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Chapter 1

People don’t generally get excited about moving to New Jersey, but then again, Marcus Williams is coming from Boston, so that might explain why he’s adjusting so well.

There’s a lot of reasons why Marcus prefers New Jersey to Boston. Better pizza is the top reason, obviously. The accents are less grating, comparatively. There’s a lot more diversity and a little less racism. There are four queer bars in his new university’s downtown, compared to the zero at his old school. Marcus has not heard one person use the word “wicked” since he moved.

And he’s not here.

As Marcus exits the science building, struggling to fasten his messenger bag and scroll through his Spotify at the same time, he notices another of his favorite things. Blair Bennett is leaning against the building, waving at him. Her red hair is buzzed short on the right side, and falls in messy waves over her left shoulder. Marcus smiles as he takes off his headphones and makes his way over to her.

Blair’s been a godsend since he transferred, always ready to lend a hand, letting him know about the best place to get falafel at four in the morning, or where the replacement drumsticks are kept in the music room, or emailing him the marching band practice schedule for the sixth time when he can’t find it in his archives.

Blair answers all of his questions, but asks very few in return, which suits Marcus just fine. He doesn’t want to talk about Boston. Everything that happened there is over and done with. There’s nothing left to discuss.

Blair pulls him into a brief hug. “Hey, glad I caught you. You’re done with classes until lab tonight, right? Want to grab some ice cream? We can eat it over by the park and watch people hit each other in the head with Frisbees.”

“Sounds good.” Marcus adjusts his bag over his shoulder and starts walking alongside Blair, who is complaining about some changes that the band director is looking to make to their formations.

“And I’ve told him a million times, we are a marching band, not a synchronized swimming group, and concentric circles are gonna look ridiculous on the field.” She sighs, tucking a few of the unruliest locks of hair behind her ear. “Anyway, that’s enough whining for now. What about you? How are your classes so far?”

Marcus shrugs in what he hopes passes as a careless manner. “They’re alright. The psych stuff lines up pretty well with what I was studying before, so at least my major-specific classes should be fine. I’ve got a bunch of core classes to make up, though. Transfer student problems, I guess. Chem’s gonna be a bitch, but I’ll be fine.”

Blair rolls her eyes. “Yeah, no you won’t be. My boyfriend’s a chem major, and I’ve met most of the faculty. They’re a bunch of flakey asshats, especially the TAs who teach the intro classes. You’re going to need help.”

Marcus shakes his head, but before he can protest, Blair grabs his hand and starts dragging him across the quad. “Ice cream can wait. Come on, I’ll introduce you to Ajay, my boyfriend. He and his loser best friend are chem nerds. He’ll tutor you, make sure you know what the TA is looking for.”

Maybe Blair’s positivity is infectious, or maybe Marcus is still high from lack of sleep after his first fitful night in his shitty apartment, but whatever the reason, he finds that he doesn’t mind being pulled along through campus. He’s surprised, however, when he realizes where they’re headed.

Marcus tugs at Blair’s hand, trying to get her to slow down. “Um, why are we going towards the football stadium? Is that where all the chem nerds hang out?”

“You know it,” Blair laughs. “Ajay and Seb are both on the team. They’re a couple of assholes, but they’re also some of the sweetest people I know.”

Marcus nods, furrowing his brow as he realizes who Blair is talking about. He’s not much of a sports fan, but everyone on campus knows Ajay Kumar and Sebastian Lockwood, the quarterback and wide receiver who are being hailed as the keys to assured victory in the upcoming season. Marcus has seen girls walking around in football jerseys with KUMAR and LOCKWOOD scrawled across the shoulders, and Sebastian (or Bash, as the campus gossip sites refer to him) is widely considered to be one of the hottest players in the Big Ten conference.

He looks over at Blair questioningly. “So, the band geek dating the quarterback. How very romcom of you guys. You been together long?”

Blair rolls her eyes, smiling. “Yeah, yeah, I know. Cliché, but you can’t argue with what works, I guess. We got together at the end of freshman year after, um…some clashing.”

Marcus, you’ve shown tremendous growth this past semester, far more than your peers. You’re so much more mature than the others, you know. It’s hard to remember that you’re only a freshman. You seem older.

Marcus blinks, working hard to keep his memories locked away in the recesses of his brain, where they belong. This isn’t Boston. This is a fresh start. This will be different. “That’s cool, though. That you made it work.”

“Yeah,” Blair agrees, “we do make it work, I guess. I mean don’t get me wrong, Ajay is still a shithead a lot of the time, but like…the good kind of shithead.”

Marcus laughs softly. “I get it. Most people are shitheads, I guess. Nice job snagging one of the decent ones.”

Blair looks over at him, one eyebrow raised. “What about you? You have a shithead of your own stashed somewhere?”

I’m sorry, Marcus. Fuck, I’m so sorry. I panicked, I…but I’ll fix it, just don’t say anything, don’t answer their questions, okay? Just give me some time, okay? Don’t…just keep quiet for now. I’ll take care of everything. Don’t worry.

“Marcus?”

Marcus lets out a breath that he didn’t know he’d been holding, the air rushing from his lungs shakily. He realizes that they’ve stopped walking, and Blair is staring at him with pursed lips and a furrowed brow.

He takes a deep breath, forces a chuckle, and shakes his head. “Sorry, I’m…I was…no. I’m not seeing anyone. I had a…someone back in Mass, but it’s over.”

Blair reaches out and gives his arm a squeeze. “Look I don’t mean to pry, but if you’re trying to avoid saying the word boyfriend, don’t bother. We’re a pretty diverse community here. I’m actually a member of the GSA, and I’m head of the Pride committee this year.”

She grins as she holds up her wrist, which is adorned with a braided pink, lavender, and blue yarn bracelet. “I’m surprised you didn’t notice, I never shut up about it usually. It’s like I’m professionally bisexual, or something.”

Marcus grins back, shifting his messenger bag so that his own bi pride pins are visible. “Sames. The pay’s shitty, but the perks aren’t bad.” He wriggles his eyebrows suggestively, relaxing as Blair laughs and starts walking again. If Blair wants to assume that his freak-out was because of the queer thing, then he’s more than happy to roll with that.

As they enter the stadium and head over towards the end zone where the team is practicing, Marcus watches the players on the field doing some sort of exercises, running around a series of cones, crouching and standing and jumping with more energy than should be humanly possible. Marcus feels tired just watching them. It’s such a humid day out, and Marcus is already overly warm in his t-shirt. The thought of exercising in this heat is completely unappealing, though he does appreciate the fact that several of the players have taken off their shirts, so maybe the heat’s not so bad, all things considered.

Blair holds a hand up to her eyes to shield them from the sun as she starts to scan the field, but before she can so much as turn her head, Marcus spots a tall guy with tan skin and messy hair waving as he runs over to them.

“Hey, babe!” The guy wraps an arm around Blair’s shoulders, kissing the top of her head and grinning widely. “What’s up? Come to check up on us, make sure we aren’t slacking off?”

“Ugh, you’re sweating like a pig,” Blair says, though she tilts her face upwards for another quick kiss. “Besides, you’ve never slacked off in your life. You don’t have enough chill to slack off.”

“It’s not a lack of chill, it’s an excess of awesomeness.” The tall guy winks at Blair, his grin widening as she rolls her eyes with a smile.

“Sure, that’s definitely it,” Blair says teasingly. “Marcus, I’d like you to meet my excessively awesome boyfriend, Ajay. Ajay, this is Marcus, my excessively awesome snare drummer.”

“Marcus! Nice to finally meet you, man!” Ajay reaches out to clap Marcus on the shoulder with one hand, and shake Marcus’ hand enthusiastically with the other. “Blair’s told me all about you. Raved about your skills. Drumming’s fucking hard; I tried it in middle school but I can’t follow a beat for shit. Blair says you’re the best though, and she really knows her shit. You ever play outside of school? Like in a regular band or something? You’ve got that nerdy rocker look going on, I bet you’d kill it.”

“Well I hear you’re the resident expert on nerds, so I guess you’d know.” Marcus is starting to feel a little overwhelmed with how fast Ajay is firing comments at him, but Ajay looks so earnest that Marcus can’t help but like him.

“Fair enough.” Ajay laughs. “I’m just saying, you look like if Drake went through a hipster phase, but like, in a good way. You’re new in town, right? Have you been downtown at all yet? Do you drink? Even if you don’t, you’ve gotta come to the team parties. We’re a fun group, I swear. You’re from Boston, right? Why don’t you have an accent? I mean, I’m not complaining, Bahston accents ah the fahken wahrst, right?”

The anxiety that Marcus feels building in his chest drains away as he bursts into laughter at Ajay’s cringeworthy-yet-accurate imitation. “Shit man, don’t do that! My ears have still got PTSD from the two years I spent up there. I’m from upstate New York originally. Right outside of Buffalo.”

Ajay snickers. “Ah, nice! Great wings, I assume.”

“Wow, never heard that one before,” Marcus says in a deadpan tone. “I can see why Blair fell for you. Your sparkling wit.”

“Ha! Nice one!” Ajay pats Marcus’ shoulder again before resting his arm around Blair’s shoulders. Marcus notices that she leans her head against his sweat-soaked shirt without complaint. “I like him, B. He’s good people.”

