only I could hear. Ty Lawson was straight, he was my roommate, and I was not going to be stupid about this. I had a perfect track record of being stupid about exactly this kind of situation — exactly once, with Austin, and I'd promised myself never again.

So I cataloged it. Filed it under irrelevant biological responses. Moved on.

Mostly.

The morning routine was the hardest part. I woke up at six thirty, as I had since high school, because discipline was the only thing between me and a spectacular flameout in organic chemistry. I'd shower, dress, make coffee in the French press I'd brought from home — the one Abuela had given me, ceramic with hand-painted flowers, the handle slightly chipped from a move sophomore year. I'd sit at the kitchen counter with my notes, reviewing whatever I needed for the day, and the apartment would be quiet and mine for the first hour.

Then, around seven forty-five, Ty's door would open.

He slept in boxer briefs. Just boxer briefs. Nothing else. I knew this because he walked from his bedroom to the bathroom every morning in nothing but a pair of dark cotton shorts that clung to his thighs and left absolutely nothing about his body to the imagination. The first time it happened, I'd been mid-sip on my coffee and nearly aspirated it. He'd shuffled past, eyes half-closed, scratching his stomach — his flat, ridged, objectively ridiculous stomach — and mumbled "morning" without registering that I was sitting four feet away having a medical event.

By day five, I'd learned to keep my eyes on my notes during the morning shuffle.

By day ten, I'd learned that keeping my eyes on my notes didn't actually stop me from tracking him in my peripheral vision like a prey animal monitoring a predator. Or whatever the opposite of that metaphor was. He wasn't dangerous. He was just... there. Relentlessly, obliviously, half-nakedly there.

And then there were the pushups.

Ty did pushups in the living room every morning after his shower. Not in his room, where they could happen privately and without witnesses. In the living room, on the thin rug between the loveseat and the TV stand, wearing gym shorts and no shirt, because apparently his bedroom floor wasn't good enough for his fitness routine.

I asked him about it once — casually, clinically, like a scientist inquiring about a subject's habitat preferences.

"Why the living room?"

He'd been mid-rep, arms flexing, back muscles shifting under golden skin that was still slightly damp from the shower. He looked up at me with that easy grin. "More space. My room's too cluttered."

"Your room is cluttered because you refuse to unpack three of your boxes."

"Exactly. So. Living room pushups."

The logic was airtight in the way that no logic was airtight.

I started timing my coffee to coincide with the pushups. Not because of the pushups — because of the coffee. The coffee was ready at that time. The timing was coincidental.

I'm pre-med. I understand the scientific method. I understand that correlation does not imply causation. I also understand that I was full of shit, but I chose not to peer-review that particular finding.

The thing about Ty — the thing that made it worse, the thing that made the whole situation deeply and specifically unfair — was that he wasn't just a body. If he'd been a gorgeous idiot, I could have dismissed the whole thing as hormones. Filed it under aesthetically pleasing but intellectually vacant and moved on. I'd done that before. It was easy.

But Ty was smart.

Not in my way — not organized, deliberate, academic smart. His intelligence was quick and instinctive, the kind that saw patterns and made connections without bothering to show its work. He was terrible at studying from textbooks but brilliant at understanding concepts once someone explained them out loud. He'd ask questions that sounded simple and turned out to be insightful. He remembered details about people — their names, their stories, what they liked — with a precision that bordered on a superpower.

I discovered this on a Tuesday evening, two weeks into our cohabitation, when he came home from the rec center and collapsed on the loveseat next to me while I was grading lab reports.

Not across the room. Next to me. On a loveseat that was built for maybe one and a half normal-sized humans, which meant his thigh pressed against mine from hip to knee, warm through his gym shorts, and his shoulder nudged mine as he settled in.

He smelled like the gym — sweat, deodorant, the faint industrial tang of the equipment — and also like himself underneath, something warm and clean that I'd started recognizing even with my eyes closed. Which I knew because one night I'd come out for water and known he was on the couch before I turned the corner, just from the smell.

This was fine. All of this was completely fine.

"Whatcha grading?" He leaned in to look at my laptop screen, his chin nearly on my shoulder. His hair was damp at the temples.

"Intro bio lab reports. They had to analyze osmosis results."

"Osmosis. That's the water one, right? Through the membrane?"

"Through a selectively permeable membrane, but yes."

"See, you say that like there's a huge difference."