“Obviously. I have excellent taste,” Blair says, smiling. “And since Marcus is good people, I’m sure you won’t mind using some of your excessive awesomeness to make sure he doesn’t fail Intro to Chem.”

“What? You’re in chem? Nice!” Ajay holds out his hand for a fist bump, which Marcus cautiously reciprocates. “Aw, man, do you have Dr. Mitchell? He’s a fucking mess, but he’s cool if you know how to get on his good side.”

“Mitchie doesn’t have a good side. He’s a stuck-up fossil who’s too busy ass-kissing for grant money to teach anyone anything.”

Startled by the unfamiliar voice, Marcus turns quickly towards its source. When his eyes meet the newcomer’s, however, he inhales sharply, cursing himself as he struggles to keep his jaw from dropping.

The boy standing in front of him is tall and lean, with wiry muscle tone that Marcus can note in detail, seeing as he’s one of the players who has forgone his shirt in the heat. His short black hair and stormy grey eyes are set against a smooth complexion, and he’s got sweat running in rivulets down the curve of his neck, across his sharp collar bones and firm chest, all the way down to his abs that are too defined to be anything other than spray-painted on, gathering in the cut lines of his hips and working their way down.

Shit. Marcus tears his gaze away from the newcomer, looking at Blair and Ajay expectantly, praying that no one has noticed his temporary lapse in brain function. Blair narrows her eyes at him suspiciously, but Ajay seems oblivious as he punches the newcomer on the arm playfully.

“Shut the fuck up. Just because you can’t charm anyone for shit.” Ajay is grinning as he moves to ruffle the newcomer’s hair. The hot dude ducks, shoving Ajay in retaliation.

“I’m plenty charming when I need to be. Just never need to be, is all.” The hot dude turns to look back at Marcus, a slow smirk spreading across his face. “Who’re you? A new recruit?” His eyes flicker up and down Marcus’ frame briefly.

Marcus raises his eyebrow skeptically. “Yeah, that’s right. I’m the new wide receiver. I heard your current one can’t catch for shit.”

The hot dude’s eyes widen as he barks out a burst of laughter. “Where’d you find this one, Blair? He’s an asshole. I like it.”

“You would.” Blair rolls her eyes. “Marcus, this is Sebastian Lockwood, the team’s wide receiver, Ajay’s best friend, and the worst Call of Duty player in the state.” Blair pays no mind to Sebastian flipping her off as she continues the introductions. “Seb, this is Marcus Williams, Boston escapee, snare drummer extraordinaire, and seeker of chem assistance.”

“Oh, right. You mentioned him. Nice to meet you.” Sebastian nods at Marcus briefly before turning back to Ajay. “Let’s run some plays now before it gets any hotter. I don’t feel like hearing Anderson bitch about his pit stains again.”

Sebastian doesn’t wait for Ajay to reply, instead heading over towards the other players, shouting out some sort of commands that Marcus doesn’t bother trying to understand. He does, however, allow himself to surreptitiously watch Sebastian’s ass out of the corner of his eye.

“Alright, I’ve gotta go before Seb stages a mutiny, but it was nice meeting you.” Ajay holds out his fist so Marcus can reluctantly bump it again. “Text me so I have your info and we’ll set up some tutoring sessions. Blair’s got my number. Obviously.”

“What?” Marcus blinks in confusion. “I don’t think I need tutoring, I just…”

“Yeah, you do.” Ajay says bluntly. “Seb is right, Mitchell doesn’t do much teaching. Leaves it all to the TAs who don’t know what the fuck they’re doing. I’ve got you though, no worries.”

“I…thanks.” Marcus isn’t sure what to say as Ajay drops a quick kiss on Blair’s cheek and runs off. He’s a little overwhelmed from all the questions and enthusiasm and abs, but as Blair leads him out of the stadium, chatting about which combination of ice cream flavors she’s going to order and snickering at the picture Sebastian just texted her of Ajay getting Gatorade poured down the back of his shirt, Marcus can’t help but think that maybe his bravado isn’t all an act.

Maybe things could be different here. Better.

Without him.


Chapter 2

It’s seventeen minutes past ten o’clock, the agreed upon time for the first meeting of Chem And Get It (Ajay’s choice of name, obviously, his third choice after Chem on Eileen and Intro to Jizz) and Marcus is struggling to keep his nausea under control.

He hates being late. He’s trying to keep his mind calm and clear like his therapists are always advising, but he can’t stop thinking about what Ajay will say when Marcus finally makes it to the library. Maybe he’ll be angry and drag Marcus for wasting his time. Maybe he’ll flash a pitying smile and tell Marcus he’s not mad when he actually is. Maybe he figured Marcus was blowing him off so he bailed already.

Maybe he never even bothered to show up in the first place. Surely he has better things to do.

Marcus can feel his stomach twisting itself into knots as he pushes through the library door and makes his way to the study room that Ajay allegedly reserved for them. He knocks softly, half hoping that there will be no response.

“Marcus? If that’s Marcus, come on in, if not, then don’t come in unless you’ve got cheese fries or something.”

Marcus takes a deep breath before opening the door. Ajay is leaning back in his chair, feet propped up on the table, music blaring from his phone as he types furiously on his laptop, which is balanced precariously on his legs. Ajay looks up from his laptop, smiling brightly as he pushes thick, black-framed glasses up on his nose with one finger.

“Marcus! You made it!” Ajay’s smile is blindingly bright as he closes his laptop and tosses it casually onto the desk with a loud clatter that makes Marcus cringe.

“Yeah, sorry…I got caught up.”

Ajay tilts his head, clearly waiting for further elaboration, but Marcus doesn’t offer any additional information. Ajay doesn’t need to know how Marcus woke up to a burst pipe in the bathroom, and then had to spend thirty minutes arguing with his super as to why this was unacceptable.

Eventually Ajay nods, dropping his feet to the floor and gesturing to the chair next to him. “Doesn’t matter. You’re here now. Just text me next time you’re running late so I know you aren’t being mugged or run over by the shuttle or something.”

Marcus winces. “Yeah, I…I’m sorry. I know you’re busy, and I don’t want to…I can just leave if you’re—”

“Marcus! Chill!” Ajay rummages through his backpack, pulling out a bag of Sour Patch Kids. “It’s no biggie. I had plenty of articles to read on DNA polymerases while I waited. Sexy stuff, right? Figured out what I was fucking up in my paper, actually, so I should be thanking you for being late.”

He holds out the bag of candy, but Marcus shakes his head, sitting down and pulling his laptop and textbook out of his bag. His stomach still feels queasy, even though Ajay doesn’t seem to be mad at him. He tries hard to keep his breathing steady and his expression neutral. Fake it till you make it, he supposes.

Marcus clears his throat as he opens his laptop. “You can thank me profusely in your paper’s abstract. Dedicate the whole thing to me, if you like.”

“I’ll write you a love sonnet in the footnotes,” Ajay says, smirking. He frowns, tilting his head inquisitively. “Chem’s one of your mandatory classes, right? What’s your major, then?”

“Psych.” Marcus fights the urge to start drumming his fingers against the desk. He dares to hope that Ajay won’t ask any more questions, but those hopes are soon dashed.

“Psych, huh? Cool. You wanna be a psychiatrist or an academic?”

You’ve got a brilliant mind, Marcus. You could do great things in academia. You just need some coaching. It’s a cutthroat culture, extremely difficult to navigate, especially for someone like you. You’re lucky, having someone like me to help you find your footing.

Marcus shrugs. “Neither. Just stumbled into it. I’m probably just going to get a job when I graduate, you know? No more school for me. Gotta pay the bills, not create them.”

“That’s legit,” Ajay says, nodding. “You’ve probably got the right idea. I’m thinking about med school, but you know…so much more school…ugh, right?”

Marcus wrinkles his nose, as though the thought of continuing education is not at all enticing. “Yeah, gross. No thanks.”

“Yeah, my parents are torn. Dad wants me to be a doctor, but Ma’s holding out hope that I’ll be the first Desi quarterback in the NFL.” Ajay grins, ruffling his hair. “Guess I’ll have to do both.”

Marcus snorts derisively. “Sure. At the same time, right? That’s what you can say in your interviews, that you’re using your million dollar endorsement checks to pay your way through med school.”

Ajay snickers. “Honestly though, you seen tuition fees lately? I’d need a fuckin’ Nike deal every year to pay for that shit!”

“For real,” Marcus agrees with a smile. “Dad was so relieved when my scholarship transferred over. He’s always worrying about…”

Marcus? It’s Dad…just calling to see how New Jersey’s treating you. I know you’re busy, but I’d love to come down and see you, once you’re settled, and…I just want to know that you’re…if you need anything…I don’t know. I never know what to say to you. Your mother was always the one who…you know. Said things. I just…I love you. Always have, always will, no matter what. Just call me back, okay? When you have time.

“Marcus?”

Marcus blinks, realizing that Ajay is staring at him, one eyebrow raised. He responds quickly, before Ajay can ask too many questions.

“Sorry, I guess I spaced. My dad worries about everything, I guess. Moms died my freshman year of high school. Cancer. So he…he’s still not really over it.” Perfect. Just enough personal information with a dash of gloom to satisfy Ajay’s curiosity.

“I’m sorry, man.” Ajay leans over to squeeze Marcus’ shoulder. “That sucks. Must have been hard.”

“It’s fine,” Marcus lies. “She wasn’t going to get well. She’s in a better place.”

Ajay looks skeptical, but before he can open his mouth to ask any more questions, Marcus quickly changes the subject.

“Is this Divine? The song, I mean.”

Ajay perks up as he grabs his phone and turns up the volume. “Nah, it’s Naezy. He collabs with Divine a lot though, so that’s probably why it sounds familiar. You into Desi hip hop? It’s not really mainstream yet. The good stuff, I mean.”

“Yeah,” Marcus says, nodding. “It’s cool that they’re moving past all that Vanilla Ice poser shit. Telling their own stories.”

Ajay grins. “Exactly! And their beats are sick. Real shit, you know? I mean, not like I’m a music snob. I’ve got my share of Rihanna on my Spotify.”

“Bullshit!” Marcus rolls his eyes. “Anyone who doesn’t have Rihanna on their Spotify is not allowed to call themselves a music snob.”

“Damn straight!” Ajay holds out his fist, and Marcus bumps his own against it, feeling much cheerier and calmer than when he first sat down.

After some further discussion on how many Adele songs a person can have on their Spotify before it gets embarrassing, they manage to start on Marcus’ chem homework. Marcus isn’t surprised to find that Ajay knows his shit, but he is surprised at how well Ajay is able to clarify concepts and explain what the hell is going on with the equations in his homework.

Marcus has just mastered covalent bonds when the door to the study room vibrates as someone pounds on it from the other side.

“Ajay? You in there? I actually don’t care if you are or not, I’m coming in.”

The door swings open and Sebastian strides in, slamming the door shut behind him and dropping into a chair with a casual gracelessness that Marcus does not find attractive at all.

“Sorry to interrupt. I mean, not really, but in the name of politeness and all that.” Sebastian frowns, folding his hands behind his head and looking over at Marcus. “How’s the studying going?”

“Really great,” Marcus says dryly. “Good thing you interrupted when you did. I was learning too much.”

Sebastian sniggers, leaning back in his chair. “I’m skeptical. Jackass here couldn’t even read the toaster oven instructions, and he—”

“Fuck you!” Ajay throws his pencil at Sebastian’s head, who catches it easily in one hand, laughing. “That toaster oven was a piece of shit! Be glad I got rid of it.”

“Yeah, sure, I’m eternally grateful that I have to eat cold bagels because they don’t fit in the regular toaster.” Sebastian throws the pencil back at Ajay.

Ajay ducks, letting the pencil fly past his head and clatter to the floor. “Why are you even here? I’ve gotta see your ugly mug enough during the day. You trying to bring it up to 24/7 annoyance officially?”

“Pfft! Like I’d want to see more of you. I forgot my keys. Need to borrow yours so I can get home and delete all your shit off the TiVo before Chopped comes on.”

Sebastian turns to look at Marcus, a small smile playing at the corners of his mouth. “Seriously though, are you good? You picking up on stuff? Because I’m happy to help if this shithead is being annoying.”

Marcus returns the smile, hoping that the way his eyes keep flickering towards Sebastian’s chest, which his t-shirt is stretched tightly across, goes unnoticed. “Nah, I’m good. Ajay is a great teacher actually. Not that he isn’t also a shithead.”

“Obviously.” The smile on Sebastian’s face widens. “Glad to hear it, though.”

“Why?” Marcus bites his tongue, cursing himself for not being able to bite back his honest wonder as to why Sebastian Lockwood would give a shit about some random like him.

Sebastian raises one eyebrow. “I mean, I’m glad to hear that Ajay isn’t a total fuck up. That means odds are good that Blair won’t dump his ass and leave me to clean up the mess. And Blair likes you. She knows her shit. If she says you’re cool, then you’re cool.”

Marcus smirks. “In that case, is she correct in saying you’re shit at Call of Duty?”

Sebastian sits up abruptly, scowling. “What the…no! She’s a fucking liar on that account. She cheats! That’s the only reason why she wins, I can…ugh, hang on…”

Sebastian pulls his vibrating phone from his back pocket, frowning as he scrolls through his texts. “Shit. Shit. We’ve gotta bounce.”

“The fuck are you talking about?” Ajay asks, wrinkling his forehead.

Sebastian’s gaze flickers over to Marcus for a moment before focusing on Ajay. “We. Have. To. Go. Now.”

Ajay presses his lips together. “And I’m telling you, I. Am. In. The. Middle. Of—“

“It’s a family thing.”

Marcus’ eyes widen as Ajay stands up suddenly, nearly knocking his chair over. “It’s happening? He’s finally…”

“Yeah. Dumbass finally wised up.”

Ajay looks over at Marcus, chewing on his lower lip. “Look, I’ve gotta go take care of something, but text me if you’ve got questions. I’ll be around.”

Marcus shrugs, stuffing his laptop and textbooks back into his messenger bag. “It’s fine, you’ve helped plenty already. I think I’ll be good. You don’t have to keep doing this.”

“I don’t have to do anything,” Ajay says as he slings his backpack over his shoulder, “but I want to do this. This shit’s interesting to me.” He grins, punching Marcus on the shoulder gently. “Sorry man, we’re friends now. Deal with it.”

Sebastian sighs, shaking his head. “My deepest condolences. Once Kumar’s got his claws in you, there’s no escape.” He smirks at Marcus, but relaxes into a genuine smile when their eyes meet. “We’ll see you around, yeah? Might have to invite you over for some gaming and kick your ass. I’ve got a reputation to maintain.”

Marcus manages a small smile as he makes his way towards the door. “Yeah, sure. Sounds good. I’ll text you.”

He heads towards his apartment, trying not to think about whether or not Ajay and Sebastian were telling the truth about wanting to hang out. He doesn’t think either of them would bother lying, but you never know.

People lie all the time. Especially when you don’t expect them to.

Marcus enters the lobby and makes his way up to the third floor, wrinkling his nose at an unappealing smell in the stairwell. As he unlocks his front door, he notices that his doorknob is loose, but decides against calling the super again. Marcus doesn’t want to hear any more snarky comments about how this place ain’t the Ritz, son, but it’s nicer than a lot of places you’ll find around here. Marcus had struggled not to roll his eyes at that.

Marcus’ stomach is still feeling queasy, so he decides on oatmeal for dinner. As he stirs oats and almond milk together in a pan, he grabs his bottle of anxiety meds from the windowsill, shaking the bottle for a moment before putting it back down without opening it. This is his last refill, and he’s in between psychiatrists right now. He’s been halving his dosage to make it last, but he’s only got a few pills left.

He frowns as his phone buzzes with a new text. He contemplates ignoring it until after he’s choked down his oatmeal, as it’s probably just his dad, who’s been the only person texting him regularly since…everything in Boston went down. Still…it could be Blair with a band question, or Ajay with some chem advice, or even Sebastian, wanting to meet up. He had mentioned getting together, and…

Marcus pushes that thought from his mind as he turns off the stove burner and picks up his phone. He scrolls to his messages, expecting to see an incorrectly used acronym or emoji from his dad, or an all-caps rant from Blair about some asshole who cut her off on the way to the grocery store.

He’s not at all prepared to see his old roommate, Pete’s, name pop up.

Pete: hey man…i just wanted to let u know that im sorry. i know ive said it before but honestly i didnt know what would happen and i never meant for u to get hurt.

Pete: maybe u need more time still but i miss talking to u. so u know im sorry, ive said it enough times, and i hope one day u can forgive me. message me any time, hope ur doing well.

Marcus blinks, gripping his phone tightly as he struggles to breathe.

Marcus, I have to say that I honestly did not expect for you to act like this. You’ve always been a model student, and it pains me to have to do this to you—

His phone drops from his shaking fingers, which are starting to go numb as he threads them through his tight curls.

—but we’re going to have to ask you to leave the University. We understand that you have some, er…health problems—

Breath in, one, two, three, breathe out, one, two three, slower, slower, fucking slower already—

—and we strive to be inclusive and accommodating, but there is really no excuse for your behavior. We must consider the safety and comfort of the other students, as well as our faculty and staff, of course.

Marcus’ chest is tightening as he sinks to the floor, shivering and soaked in sweat. He’s dying, he knows this for certain, the fucking breathing exercises don’t work when you can’t breathe, and he’s positive that his heart is about to explode out of his chest and he can’t—he can’t—

He just can’t.

Marcus closes his eyes, knowing that this will pass, it always does, except what if this is the time that it doesn’t, but he tries not to think about that as he curls his knees up to his chest, gripping them clumsily with his numb fingers. Maybe this will pass, maybe it won’t, but either way, there’s nothing Marcus can do about it, there’s never anything that he can do about it, not any of it—

I’m sorry Marcus, but the decision is final. There’s nothing you can do to overturn it. It’s what’s best for everyone, you have to believe me. You just have to focus on moving on, starting over. Things will get better. You’ll see.


Chapter 3

Blair: ur coming tonite right?

Marcus frowns down at Blair’s text as he takes a swig from his water bottle. He’s not sure how to reply. On one hand, it might be fun to hang out with someone other than his Sims, but on the other hand, leaving the house and having to interact with people…ugh.