"There is a huge difference. The selectivity is the entire point."

He grinned. "You're hot when you're pedantic."

My pen stopped moving. The word hot landed in the space between us like a lit match, and I watched him to see if he'd notice what he'd said.

He didn't notice. Of course he didn't. Ty said things like that — you're a genius, that's hot, you're amazing — with the breezy, indiscriminate generosity of someone who praised everything and everyone, all the time, without attaching meaning to it. He told Marco upstairs he was "looking shredded, bro." He told the barista at the campus café that her latte art was "literally incredible." He'd told his mom on the phone that her pot roast recipe was "the greatest achievement of the twenty-first century."

The praise meant nothing. It was just Ty. The human equivalent of a golden retriever dropping a tennis ball at your feet — enthusiastic, indiscriminate, impossible to be annoyed by.

And yet.

My ears were warm. I could feel the heat creeping up the back of my neck. I stared at my laptop screen with the focus of someone defusing a bomb and said, "If pedantry does it for you, wait until I explain the difference between active and passive transport."

"Promise?"

"Go shower. You smell like a weight room."

"That's the brand, Moreno."

"The brand needs Febreze."

He laughed — that big, full-body laugh that I'd been cataloging since day one, filing each instance away like data points in an experiment I refused to name — and hauled himself off the loveseat. The absence of his warmth against my side was immediate and noticeable. My thigh felt cold where his had been. I hated that I noticed.

He paused in the hallway. "Hey, Eli?"

I looked up.

"Your notes. For that bio class. They're really good. Like, scary good. I saw them on the counter the other day and I could actually understand the diagrams, and I'm a business major who barely passed high school chemistry."

"You read my notes?"

"Not, like, read read. I just saw them. The handwriting's really neat and the diagrams are color-coded and—" He rubbed the back of his neck, a gesture I was learning meant he felt slightly exposed. "You're really smart. That's all. Just wanted to say that."

He disappeared into the bathroom before I could respond.

I sat on the loveseat with my laptop and my red pen and my pulse elevated and thought: Don't. Don't you dare.

Because I knew this pattern. I knew the shape of it — the casual intimacy, the throwaway compliments, the physical proximity that meant nothing to him and everything to me. I'd lived this exact story with Austin, who'd called me brilliant and beautiful and then gone home with a girl because it was easier, because I was a phase, because being with me was something he could only do in private, in the dark, where it didn't count.

Ty wasn't Austin. I knew that intellectually. Ty was kinder, more genuine, less calculated. But the architecture was the same: straight guy, close quarters, flattery that felt like warmth but was really just body heat. Proximity without intention. Affection without direction.

I was not going to misread it again. I was twenty-one years old and I had exactly one scar from this particular blade and that was enough.

I went back to grading. Drew a large, aggressive X through a student's misidentification of hypertonic solutions. Felt marginally better.

* * *
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The grocery store became our neutral territory.

Neither of us could cook in any real sense — I could manage pasta and basic rice dishes; Ty could make eggs that were technically edible and toast that was reliably excellent — but we had to eat, and the dining hall meal plan was a freshman's game. So every Sunday afternoon we walked to the Trader Joe's six blocks from the apartment and filled a cart with the dietary choices of two twenty-one-year-old men who had opinions about food but no actual skills.

Ty always pushed the cart. He did this without asking, naturally, because he was bigger and because he was the kind of person who just... did things. Held doors. Carried the heavier bags. Offered his jacket once when I'd been underdressed for a cold snap, and I'd said no because I knew — I knew — that wearing his jacket would smell like him and I'd be done for.

"Okay, we need actual vegetables this week," I said on our third Sunday trip, consulting the list I'd typed into my phone. "Not just the frozen stir-fry bag you microwave and call cooking."

"That bag has, like, six different vegetables in it. That's more vegetables than if I bought them individually."

"That's not how nutrition works."

"You're pre-med, not a nutritionist."

"I took a nutrition elective. You microwave broccoli until it's gray."

"It's efficient broccoli."

He was grinning at me over the cart handle, leaning into it, arms extended, and the position stretched his t-shirt across his chest in a way that I cataloged, noted, and immediately filed under irrelevant. The fluorescent grocery store lighting had no right making him look that good. Fluorescent light made everyone look vaguely deceased. Somehow Ty just looked warm and golden and amused, like the universe had decided he got a pass on the rules that applied to regular humans.