Marcus: idk i mean…i’ve got better offers. netflix just added six new documentaries

Blair: dont even front like ur not gonna binge watch stranger things for like the 38463th time

Marcus: don’t even front like you’re not weak for winona ryder’s EMOTIONS in that damn show

Blair: im hella weak for winona ryder’s everything, always, u know this

Marcus: sames

Blair: dont change the subject tho! u gotta come! its a team party Marcus. these fuckers know how to have fun!

Marcus: i hate having fun

Blair: ur full of shit. ur always dragging me off on pizza hunting adventures at 3am so dont even!

Marcus: new phone who dis

Blair: thats so old. i fuckin hate u. see u tonite <3

Marcus sighs, stuffing his phone back into his running holster and stretching out his quads before starting the run back to his apartment. He’s probably screwed. Ajay has been pestering him to meet up outside of school stuff for the past two tutoring sessions, and Marcus has been dodging his invites, but he’s finding it harder and harder to say no. Ajay is just so earnest. He acts as though he genuinely wants to spend his time in Marcus’ company. It’s weird.

As Marcus makes his way from the clean, pretty park back to his shitty apartment, he squares his shoulders and focuses his gaze on the road ahead of him, making his way past the neighboring building which seems to house a continuous stream of imported redneck assholes.

“Hey! Hey! Whatcha doing here, G? You lost? You gotta turn around, homie, this ain’t Newark!”

Marcus grits his teeth as he runs past them, not wanting to give them the satisfaction of seeing him irritated. As he makes his way up the rank stairwell to his apartment, he sighs dejectedly. There’s no way around it; this apartment is shit. He misses his room at home. Shit, he even misses his clinically pristine dorm in Boston. At least his dorm room smelled like Pete’s dirty socks. Here, the source of the stink is a constant unknown.

Blair: seb says he got u the reyka vodka u like. gay af.

Marcus snickers to himself, but his heart sinks a little. Sebastian is some sort of queer-baiting demon sent up from hell to tempt him. Sebastian is smart, snarky, hot as fuck, and just flirty enough to ping Marcus’ gaydar while still being aloof enough to convince Marcus that all of their chemistry is a fantasy that he’s concocted in some sort of depressing gay fever dream.

He pours himself a glass of orange juice and takes a sip as he sits down at the kitchen counter. It’s only ten in the morning. He’s got twelve hours to agonize over whether or not he’ll go to the party before he ultimately ends up burrowing under his covers and zoning out on Twitter for the rest of the night while feeling guilty about bailing.

Then again…this is his chance to start over, isn’t it? No one here knows anything about Marcus, not about his health, or his mistakes, or him. It’s a little daunting, having to build new relationships and make new connections, having to worry about when (and it is most definitely when, not if) these new people will decide that he’s not worth it and bail.

But it’s exciting, too, these new possibilities. Marcus decides to latch onto that feeling as he texts Blair back definitively before he can talk himself out of it.

Marcus: hope he bought 2 bottles bc its been a long ass week and im bout to get lit

Marcus goes to drop his empty glass into the sink before grabbing his meds off the windowsill. He’s got a full prescription, for a change. His new psychiatrist might be an unhelpful asshole who seems creepily over-interested his sexuality, but she writes the correct scripts, and that’s all Marcus requires at this point in time.

As he stands in the elevator later that evening, waiting impatiently to reach the top floor of Ajay and Sebastian’s building, Marcus is not sure whether he should be grateful or resentful for whatever combination of meds, endorphins, and loneliness has him keeping his promise to Blair and showing up to the party. He takes a deep breath as the elevator slows to a halt. He can do this. He’s feeling good tonight. He is ready to chat, mingle, and otherwise engage in social behavior.

When the door to the boys’ apartment swings open, Marcus realizes that he is not, in fact, ready for whatever the hell is going on in there. The guy who answers the door is wearing Yoda ears and sipping a neon green liquid through a crazy straw that’s perched in a Fiji water bottle. He immediately wanders away from the door without saying a word, disappearing back into the crowd of tall, built athletes with their low slung track pants and coordinated high-fives and deafening voices and holy shit, this was such a bad idea.

“Marcus! YOU MADE IT! WHOOOO!”

Marcus cringes at the sound of Blair’s voice screeching over the 21 Savage blaring in the apartment. His plan to slink back towards the elevators and make a clean getaway is ruined.

Blair is wearing oversized sweatpants that have got to be Ajay’s and a white tank top with Property of Sebastian Lockwood scrawled across it in black marker. She’s gesticulating wildly with a red Solo cup as she charges towards Marcus, grabbing his arm and yanking him into the crowd.

“Duuuuuude! You’re here! The boys are gonna be hype!” Blair laughs, taking a deep drink from her cup. “You alright? You look funny. In your face, I mean. Nervous?”

Marcus shakes his head. “Nah,” he lies, “just had a rough day.”

Blair narrows her eyes. “You didn’t get harassed by those losers again did you?”

Marcus sighs inwardly. Shit. He should have just admitted that he didn’t like crowds or something. He’d made the mistake of griping to Blair once about the mouth breathers who holler at him on his runs, and she’d nearly gone to their building and torched it that very moment.

“It’s nothing, chill.” Marcus smiles widely, running a hand over his curls. “I need a drink. What’s good?”

Blair’s face lights up. “Yesssss! You’re a vodka man, right? Seb got the best for you, I mean, he got it for himself too, cuz that’s what he drinks, and he’s a selfish little shit, but like, the nicest kind of little shit, you know? So you can have some.” She grabs Marcus’ hand, dragging him through the middle of the living room towards the bar in the back corner where Ajay and Sebastian are talking animatedly.

Marcus looks around the apartment curiously. It’s not what he was expecting at all. He’d picked up that Ajay’s family was well off from some of Blair’s offhand comments, but this place is nice. Like, really nice. The floors are dark, polished hardwood, and the walls are white and crisp, with huge skylights cut into the ceiling. There’s an enormous TV covering most of one wall, with shelves jammed full of various electronics and gaming systems. Several large, abstract paintings are hanging on the walls in heavy frames, and every piece of furniture in the place is that sleek, simple style that screams expensive as hell. 

Except for the couch in the center of the room, which is an ungodly heinous brown and orange plaid monstrosity, held together in the back with duct tape.

Marcus feels slightly out of his element. He didn’t grow up poor by any means, just more…regular than this. How is everyone else wandering around freely, dropping chip crumbs on the floor and resting their drinks on the backs of the armchairs? He blanches as he sees a guy in a ripped t-shirt pouring Bruichladdich Black Art and Diet Coke together into a Solo cup. He’s no snob, but he knows how much that shit costs, and no one spends that much money on whisky just to drown it in chemicals, unless they don’t care about price, or their palate.

“Hey, dumbasses! Marcus is here!” Blair’s tone is much louder than it needs to be, seeing as her face is now six inches away from Ajay’s at maximum. She drops a quick kiss on Ajay’s cheek before disappearing back into the crowd.

Ajay laughs, slinging an arm around Marcus’ shoulder. “You made it! Awesome! Let me get you a drink. Your obvious sobriety pains me.” He drops his arm and turns towards the bar, rummaging through the myriad of open bottles. Marcus notices that the ass of his track pants has Property of Sebastian Lockwood scrawled across it.

Sebastian grins, reaching out to clap Marcus on the shoulder. “Glad you could make it. Welcome to our humble abode. Break whatever you like, it’s all Ajay’s shit anyway.” He looks over at Ajay, frowning. “Give him the good shit! Not the Smirnoff, eugh! Honestly. When I find out who brought that shit into my home, I’m kicking them out.”

Sebastian turns back to Marcus, raising an eyebrow. “You were right, by the way. Reyka’s the shit. We went too hard on Monday, but I was still running circles around Ajay at practice the next morning.”

Marcus smirks back at him, and if his gaze flickers down a bit, it’s absolutely not because he’s eyeing up those sharp collar bones peeking out of his shirt. Marcus is merely interested in reading the Property of Mrs. Anderson that’s written across the chest of his fitted t-shirt.

“Being willing to admit when you’re wrong is an admirable trait,” Marcus says, forcing his eyes upward. “Now how about you face facts and concede that Russian Standard is better than Ketel One?”

Sebastian rolls his eyes, though he’s still grinning. “Just when I think you have promise, you say shit like that.”

“Whatevs,” Marcus says, “you just don’t know what’s good.”

“Oh, I know what’s good,” Sebastian says. The intensity of his gaze is making Marcus’ stomach knot, but he can’t seem to look away. “But apparently you don’t. Game recognizes game, Marcus, and you’re lookin’ kinda unfamiliar right now.”

Marcus bursts into laughter. “You’ve seen Boondocks? Man, that was a great show. First thing I binge watched when I got Hulu.”

“Hell yeah,” Sebastian agrees. “Huey knows what’s up. Remember the garden party episode?”

“Jesus was Black, Ronald Reagan was the Devil, and the government is lying about nine eleven.”

Marcus blinks in surprise as he and Sebastian quote the show at the same time. Sebastian looks slightly taken aback as well, and it might be Marcus’ imagination, but he’d almost swear that Sebastian is looking at him as if…as if he’s checking him out. As if he likes what he’s seeing.

“Here you go, one vodka seltzer, on the rocks, with a real lime wedge and a little umbrella, ‘cuz we’re classy as fuck up in here.” Ajay is back, thrusting a glass into Marcus’ hand. An actual glass, not a Solo cup.

Marcus takes it cautiously. “Thanks, man.” He takes a large sip, feeling himself relax as the vodka slides down his throat. He’s not supposed to drink on his meds, but whatever. Drinking lowers his anxiety, makes him feel more human. That’s got to count for something.

Ajay punches him lightly on the arm. “Glad you made it. It’s nice to see you outside of the library. You look much hotter when you’re out from under those fluorescent lights.”

“You saying I don’t look hot all the time?” Marcus teases, taking another gulp from his glass.

Ajay laughs, ruffling his messy hair. “You definitely look hot all the time. What do you think, Seb? You agree?”

Sebastian shrugs, though Marcus thinks he spots a faint blush on his cheeks. “You know I hate agreeing with you. But I’m not gonna lie.” He pokes Ajay in the ribs. “Where’s my drink, asshole? You got a new best friend and all of a sudden I’m chopped liver?”

Ajay shoots back some smartass retort, but Marcus isn’t paying attention. He’s too busy trying to work out what Sebastian just said. Does he think Marcus actually looks good, or is he just doing the non-homophobic straight guy joke thing? Marcus frowns to himself. He’s usually good at figuring out where people are coming from. What is it about Sebastian that gets him so off-kilter?

“So what’s this bullshit I’m hearing about you living in a shithole?”

Marcus is jerked out of his own thoughts by Ajay’s loud voice. “Um…what?”

Ajay rolls his eyes. “Don’t even. Blair told me where you live. That’s a shady area, dude. You’re gonna get mugged.”

“It’s fine.” Marcus shrugs. “Not a lot available on the bus lines around here, and there’s no point in having a car when parking on campus is so shitty.”

“There’s plenty available, if you know where to look.” Ajay says with a frown.

“Not in my budget,” Marcus contradicts.

“Which is?”

“Cheap as fuck.”

Ajay laughs. “Fair enough. Luckily for you, I know a cheap as fuck place that’s on the bus line, redneck free, and at least sixty-nine percent less likely to be robbed than where you’re at now. Just gimme a sec.” He whips out his phone, waving it around menacingly before striding off towards the balcony.

“Don’t you dare!” Sebastian shouts after him, glaring. He turns back to Marcus with a grimace. “Don’t say yes to him. If you know what’s good. Which you don’t, as we’ve already established.”

Marcus is about to shoot back a snarky reply when a blonde girl in skinny jeans and a sequined top sidles up next to Sebastian, looking like she’s ready to hit the club rather than a house party.

“Hey,” she says coyly, looking up at Sebastian through overly-mascaraed lashes. “You’re Bash, right? Bash Lockwood?”

Sebastian smiles down at her, but Marcus can’t help but notice that he’s standing a bit stiffer than he was earlier. “Sorry, nope. I’m DeShaun Anderson.”

The girl’s brow furrows in confusion. “Um…what?”

Sebastian gestures towards his shirt. “Yep, DeShaun Anderson, that’s me. Says so right on my shirt. I really love my mom, as you can see.”

The girl raises an eyebrow. “But my friend said…”

“Your friend must be mistaken,” Sebastian says smoothly. “Sebastian, er, Bash is over there.” He points to a guy with dreadlocks on the other side of the room.

The girl looks back and forth between the other guy and Sebastian. “Um…he doesn’t look like the picture on the team’s website. Bash isn’t…um…”

“Isn’t what?” Sebastian has one eyebrow raised challengingly.

“Not, um…never mind.” The girl flushes as she stammers out her reply.

“I guess you’d better go say hi then, since that’s who you’re looking for. Bye.” Sebastian’s grin is positively evil, and Marcus is having trouble holding back his laughter.

Once the blonde has slunk away, Sebastian starts snickering. “Ugh. Groupies. So annoying.”

“Yeah,” Marcus agrees, “I feel you. Psych groupies are pretty bad, too. I’m constantly fighting them off. That’s why I always carry a hardcover copy of Foucault.”

Sebastian laughs harder, and Marcus feels the knot in his stomach loosen slightly. He’s not jealous. Not in the slightest. It’s just that the girl was annoying, is all. And the fact that Sebastian agrees with this accurate assessment doesn’t mean anything. Not being into annoying people is not a sexual orientation.

“WHOOT! Finish off that drink, Marcus, because it’s time for round two of infinity!” Ajay has elbowed his way back over to them, his face lit up with a maniacal grin. “We’ve gotta celebrate!”

“Celebrate what, exactly?” Marcus is apprehensive, but he drains his drink anyway, handing his empty glass over to Ajay, who begins refilling it with a generous serving of vodka.

“We’re celebrating your new apartment, obviously!” Ajay winks as he drops two umbrellas into Marcus’ drink.

Sebastian groans loudly. “No. You didn’t.”

“I did, Seb, I absolutely did.” Ajay shoves the drink into Marcus’ hand. “Look Marcus, I talked to Seb’s brother. Jackson. He just left home, and I set him up with an apartment here in the building. Wanted him to stay with us, but I also didn’t want to have to cover up a murder when he and Seb inevitably end up duking it out, so he’s on his own right now in a two bedroom. You can have the second bedroom, rent free if you need.”

Marcus blanches. “It’s not…I can pay rent. It’s not about that.”

Ajay shrugs carelessly. “Fine then, pay what you’re paying now. It doesn’t matter. Shit, you already sound like Jack. You two’ll get along.”

“You will not,” Sebastian objects. “Marcus, don’t do it. Jack is an annoying little fucker. He’s stubborn as hell, a total snob, and he doesn’t know when to keep his trap shut.”

“That’s right, he and Seb are very similar,” Ajay says with a nod, ducking as Sebastian throws a halfhearted punch his way. “If you can tolerate this loser for more than five minutes, Jack will be easy.”

Marcus hesitates. He wants to say yes, but he also doesn’t want to be indebted. It’ll just make things harder when Ajay inevitably gets tired of having him around.

Before he can object, Ajay makes one last plea. “Come on, please? Just…just meet with him first, before you decide. Look, the guy’s had a tough time, and he could use the company. You’d be doing us a solid.”

“Leave me out of this, Kumar.” Sebastian glares as Ajay, folding his arms across his chest.

Ajay sighs. “Fine. You’d be doing me a solid. Please? Just meet with him? For me?”

Marcus feels his resolve crumbling as he looks into Ajay’s wide eyes. “Alright…I’ll meet with him. Guess it might be nice to live somewhere I don’t have to sleep with a baseball bat next to the bed.”

“YES!” Ajay pumps his fist in the air. “You won’t regret it! This is the best idea I’ve ever had! I am a motherfuckin’ genius!”

Sebastian reaches out to pat Marcus’ shoulder, shaking his head. “I warned you, man. Once Kumar latches onto you, game over. You’re in too deep now.”

Marcus manages a shaky smile in return. He’s all too aware of how deep he’s in. All he can do now is hope that he can manage to keep his head above water for a bit longer.


Chapter 4

Marcus is not an early riser by habit, but it’s especially difficult on mornings after a long night out, and last night most definitely counts as a very long night. Ajay had been insistent that Marcus match him, drink for drink, including an ill-advised game of vodka pong. Sebastian had spent most of the night with his arm around Marcus’ shoulders, peppering him with movie quotes and laughing at Marcus’ snarky responses.

Marcus is still confused by Sebastian’s behavior. All of the football players seem to have their fair share of groupies and hangers-on, but Sebastian and Ajay have the most by far. Marcus understands why Ajay had shrugged them off all night after a friendly hello, choosing instead to let an increasingly belligerent Blair balance coasters, tissue boxes, sneakers, and other random items on his head.

Sebastian, on the other hand, had barely acknowledged anyone at all, other than Blair, Ajay, and Marcus. When some hopeful person would try to praise his record-breaking stats last year, or wish him good luck for the upcoming season, Sebastian would smile coolly, maybe throw in a disinterested nod if the person was lucky, before ignoring them completely in favor of sticking a cocktail umbrella in Ajay’s hair.

Marcus can understand that part, at least. He has little patience for annoying people himself, though he’s usually more polite about it. Getting constantly bombarded with inane chatter over the years must have lowered Sebastian’s patience for bullshit considerably, not that Marcus suspects he ever had much patience to begin with.

The confusing part is the part where Sebastian includes Marcus amongst the few people that he chooses to hang out with. As far as Marcus can tell, the only people included in this group are Ajay, Blair, and a few of the other players. People whom Sebastian has known for years. People who are loud, and friendly, and funny and…

What sets Marcus apart enough to be added to a group like that?

Marcus shakes his head, trying to clear his mind as he pushes open the door to the Starbucks, scanning the nearly empty store. He notices a guy around his age standing stiffly near the counter with his arms folded across his chest. The boy is pale, with dark cropped hair, a slight build, and a face that could be a softer, less striking version of Sebastian’s.

There’s at least a ninety percent chance that this is Jackson. Still, Marcus is wary as he approaches, trying to pick up some sign of recognition that this guy is looking for him, too. His stomach twists at the thought of having to awkwardly explain to a stranger why he came over for a chat and called him by the name of an old Outkast song.