"Fine," I said. "I'll cook Monday and Wednesday if you clean. Real food. Things that were not frozen or microwaved."

"Deal. But I'm in charge of snacks. Non-negotiable."

He threw two bags of cheddar popcorn into the cart with the authority of a man who had never once questioned his snack choices. I let him. Not because the popcorn was good — it was good, offensively good, and we'd already gone through three bags — but because the look on his face when he found the right brand was so unreasonably happy that objecting would have felt like kicking a puppy.

On the walk home, bags distributed between us — Ty carrying five, me carrying two because he'd taken the others out of my hands without comment — he asked about my tattoo.

"What does it say?"

I shifted the bag to my other arm so the script was visible. "Mientras haya luz, hay camino."

"That's beautiful. What does it mean?"

"'While there's light, there's a path.' My grandmother used to say it."

"The one in the photo?"

I nodded. He'd remembered. Of course he'd remembered — that frictionless, effortless memory for other people's details.

"She sounds like she was cool."

"She was. She was the first person I came out to." I wasn't sure why I told him that. I didn't usually offer information about myself unprompted. But something about the way he asked — without pressure, without performance, just genuine curiosity — made the words slip out before I could evaluate them.

"Yeah? How'd she take it?"

"She said, 'Mijo, I already knew. Now eat.'"

Ty laughed. "Legend. Absolute legend."

"She was."

We walked in comfortable silence for a block. Then Ty said, "My family's not great with that stuff. The gay stuff. Not, like, hateful. Just... they don't talk about it. My dad says 'that's gay' about everything. Bad traffic? That's gay. Burnt steak? That's gay. He doesn't mean it like — I don't think he means it like—" He frowned. "Actually. I don't know what he means by it. I never thought about it until now."

The honesty of that — the willingness to examine something uncomfortable in real time instead of defending it — was so unexpected that I nearly stopped walking. Most straight guys I knew would have said he doesn't mean anything by it and shut the conversation down. Ty was actually sitting with the discomfort.

"That's pretty common," I said carefully. "People use language without thinking about who's listening."

"Yeah." He was quiet for a moment. "I'm sorry. That you had to listen to stuff like that from people. That sucks."

"It does."

"I'm not going to be that guy. Just so you know. I mean, I might say something dumb sometimes because I'm kind of an idiot, but if I do, just tell me and I'll fix it."

"You're not an idiot, Ty."

"I literally googled how to live with a gay person."

"That was idiotic. But the impulse behind it was sweet."

He bumped his shoulder against mine — casual, warm, a full-body nudge that sent me stumbling slightly on the sidewalk. He caught my arm to steady me, his hand wrapping around my bicep with easy, unconscious strength, and held on for a beat longer than necessary.

"Sweet," he repeated, grinning. "I'll take sweet."

I extracted my arm from his grip with what I hoped was a neutral expression. His hand had been very warm. Very large. The sense-memory of his fingers around my arm lingered like a sunburn.

Stop it, I told myself. He's your roommate. He's straight. And you know better.

I did know better. That was the worst part. I knew exactly how this story went, and I was watching myself walk into it anyway, one Sunday grocery trip and one shoulder-bump at a time.

* * *
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The couch incident happened on a Thursday.

It was midterms week. I'd been in the library for nine hours and my eyes felt like someone had sanded them. I came home at eleven PM to find Ty on the loveseat rewatching episodes of the trash dating show we both liked, a bowl of cheddar popcorn balanced on his stomach and the apartment lit only by the TV's blue glow.

"Moreno." He didn't look away from the screen, but he shifted to make room. "Vanessa's back for the reunion special. Get in here."

"I should sleep."

"It's a reunion special, Eli. Vanessa tells Jake he has the emotional intelligence of a traffic cone. It's everything we've been waiting for."

I should have gone to bed. I should have said goodnight, closed my door, reviewed my flash cards, and slept the six hours I'd allotted myself before my alarm went off. That's what the smart, guarded, self-preserving version of me would have done.

I sat down.

The loveseat forced us together. There was no version of two adult men sitting on this piece of furniture that didn't involve significant body contact, and I'd long since stopped pretending I minded. Ty's shoulder was solid against mine. His body ran warm — always, relentlessly warm, like he had a furnace somewhere in his chest — and the heat soaked into me through my sweater. I let it.

"Popcorn?" He held out the bowl.

I took a handful. We watched in companionable silence while Vanessa eviscerated Jake on national television. I made a comment about Jake's body language indicating textbook avoidant attachment, and Ty looked at me with his eyebrows raised.

"You can't just analyze reality TV with actual psychology."

"I can and I will."

"That's so — that's such an Eli thing to do."

"What's 'an Eli thing'?"

"Taking something fun and making it smarter without making it less fun. You do it all the time. It's—" He caught himself. Shrugged. "It's cool."

I ate my popcorn and did not look at him. On-screen, Vanessa was crying. I was very focused on Vanessa's emotional journey and not at all focused on the fact that Ty's thigh was pressed against mine and his arm had drifted along the back of the loveseat behind my head, not touching me but close enough that I could feel the warmth radiating from his skin.

The episode ended. A second one auto-played. I said I should go to bed. Neither of us moved.

Halfway through the second episode, I felt the pressure change against my shoulder. Heavier. Warmer. I turned my head slightly and found Ty asleep — fully, deeply asleep, head tilted toward me, dropping incrementally until it landed on my shoulder.

He was heavy. His hair tickled my neck. His breathing was slow and steady, each exhale a warm bloom against my collarbone. One of his hands had fallen from the back of the loveseat and landed on my knee — just resting there, slack and warm, his fingers curled loosely against my thigh.

I stopped breathing.

Not consciously. My lungs just... paused. Went offline. Took a brief intermission while my brain processed the situation: Tyler Lawson, asleep on my shoulder, hand on my knee, trusting and warm and completely unaware of what he was doing to me.

I could feel his heartbeat through his shoulder. Slow and steady. Mine was doing something entirely different — rapid, arrhythmic, embarrassing.

I should have woken him. Nudged him off, said go to bed, Ty, and retreated to my room to have a very stern conversation with myself about boundaries and self-preservation and the categorical stupidity of developing feelings for straight roommates.

I didn't move.

I sat there for twenty minutes. The show played on. I didn't hear a word of it. I was listening to him breathe and feeling his hand on my knee and hating myself a little, because this — this — was how it started. This quiet, poison-sweet intimacy that felt like something and meant nothing. This is how Austin had started too: a head on a shoulder, a hand where it shouldn't be, a warmth that was offered freely and then withdrawn the moment it mattered.

I knew the pattern. I'd survived it once. I was not going to let it break me again.

Carefully — so carefully — I lifted Ty's hand from my knee and placed it on the armrest. I shifted his head from my shoulder to the throw pillow wedged against the loveseat arm. He murmured something incoherent and resettled, still asleep, curling toward the warmth I'd vacated.

I stood. Looked down at him in the TV light — this big, beautiful, oblivious man who said things like you're hot when you're pedantic and didn't know what he was doing, who fell asleep on my shoulder because I was convenient and warm and there.

"Goodnight, Ty," I whispered.

I went to my room. Closed the door. Leaned against it and pressed the heels of my hands against my eyes until I saw stars.

Don't do this to yourself. He's straight, he's your roommate, and you know exactly how this story ends.

I got into bed. The sheets were cold. The apartment was quiet except for the muffled sound of the TV still playing in the living room, and beneath it, barely audible through the wall, the slow rhythm of Ty breathing in his sleep.

I lay there for a long time. Listening. Not sleeping.

My phone buzzed on the nightstand. A text from my friend Priya, who was in my TA cohort and had zero patience for my nonsense:

How's the hot roommate situation?

I'd mentioned Ty exactly once, in passing, describing him as "athletically built and aggressively friendly." Priya had immediately diagnosed me as a disaster.

I typed back: There is no situation.

Priya: so there IS a situation

Me: Goodnight, Priya.

Priya: protect yourself babe. straight boys are not a rehabilitation project.

I put my phone face-down. She was right. She was absolutely right.

I closed my eyes. Saw Ty's face, slack and peaceful in sleep, tilted toward me like I was magnetic north.

You know exactly how this story ends, I told myself again.

The problem was, the knowing had never once stopped me from reading to the last page.
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Chapter Three

Ty
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The ceiling tried to kill me on a Tuesday.

I was lying in bed scrolling through Instagram at midnight — the way God intended — when I heard the sound. Not a drip. Not a trickle. A groan, deep and structural, the kind of noise a building makes when it's about to do something you can't afford.

I looked up.