Luckily, once the guy catches Marcus’ eye, he nods slightly, a small smile on his face as he holds out one hand in greeting.

“You’re Marcus Williams, I’m guessing?” The guy’s voice is low and smooth like Sebastian’s, although he’s speaking at just above a whisper.

Marcus smiles back gratefully. “Yeah, that’s me,” he says as he returns the handshake. “That means you must be Jackson Lockwood.”

Jackson nods solemnly. “Yes, I am. I go by Jackson, or Jack. Not Jackie. Just Jack.”

“Sure thing,” Marcus says with a nod. He shoves his hand back into his pocket, unsure of what to say next. “So…I hear you’re looking for a roommate?”

Jackson rolls his eyes. “I guess. It’s moreso that I’m looking for a way to get Kumar to shut up about me needing a roommate, honestly.”

“Oh…” Marcus’ stomach drops a little. “Look, if you’re not…if you don’t want to do this, it’s fine. But, I mean…that’s kinda why I’m here, too. To get Ajay to shut up about it.”

Jackson lets out a short laugh. “Ugh. He’s impossible. I would say I don’t know how Sebastian has put up with him all these years, but Sebastian is even worse.”

Marcus laughs nervously but doesn’t reply. They fall into a stilted silence for a few moments before Jackson clears his throat and gestures towards the cashier.

“Should we grab some coffee? Get to know each other a bit, see if we can live together without any major incidents?”

“Good idea,” Marcus says, his mood brightening at the promise of caffeine. They make their way to the counter, give their orders to the barista (a soy latte for Marcus, a toasted coconut cold brew for Jackson), and wait silently for their drinks. After a few minutes of foot shuffling and awkward smiles, their drinks are ready and they’re seated across from each other at a table in the corner.

Jackson takes a long sip of his drink, eyeing Marcus intently. “So. Williams. Tell me about yourself.”

“Not much to tell,” Marcus says with what he hopes passes as a careless shrug. “Born and raised in Buffalo. I’m a Junior. Psych major. Snare drummer in the marching band. Trying to find an apartment that’s not infested with roaches and racists. That’s about it.”

Jackson raises an eyebrow. “That’s it?”

“Yeah.” Marcus takes a sip of his latte, avoiding Jackson’s piercing gaze.

Jackson rolls his eyes. “Come on, Williams. You must be more interesting than that. Kumar says you’re a transfer student?”

Marcus nods, trying not to grip his cup too tightly. “Uh, yeah.”

“And?”

“And what?”

Jackson sighs heavily. “And…what’s the story there? Where’d you transfer from?”

“Boston.”

“Boston…University? Boston College? Boston Clown Institute?” Jackson is smirking now, causing Marcus to chew on his lower lip nervously.

“No, a…smaller school. Just outside of the city proper.”

“Whoa, slow down there,” Jackson says dryly. “No need to overload me with so much info. Why’d you transfer?”

Marcus shrugs noncommittally. “Eh, you know. It’s Boston. Shitty pizza, annoying accents…”

Jackson nods. “Right. The accents. Not something you’d notice on a campus visit. Must have been a nasty shock.”

Marcus scowls as he takes another sip of his drink. “I just needed a change, that’s all. Something different.”

Jackson presses his lips together for a moment before turning one corner of his mouth up into a half smile. “I get it. Same for me.”

“What’s your story then?” Marcus asks, grateful for the chance to change the subject.

Jackson leans back in his chair, chewing on the end of his straw thoughtfully. “Nothing special. I was at Princeton last year. I just transferred in during the first week of classes. A last minute thing.”

Marcus furrows his brow. “Last minute transfer? Is that a real thing? It took months for me to get all my paperwork squared away.”

“Well…” Jackson says, “Sebastian and I…know some people. Plus Sebastian is the school’s star football player. He and Kumar playing catch brings in some serious revenue. It’s in the school’s best interest to keep them happy.”

Marcus blinks. “Oh. That’s…that must be nice.”

Jackson wrinkles his nose. “It depends, I suppose. Our family is…intense. The textbook example of the worst sort of old money. I decided I didn’t want to be under their thumb any longer, so I cut them off and left.”

“Wow,” Marcus muses. “That must have been rough.” As strained as his relationship with his dad has been since Moms died, Marcus can’t imagine not speaking to him at all.

“Not really,” Jackson replies. “The hardest part was having to hear Sebastian say I told you so.”

Marcus’ interest is piqued as the mention of Sebastian. “Oh? He doesn’t get along with them either?”

“Sebastian has never gotten along with anyone,” Jackson chuckles. “Except for Kumar, I guess. But no, Sebastian has been fighting them ever since we were kids. Always pushing their buttons. Eventually he ran off to live with Kumar, which was the last straw for my parents. It was one thing to have a troublemaker for a kid, that’s nothing new, but to have their eldest son denounce them in favor of people like the Kumars, well…”

“So what made you leave, then?” Marcus asks. “Somehow I don’t see you as a rabble-rouser.”

“Not in the least,” Jackson says with a smirk. “I always thought Sebastian was an idiot, pissing them off rather than playing the game. But then I…um…”

Jackson looks uncomfortable, which surprises Marcus. Up until this point, he’d been getting the impression that there was nothing that could ruffle Jackson’s feathers.

Jackson takes a deep breath before continuing. “I, um…I basically acknowledged to myself that I was bisexual. And I’m trans, so…”

Marcus’ eyebrows shoot up to his hairline. “Oh. Wow. So your parents didn’t like that?”

Jackson winces. “Well…it’s more that they didn’t…they said that if I wanted to play drag king for a while, that’d be fine, but I’d eventually have to grow up and accept reality.”

Marcus nearly chokes on his latte. “What the fuck?”

“Yeah,” Jackson says, fiddling with his straw. “I guess I could have kept pretending but…at some point, that stops becoming an option.”

“I get it,” Marcus says, as though he’s not the World’s Leading Expert on Pretending and Avoidance. “I’m glad you’re out of there.”

“I am too, usually,” Jackson says, “but sometimes I wonder if it’s worth it. Now I’m stuck with Sebastian and Kumar hovering over me. At least they pay the bills until my trust fund comes through next year. Though I am keeping a record of what I owe. Kumar won’t get off playing martyr that easily.”

“Yeah, he can be…a lot,” Marcus says with a small smile. “Well, I can promise you, I’ll stay out of your hair and won’t answer the door when he stops by if you need some peace and quiet.”

“Perhaps we could install an extra deadbolt,” Jackson suggests. He sips the last of his drink, placing the empty cup on the table. “If you want to move in, I’m fine with it. Just be sure to clean the Vitamix properly if you use it—hand wash only, no dishwasher—and we’ll be cool.”

Marcus grins. “I think I can handle that.” He looks down at his phone to check the time. “Shit, speaking of Ajay, I’ve got to meet him for a tutoring session.” He stands up from his chair, looking around for the trash can. “You’ve got my number. Just text me and let me know when you’re ready to have me move in. I don’t have much stuff. It won’t take long.”

“I’ll come with you.” Jackson stands up as well, plucking Marcus’ cup from his hand and walking towards the trash can. “Might as well let Kumar know that his matchmaking was a success.”

“I mean, you don’t have to come along,” Marcus says. “I can tell him.”

“No. I’ll come,” Jackson insists. “He’ll bombard me with texts anyway. Might as well tell him in person so he leaves me alone.”

Marcus is surprised at Jackson’s insistence at tagging along, but he doesn’t question it. He gets the feeling that Jackson doesn’t like to be questioned too closely, and seeing as Jackson was perceptive enough to stop prying into Marcus’ personal drama, he’s more than happy to return the favor.

They make their way to the library study room, where they find Ajay blaring Kendrick Lamar and taking ridiculous Snapchats. Ajay grins brightly as Marcus and Jackson enter the study room.

“My boys! Did you two make nice? Gonna be best buds now? Ready for some slumber parties and pillow fights? Maybe share some popcorn and gossip?”

Jackson sighs heavily. “Please, Kumar. I don’t want to know what sort of things you and my brother get up to in your apartment.”

“Ha!” Ajay snaps a picture of Jackson and Marcus. “We never pillow fight. Sebastian knows I’d kick his ass. Like I do at everything else.”

“That’s fairly confident talk coming from someone who lost five games of ski ball in a row to a seven-year-old,” Jackson says dryly.

Ajay laughs as he types frantically on his phone. “That doesn’t count! That little cousin of yours has got freakishly good aim. Good arm, too. She’ll throw a sick spiral when she’s older…Aha! Check your phones.”

Marcus looks down at his phone, which is showing a new Snapchat notification from Ajay. He opens the app to see a pic of himself and Jackson standing awkwardly in the study room, with best budz written across the middle, framed in cartoon hearts and pot leaves.

Jackson rolls his eyes. “How creative.” He slides his phone into his back pocket. “But yes, we’ve agreed to be roommates. Feel free to stop pestering me about it now.”

“Don’t lie,” Ajay says, grinning as he rocks his chair back to swing his feet up onto the table. “You love it when I pester you.”

“Whatever you say,” Jackson says with a shrug, although Marcus notes that Jackson’s cheeks are starting to flush.

“So? When’s the big move?” Ajay asks. “Seb and I can help you move your shit. Blair, too. Jackie, you still need to meet her, by the way. I don’t know how you two keep missing each other somehow.”