The water stain had been there since we'd moved in — a faint yellow circle above my bed that I'd covered with a poster of Michael Jordan because interior decorating was about solutions, not problems. But the stain had grown. In the three weeks since move-in, it had spread from the size of a dinner plate to something closer to a serving platter, and the plaster around it had started to bubble and sag like the ceiling was pregnant with something terrible.

The groan came again. Louder.

I had exactly two seconds to think that's not good before a chunk of plaster the size of a textbook broke free and crashed onto my bed approximately eighteen inches from my face.

"FUCK—"

I launched myself sideways, hit the floor hard, and scrambled backward until my shoulders hit the wall. Dust and debris rained down. A second chunk fell, then a third, and then the trickle started — brown water seeping through the hole in the ceiling like the building was bleeding.

My bedroom door flew open. Eli stood there in pajama pants and a worn t-shirt, hair wild, glasses crooked on his face, looking like he'd teleported out of a dead sleep.

"What happened? Are you—"

He stopped. Looked at the ceiling. Looked at my bed, now covered in plaster chunks and brown water. Looked at me on the floor in my boxer briefs, covered in dust, heart hammering.

"I'm fine," I said, which was technically true in that I wasn't dead. "The ceiling is not fine."

Eli crossed the room in three steps, grabbed my arm, and pulled me to my feet and out of the room with a decisiveness that didn't leave space for argument. He shut the door behind us like he was sealing off a biohazard.

"Don't go back in there until we know what's happening," he said. His hand was still on my arm. He seemed to realize this at the same time I did and let go. "That water's probably contaminated — old pipes, possible mold. And the structural integrity—"

"Eli. I love that you're being scientific about this, but my stuff is in there."

"Your stuff is covered in ceiling water. You can get it tomorrow when it's not actively raining drywall."

He was right. I hated that he was right.

We stood in the hallway — him fully dressed in sleep clothes like a reasonable human being, me in dusty boxer briefs with plaster in my hair — and assessed the situation.

"I'll call the landlord," Eli said, already pulling out his phone.

"It's midnight."

"And his property is collapsing on his tenants. He can wake up."

The landlord — a guy named Dennis who had the urgency of a sloth on sedatives — didn't answer. Eli left a voicemail that was polite in the way that a scalpel is polite: precise, clinical, and capable of cutting you open if you weren't careful. He documented everything: time of the incident, description of the damage, potential health hazards, a request for immediate inspection. Then he hung up and called the building's emergency maintenance line, which was answered by an answering machine that had clearly never been checked.

"This building is a lawsuit waiting to happen," Eli muttered.

"You sound like Jade. She's pre-law."

"Jade sounds intelligent."

We ended up in the kitchen, where Eli made chamomile tea — because of course he had chamomile tea, organized in a little box next to the Earl Grey and the green tea and something labeled Sleepytime that had a cartoon bear on it — while I sat on the counter and tried to process the fact that my bedroom was a disaster zone.

"So," I said, watching him pour hot water with the focused precision of a surgeon. "I don't have a bedroom."

"You don't have a bedroom."

"And the couch is—"

We both looked at the loveseat. It was approximately five feet long. I was six-one. The math was not kind.

"You'd have to sleep in the fetal position," Eli said. "For what could be weeks, depending on the damage."

"I could crash with Marco upstairs."

"Marco's apartment is a two-bedroom with three people already in it. And his couch is worse than ours."

"I could get an air mattress—"

"And put it where? The living room is ten by twelve. You'd be sleeping in the kitchen."

I rubbed the back of my neck, sending a small shower of plaster dust onto the counter. "So what you're saying is—"

"My bed is a queen." He said it flatly. Matter-of-factly. Like he was stating a scientific measurement and not proposing that we share a sleeping surface for an indefinite period. "There's room."

I looked at him. He was leaning against the opposite counter, arms crossed, face carefully neutral. The careful neutrality was what gave him away — Eli was expressive when he was relaxed, all dry smiles and raised eyebrows and that devastating deadpan. When he went blank, it meant he was managing something.

"You sure?" I asked. "That's — I mean, I don't want to make you uncomfortable."

"I'm not uncomfortable. It's practical. We're adults."

"Adults who are also roommates."

"Adults who are also roommates who have limited options and a landlord with the response time of continental drift. It's a bed, Ty. Not a blood pact."

He handed me the tea. Our fingers brushed on the mug. His eyes flickered — barely, a fraction of a second — before he pulled his hand away and wrapped both hands around his own cup.

"Okay," I said. "Yeah. Okay. Thank you."

"Ground rules."

"Hit me."

"Stay on your side."

"Obviously."

"Keep your hands to yourself."

"I'm a gentleman, Moreno."

"You leave your socks on the bathroom floor and eat cereal over the sink. You're barely a functioning mammal."

"A gentleman mammal."

His mouth twitched. That almost-smile I'd been tracking for three weeks, the one that meant I'd broken through whatever composure he was maintaining. I wanted to pump my fist. I didn't, because my arms were coated in plaster dust and I was trying to seem like a person who could be trusted in someone else's bed.

"Pants stay on," Eli continued.

I looked down at my boxer briefs. "Define 'pants.'"

"Something with more fabric than what you're currently wearing."

"I don't own pajama pants."

"Then buy some tomorrow. Tonight, wear gym shorts."

"Sir, yes sir."

His eyes did the flicker thing again. He took a long sip of tea.

* * *
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I brushed my teeth, washed the dust off my face, and changed into a pair of basketball shorts and a t-shirt — more clothing than I normally wore to bed by a factor of about three, and already I could feel the excess fabric bunching and pulling in ways that were going to make sleep annoying.

Eli's room was clean and warm. The desk lamp was on, casting everything in that amber glow I'd noticed from the hallway — soft, almost golden, turning the white walls into something honeyed. His books lined the shelf. The framed photo of his grandmother watched from the desk. The bed was made with dark blue sheets and a gray duvet, and it looked — I'm not going to lie — incredibly inviting. Eli ran warm and his bedding trapped it; even standing three feet away, I could feel the difference from my room, which had been drafty even before the ceiling started leaking on it.

Eli was already in bed, on the left side, back against the headboard, a book open on his knees. He'd put his glasses on for reading — the wire-rimmed ones that made him look like a hot librarian, which was a thought I was absolutely not going to examine — and he didn't look up when I came in.

"Left side's yours?" I asked.

"I always sleep on the left."

"What happens if you sleep on the right?"

"Chaos. Anarchy. My entire circadian rhythm collapses."

"Left side it is."

I climbed into the right side of the bed. The mattress was better than mine — firmer, more supportive, the kind of mattress that someone had actually researched before purchasing instead of just grabbing whatever was cheapest on Amazon. The sheets were soft. They smelled like Eli's detergent, something clean and faintly herbal, and also — underneath that — like Eli himself. That warm, specific scent that I'd been catching in the apartment for weeks, stronger now because I was literally in his bed, surrounded by it, wrapped in it.

The mattress dipped toward the center. Not dramatically — it was a good mattress, not a hammock — but enough that I was aware of the slope. Aware that gravity was gently, persistently pulling me toward the middle of the bed. Toward Eli.

I lay on my back, stiff as a board, hands folded on my chest like a corpse in a coffin.

"Comfortable?" Eli asked without looking up from his book.

"Extremely."

"You look like you're posing for an open-casket funeral."

"This is how I sleep."

"You sleep on your side. I've seen you on the couch."

"You've been watching me sleep?"

A pause. "I've observed you sleeping. In the common area. During a shared television experience."

"So yes."

"Go to sleep, Ty."

He turned off the desk lamp. The room went dark except for the faint orange glow of the streetlight outside the window, which filtered through the curtains and painted everything in warm strips. I could hear Eli settling next to me — the rustle of sheets, the creak of the mattress, the sound of his glasses being folded and placed on the nightstand with the precision of someone performing a ritual.

We lay there. On our backs. Staring at the ceiling — or where the ceiling would be, if we could see it.

"Eli?"

"Hmm."

"Thanks for this. Seriously. I know it's weird."

"It's not weird. It's just temporary."

"Right. Temporary."

Silence. The building settled around us — pipes clicking, a distant door closing, the muffled bass of someone's music two floors down.

"Goodnight, Ty."

"Night, Eli."

I closed my eyes. I was acutely aware of every inch of space between us. It was maybe eighteen inches — a foot and a half of queen-sized real estate that felt simultaneously massive and nonexistent. I could feel the warmth radiating from his side of the bed, could hear his breathing even and slow as he dropped toward sleep with the efficiency of someone who'd optimized even his unconscious processes.

I did not fall asleep efficiently.