“I don’t know either. I guess we’re both on different schedules.”

It doesn’t escape Marcus’ notice that Jackson presses his lips together in distaste at the mention of Blair, staring intently at the study table and apparently not feeling the need to correct Ajay for calling him Jackie. Marcus snickers, causing Jackson to shoot him an icy glare. Marcus clears his throat quickly to cover up his amusement. No sense in pissing off his new roommate before he even moves in. And hell, Marcus knows what it’s like, to want someone in ways they can’t possibly want you back.

At least Jackson knows where he stands with Ajay. At least Ajay isn’t a liar.

Not like he was.

The door to the study room swings open, and Sebastian strides in wearing mesh shorts and an Under Armour running tank. Marcus wills himself not to stare as Sebastian runs a hand through his sweat-dampened hair as he shoots Marcus a friendly grin.

“Hey Marcus, what’s up? You have fun last night?”

“Yeah,” Marcus says, hoping he doesn’t sound too eager. “It was a good time. Not as fun as last Friday when I played Candy Crush for six hours straight, but still. Not bad.”

Sebastian laughs. “Sounds wild. We should do it again sometime.”

“Do what, a party, or Candy Crush?” Marcus asks with a straight face, not thinking at all of anything else he’d like to do with, or to, Sebastian.

“Candy Crush, obviously,” Sebastian shoots back. “For real though, we need to play Call of Duty. I have to defend my rep.” He pauses, chewing on his lower lip for a moment before continuing.

“Ajay said you guys were meeting today. I was on my way to the Wawa, wanted to stop by and see if you wanted…” Sebastian trails off, scowling as he notices Jackson. “The fuck are you doing here, Jack? You don’t take Chem.”

“Wow, nothing gets past you, does it?” Jackson says in a voice dripping with sarcasm. “I just stopped by because I treasure your pleasant company so much.”

“I am always pleasant, you ass,” Sebastian retorts. “You know, just because we live together and go to the same school now, that doesn’t mean you have to be up my ass all the time.”

“We don’t live together,” Jackson says with a grimace, “and you’re the one who’s always barging into my apartment to eat my granola bars and steal my laundry detergent.”

“It’s not my fault that you’ve got the good granola bars,” Sebastian says defensively. “You know I don’t have time to trek all the way across town to the fucking Trader Joe’s. If you don’t want me to eat them, then don’t buy them.”

“How does that make any sense?” Jackson says with a huff. “You’re impossible.”

“No one will disagree with you there, Jackie,” Ajay says smoothly, “but let’s simmer down and not scare off Marcus before he’s even moved in, yeah?”

“You said yes?” Sebastian turns to look at Marcus, raising an eyebrow. “You’re moving in with Jack?”

“Yeah,” Marcus says, nodding. “I guess I am.”

“Awesome.” Sebastian is grinning in a way that makes Marcus’ stomach knot in a way that’s both unpleasant and warm at the same time. “It’ll be cool to hang out more.”

“Sure,” Marcus agrees, pretending not to notice the lines of Sebastian’s trap muscles as he scratches the back of his neck.

“Oh! Marcus! You run, don’t you?” Ajay is looking back and forth between Sebastian and Marcus with a Cheshire cat grin spread across his face.

Marcus’ brow furrows. “Uh, yeah, I do. In the mornings usually.”

“Perfect! Seb runs, too. Obviously. You two should run together. Seb is getting slower on the team runs. He needs someone kicking his ass.”

“Fuck you,” Sebastian says, laughing. “I’m faster than anyone else on the team.” He turns back to Marcus, a small smile playing at the corners of his lips. “But yeah, you know, it’d be cool to run together. You know, motivate each other. If you want.”

Marcus imagines having Sebastian alongside him on his morning runs, all tan and flushed, breathing heavily as rivulets of sweat run down his neck, catching on his collarbone.

Fuck.

“Yeah,” he says with a weak smile, “sounds great.”


Chapter 5

Sebastian: gonna be at the game tonite?

Marcus stares down at the text from Sebastian, shaking his head and smirking as he replies.

Marcus: no. im gonna drum and march around the apt courtyard.

Sebastian: lol u little shit. stop by the locker room before u get into ur nerd suit and wish me luck?

Marcus: like your uniform is less nerdy? you parade around in tights and a shiny hat.

Sebastian: u know u like my tights dont lie ;)

Marcus frowns down at his phone. He hates that it’s been weeks and he still can’t tell if Sebastian is flirting with him for real or not. Not that it matters, of course. For reasons unknown to Marcus, Sebastian considers him a friend, and Marcus has few enough of those these days. He’d rather not take a chance and risk scaring Sebastian off for good with an ill-timed date request.

Marcus: nah. not a fan. if its not assless chaps it might as well be sweatpants.

Sebastian: bro don’t knock sweatpants. they are comfy stylish and appropriate for all occasions.

Marcus: true tho.

Sebastian: but for real, stop by when u get here. if u have time.

Marcus: k will do.

Marcus puts his phone down, gathering up his marching band uniform and drumsticks. As he packs his backpack, he pauses to take a deep breath, trying to keep his stomach from twisting into knots.

He’s not okay today. His mind is racing, he can’t remember the new formations for their marching routine, he still hasn’t gotten over how he embarrassed himself by tripping over a rogue cymbal at the last practice, and he’s fairly certain that everyone on campus is going to be talking shit about him after their halftime performance when he inevitably fucks everything up and makes a fool of himself, in front of thousands of people, of course, and…

Marcus drops his backpack onto the bed, closing his eyes tightly and rubbing his temples gently with his fingertips. It’s not real, he tries to remind himself. All this freaking out is just his meds acting up again, messing with his brain. This happens occasionally, during his low points. The meds don’t do their job, so he has to adjust his dosage to compensate.

Except it’s not working this time. Usually, this is when Marcus goes to his doctor and asks for help, but this new doctor is worthless. He had asked about adjusting his dosage once before, and she’d been immediately resistant. If he asks her again, she’ll probably just want him to talk more and maybe do a yoga retreat or something. She might even take him off the meds completely, which Marcus knows from experience will not lead to anything good.

He’s not okay, but at least with the meds, he knows that he’s not okay, and that has to count for something.

Marcus is startled from his thoughts by the buzz of his phone. He can’t help but smile a little as he reaches for it. Sebastian might not be into him in a yes-homo way, but he’s funny and cute and an all-around welcome distraction from Marcus’ current shitty thought process. Marcus opens his messages, prepared to see a snarky comment, or a selfie with Sebastian making a weird face during one of Ajay’s overbearing pep talks, or maybe a pic of Ajay with something ridiculous scrawled across the back of his undershirt in marker.

He is not at all prepared to see another text from Pete.

Pete: hey man…i’ll be in ur neck of the woods next month. if u wanted to meet up.

Pete: no pressure. i know it might be weird, or u might not want to see me. but i figured i’d give u a heads up. give u some time to think about it.

Pete: it would be great to see u again. if u want.

Marcus sits down on the bed, feeling the blood pounding through his veins. He doesn’t want to see Pete again. He doesn’t want to think about Boston. He doesn’t want to think about him.

You think too much, Marcus. Anything will sound wrong once you twist the words enough. It just goes to show how intelligent you are, that you’re bringing up these concerns. You have to trust me though…nothing bad is going to happen. Don’t think…just relax and enjoy it.

The loud knock on Marcus’ bedroom door startles him so badly that he drops his phone to the ground with a clatter.

“Williams? Are you alive in there?”

Marcus lets out a shaky breath that he didn’t realize he was holding. “Um…Jack?”

“Obviously? Who else would it be?” The door creaks open a crack. “Can I come in or are you doing something embarrassing?”

Marcus hastily picks up his phone and rubs his eye with his fist. “Yeah, sure. Come on in.”

The door swings open and Jackson walks in, wearing a faded pair of jeans and an olive green shirt that reads I’m With Genius with an arrow pointing upwards. He raises one eyebrow at Marcus inquisitively, but doesn’t mention anything about Marcus’ flustered appearance.

“Are you ready to head out? You’ve got to be there in an hour, right?”

Marcus nods slowly. “Yeah, just getting my shit together. I’ll be out of your hair in a few.”

“Great,” Jackson says, “I’m ready when you are.”

“Ready for what?” Marcus asks, standing up and slinging his bag over his shoulder.

“Ready to go? Like…to the game?” Jackson is speaking slowly and deliberately, as though he’s trying to explain calculus to a particularly inept wombat.

Marcus rolls his eyes, pushing past Jackson as he heads towards the front door. “That’s where I’m going, sure, but you don’t have to go.”

Jackson shrugs. “I know. I’m just…supporting you. Since you’re my roommate. You haven’t left any dishes in the sink or put my binder in the dryer since you moved in. You deserve a reward.”

Jackson is not looking at Marcus as he shoves his wallet into his back pocket and fiddles with his house keys. Marcus smirks as he opens the front door and holds it open for Jackson to stalk through stiffly. He’s pretty sure that the only reason Jackson is going to the game is because he wants to see Ajay, but Marcus is not going to complain about having company on the bus, not on a day like today when the thought of sitting next to a stranger for the entire fifteen minute ride is enough to make him nauseous.