I lay there for what felt like an hour but was probably thirty minutes, listening to Eli breathe, smelling his sheets, feeling the gentle gravity of the mattress, and trying very, very hard not to think about the fact that the last time I'd been in a bed with another person, it had been Sara, and she'd been on top of me, and it had been fine. Good, even. Physically satisfying in the way that sex with Sara was always physically satisfying — competent, athletic, two bodies doing what bodies were supposed to do.

And now I was in a bed with Eli Moreno, fully clothed, eighteen inches apart, not touching, and I was more physically aware of another human being than I had ever been in my life.

His breathing was steady. Even. Asleep.

I rolled onto my side, facing away from him. Squeezed my eyes shut. Thought about basketball stats. Thought about the econ problem set due Thursday. Thought about literally anything except the warm body behind me and the way the sheets smelled and the fact that somewhere in the past three weeks, my definition of comfortable had shifted to include near Eli.

Eventually, mercifully, I fell asleep.

* * *
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I woke up at 3 AM and I was holding him.

Not loosely. Not accidentally. I was pressed against Eli's back, my chest flush with his spine, my arm draped over his waist, my hand flat on his stomach. My face was buried in the back of his neck, my nose against the soft curls at his nape, and every exhale I took came back warm and fragrant with his shampoo — something with coconut, maybe, or almond, something that made my lungs ache.

We fit.

That was the first coherent thought my half-asleep brain produced: we fit. His body curved into mine like a puzzle piece. My knees were tucked behind his knees. My hips cradled his hips. The hand on his stomach rested in the warm valley between his ribs and his hip, and I could feel his heartbeat — slow, sleeping-steady — pulsing against my palm through the thin cotton of his t-shirt.

And I was hard.

Not the vague, indiscriminate morning-wood kind of hard. The specific, targeted, pressed-against-someone's-body kind of hard. My cock was stiff and insistent against Eli's ass, separated by the thin layers of my basketball shorts and his pajama pants, and the contact was —

Oh fuck.

My brain came online in a full-body rush. Adrenaline spiked. Every muscle in my body went taut with the urge to flee, to roll away, to put maximum distance between my inconvenient erection and my roommate's sleeping body.

But I didn't move.

I should have moved. Every rational thought in my head was screaming MOVE, IDIOT, BEFORE HE WAKES UP AND THIS BECOMES THE MOST AWKWARD MOMENT OF YOUR LIFE. And yet my body — my treacherous, sleep-warm, Eli-saturated body — was doing the opposite of moving. It was pressing closer. Sinking into the contact. My arm tightened around his waist, pulling him infinitesimally nearer, and my hips did a tiny, involuntary roll against his ass that sent a bolt of pleasure up my spine so intense I had to clench my jaw to keep from making a sound.

What are you doing. What the fuck are you doing.

I lay there, rigid with panic and something that was not panic at all, and tried to assess the situation with the part of my brain that hadn't been completely hijacked by the feeling of Eli's body against mine.

Fact: I was spooning my male roommate. Fact: I had an erection. Fact: said erection was pressed against said roommate's ass. Fact: I had just — involuntarily, unconsciously, in my sleep — ground against him. Fact: it had felt incredible. Better than it should have. Better than anything with Sara had felt in recent memory, and Sara had been objectively good in bed.

Fact: I was in a lot of trouble.

Eli's breathing was still slow and even. Asleep, thank God. Or at least I hoped he was asleep, because if he was awake and feeling what I was feeling, I was going to have to change my name and transfer to a university in another hemisphere.

I gave myself three more seconds. Three seconds of warmth and closeness and the solid, real weight of Eli in my arms and the terrifying, electric feeling of wanting someone in a way that didn't fit any box I'd ever built for myself.

Then I pulled away.

Slowly. Carefully. Peeling my body from his one point of contact at a time — hand off his stomach, chest away from his back, hips retreating, the loss of heat immediate and gutting. I rolled to face the wall and lay there with my heart jackhammering against my ribs and my cock still hard and my hands shaking.

I stared at the wall. Orange streetlight made patterns through the curtains. The building's heating system clanked and hissed.

Dude, I thought. Get it together.

But "it" — whatever "it" was — didn't feel like something I could get together. It felt like something that had been slowly, quietly, systematically falling apart for three weeks, and the collapse had just started, and I was standing in the rubble trying to pretend the building was still standing.

My hand tingled where it had pressed against Eli's stomach. I flexed my fingers. Pressed them against the cool wall. It didn't help. I could still feel the warmth, the slow thump of his heartbeat, the way his body had molded to mine like it belonged there.

It doesn't belong there. You're straight. He's your roommate. This is a biological response to proximity and sleep deprivation and the fact that you haven't gotten laid in two months. That's all this is.

I repeated it like a mantra. Like if I said it enough times in enough ways, my body would listen to my brain instead of the other way around.

Behind me, Eli shifted in his sleep. The mattress dipped slightly as he rolled, and I felt — even across the inches I'd put between us — the movement. The awareness. My body tracked him like a compass needle tracking north, every shift and rustle registering on some frequency I didn't have a name for.

I did not fall back asleep.

I lay there for the remaining four hours until my phone alarm went off, staring at the wall, heart gradually slowing, erection gradually subsiding, and a new, terrifying understanding gradually forming in the space behind my ribs.

That I didn't want to move away.

That the three seconds I'd given myself — three seconds of holding Eli in the dark — had been the most at home I'd felt since I'd moved to this city.

That I was lying six inches from someone I was supposed to see as a friend, a roommate, a bro, and all I could think about was the way his heartbeat had felt against my hand and the way he'd fit against me like he'd been designed for exactly that shape.

Get it together, Lawson.

My alarm went off. I reached for my phone and silenced it. Behind me, Eli stirred.

"Morning," he murmured, voice thick with sleep.

"Morning." My voice came out rough. I cleared my throat. "Sleep okay?"

"Surprisingly well. You?"

"Yeah. Great. Fine. Good."

Silence. Then: "That's a lot of synonyms for a yes."

"I'm a man of many words, Moreno."

I sat up, keeping my back to him, and swung my legs off the bed. Planted my feet on the cold floor. Let the temperature shock jolt me back into something resembling normal.

"I'm going to hit the gym," I said. "Early session."

"It's six thirty."

"Early bird. Worms. The whole thing."

"You never go to the gym before ten."

"New leaf. Turning it. Right now."

I could feel him watching me. That careful, cataloging gaze that he probably didn't realize I'd noticed — the way Eli watched people the way other people watched movies, with full attention and a running analysis that he kept entirely behind his eyes.

"Ty."

"Yeah?"

A pause. "Nothing. Have a good workout."

I grabbed clothes from the pile on his floor — my gym shorts and a hoodie — and changed in the bathroom without looking in the mirror because I didn't want to see whatever was on my face right now. I left the apartment like a man fleeing a crime scene, which, in a way, I was. The crime was unclear. The scene was a queen bed that smelled like coconut and warmth and the specific, devastating scent of Eli Moreno.

I walked to the gym in the cold September morning and I punished my body for an hour and a half — squats, deadlifts, bench, every exercise heavy enough to drown out the feeling of Eli's heartbeat under my hand.

It didn't work.

Walking back to the apartment, muscles screaming, sweat cooling on my skin, I pulled out my phone and texted Jade.

Me: hypothetical question

Jade responded in thirty seconds. Jade always responded in thirty seconds when I opened with hypothetical.

Jade: oh this should be good

Me: if a person had a physical reaction to another person while sleeping, like an involuntary thing, that doesn't mean anything right? it's just bodies being bodies?

Jade: depends on the reaction

Me: like a proximity thing

Jade: tyler james lawson are you telling me you cuddled someone in your sleep

Me: HYPOTHETICALLY

Jade: who is she

I stared at the phone. My thumb hovered over the keyboard.

Me: no one. forget it. hypothetical retracted.

Jade: that's not how hypotheticals work

Jade: TY

Jade: you can't drop that and then disappear

I put my phone in my pocket and climbed the stairs to apartment 4B. Through the door, I could hear the sound of Eli's French press being plunged — that specific, satisfying whoosh — and the soft murmur of a podcast playing from his phone.

I stood in the hallway with my gym bag over my shoulder and my hand on the doorknob and thought about the wall I'd stared at for four hours.

About the three seconds I'd given myself.

About how every synonym for "fine" I'd thrown at Eli this morning had been a different shade of lie.

I opened the door. Eli was at the kitchen counter with his coffee and his notes, glasses on, hair still sleep-tousled, and he looked up when I came in and said, "There's coffee if you want it," and smiled — a real smile, small but genuine, the kind he gave me when he was pleased to see me and trying not to show it.
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