Somehow, they make it to campus without incident. Marcus tries hard not to think about how he’s most likely going to drop one of his drumsticks on the field and have to air-drum his way through the halftime show like a jackass as they make their way towards the band prep room.

“Marcus!”

Marcus and Jackson both stop and turn around, seeing Blair walking towards them quickly, waving. She’s already in her drum major’s tux, and she’s got a stack of music sheets under her arm. Once she reaches them, she gives Marcus a quick, one-armed hug before turning to Jackson, sticking out her hand and smiling brightly.

“Hi there! I’m Blair. You must be Jack, Ajay has told me all about you. It’s great to finally meet you. I can’t believe we keep missing each other!”

“Yeah…” Jackson returns Blair’s handshake gingerly. “I guess we just have opposing schedules. Weird.”

“Totally weird,” Blair agrees. “I thought for sure we’d be able to meet when we moved Marcus in. It sucks that you had that last minute group project meeting come up.”

Marcus coughs to cover up a laugh as Jackson’s face flushes. Jackson pulls his hand away from Blair’s and crosses his arms over his shirt. Blair gasps, pointing to Jackson’s chest excitedly.

“You like SGA? Or…oh shit, are they selling Rodney’s shirts at Hot Topic now, or something?”

Jackson looks stricken as he squeezes his arms even tighter against his chest. “I wouldn’t know. I would rather pull my toenails out one by one with my teeth than set foot in a Hot Topic.”

Blair laughs, resting one hand on Jackson’s arm. “So you’re a fan of the show, then? Stargate Atlantis? How is that possible? That show’s so old and cheesy. My dad had the whole series on DVD so I watched it in high school, but I’ve never met another fan my age.”

Jackson looks over at Blair’s hand, pressing his lips together for a moment before responding. “I ran out of things to watch last summer so I binged it on Hulu. It’s dated, for sure, but the characters are amazing. Plus Jason Momoa was my official bi awakening.”

“Mine too,” Blair says with a smirk.

A small smile creeps onto Jackson’s face. Marcus has to blink a few times to make sure he’s not hallucinating.

“We’ve got to hang out and obsess together,” Blair says. “Maybe I can convince you that John and Rodney were totally banging.”

“Please,” Jackson scoffs, “I’m already on board that ship. McShep is the only SGA ship worth reading.” His eyes widen slightly. “Um, I mean…I don’t read…I just…”

“Ahhh! You read fanfic?” Blair seems to be close to bursting with excitement. “Okay, we need to talk more. Immediately. I’m insisting that you sit with me during the game.”

Marcus is surprised to see Jackson nodding as that smile on his face grows slightly larger. “Okay. Sounds good.”

“Awesome.” Blair turns to Marcus. “You better go say hi to the boys in the locker room. Ajay is convinced that Seb can’t catch for shit unless you stop by and wish him good luck before the game. You know how superstitious those guys are. The starting cornerback’s had a Hello Kitty sticker on his cup every game since he caught that interception three weeks ago.”

Marcus pretends he doesn’t notice Blair’s knowing smirk. “Sure, I’ll head in. Drop my bag off in the band room?”

“You got it.” Blair grabs Marcus’ backpack and slings it over her own shoulder, dragging Jackson with her as she heads towards the band room.

Marcus keeps his head down as he walks through the gym to the side locker room entrance. His stomach clenches as he gets closer and closer to the raucous sounds of the team gearing up for the game. He’s still not comfortable with how…intense all the players are. They’re all friendly to him, that’s not the issue. It’s just, all the dirty jokes and shouting and good natured insults and arm punching…

It’s just a lot, all at once. It’s overwhelming.

“Marcus! BRAH!” Ajay is standing on a bench, shirtless as he waves his water bottle in the air. “You made it! Good thing too, we need a win today.”

Marcus grins at him. “Yeah, sure. I’ll take credit for your winning streak. It’s all me.”

“Damn right.” Sebastian has appeared beside Marcus, clapping a hand on his shoulder. He’s shirtless as well, which Marcus is all too aware of. “You made it. Nice. Save me from these losers, Marcus. Anderson just poured Gatorade over his head and the game hasn’t even started yet.”

Ajay points his water bottle at Marcus. “You’re coming to the after party, right? To celebrate our victory?”

“You’re pretty confident, huh?” Marcus says with a chuckle. “Why do you need my good luck wishes then, if you’ve already got assured victory?”

Ajay laughs, squirting a stream of water from his bottle, which splatters onto the toes of Marcus’ shoes. “You gotta be positive, man. What’s the point of playing if you aren’t planning on winning? Besides,” he says with a wink, “you are here, which means Seb will make all his catches. Therefore, victory is assured. That’s just science.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Sebastian grumbles. “Go put on your uniform, asshole, and give Marcus some space.”

“Sure thing, Seb. I’ll give you guys your…space.” Ajay has a shit-eating grin on his face as he jumps off the bench and heads to the other side of the locker room, slamming his shoulder against Sebastian’s as he passes them by and quickly slapping Sebastian’ ass.

“Fuck you, Kumar!” Sebastian calls after him. Sebastian is grinning, but he’s biting his lower lip and shifting his weight from one foot to the other. He looks back at Marcus, staring at him intently in a way that makes Marcus blush a little.

“Thanks for coming. Sorry that Ajay is a tool.”

Marcus shrugs. “It’s not like I didn’t know that already.”

“True,” Sebastian agrees. His eyes trace their way down Marcus’ frame. “You don’t have your geek gear on yet? Shame. Those shapeless black pants are fine as hell.”

Marcus rolls his eyes. “Yeah, yeah.” He doesn’t want to think about what Sebastian means by that comment. It’s probably just a joke. “So…you guys gonna be able to keep that winning streak going? Or is this a tough game?”

“Ha!” Sebastian says with a snort. “We could all get shot with tranquilizer darts and we’d still kill it tonight. This’ll be an easy win. No competition.” He grins at Marcus, elbowing him in the shoulder. “Plus I’m in peak condition now, since you’ve been training me.”

Marcus elbows Sebastian right back, trying not to blush even worse than he already is. He and Sebastian have been running together a few mornings a week ever since Marcus moved in with Jackson. At first, Marcus was freaking out about making a fool of himself in front of Sebastian, but after the first run where Sebastian pretended to trip him three times and ended up eating shit on the pavement himself, Marcus was able to chill considerably.

Marcus looks over at Sebastian with a sly grin. “Well, if you’re in such peak condition now, maybe you don’t need my good luck after all.”

“Let’s not get carried away,” says Sebastian as he puts an arm around Marcus’ shoulders. Marcus tries not to enjoy the heavy, warm weight of Sebastian’s arm too much. “I always need your luck.” He gives Marcus’ shoulders a squeeze before stepping back. “I’ve gotta go get ready so…” Sebastian smiles, tilting his head and raising one eyebrow expectantly.

Marcus lets out an exaggerated sigh as he shakes his head with a smile. “Good luck, asshole.”

“Yes!” Sebastian pumps a fist in the air. “It’s on now. Thanks, man.” He holds out his hand for a fist bump, which Marcus immediately returns. “I’ll see you after the game, at the party. You better be there.”

Sebastian grins as he heads towards his locker. He pauses, turning back to Marcus and rubbing the back of his neck. “Um, hey…good luck to you too, okay? Not that you need it. You’re a sick drummer. I watch every halftime show, and you always kill it.”

Oh. Sebastian would be watching him. That’s not something Marcus had actually thought about. He’d figured that Sebastian spent halftimes in the locker room with the team, listening to Ajay’s never ending hype talks. Apparently not. Apparently, when Marcus inevitably ends up falling on his ass or fucking up the routine, it won’t just be in front of a bunch of faceless judgmental strangers. It will be in front of Sebastian.

Great. Just perfect. Marcus feels a lump growing in his throat as his whole body heats up a few uncomfortable degrees.

“Oh. Ah…thanks. Thanks, man.” Marcus gives a small wave before hurrying out of the locker room, walking quickly down the hall and sliding into the band room. He feels a little lightheaded as he scans the room until he spots Blair by the door, talking to a couple of the woodwind players.

Blair smiles and waves him over, but Marcus shakes his head, wrapping his arms around his middle. “Sorry Blair, I just…I need a minute, okay?”

“Of course,” Blair says with a comforting smile, “go ahead and use the office. Take your time.”

Marcus smiles back at her gratefully, heading towards the band director’s office where he can take a few minutes to collect himself, do his breathing exercises, and hopefully stave off his oncoming panic attack.

“Shit, B, what’s wrong with him? He looks like hell.”

Marcus’ shoulders hunch up a bit as he hears one of the woodwind players stage-whispering behind him.

“What’s wrong with you?” Marcus hears Blair snap. “Don’t be an asshole. He’s fine, he just needs a minute. Mind your business.”

“Ohhhhh, that’s right,” says the other woodwind in a condescending tone. “He’s like…you know…he gets a little crazy sometimes, right? Poor thing.”

Marcus, I know you think that your relationship with him was more…intimate than it actually was, but you have to understand that you must have misread things. I don’t mean to be blunt, but you’re not the most…well, you must admit that you have some mental health problems. That’s just a fact. There’s no shame in admitting that. There’s no shame in admitting that you might not be seeing things clearly.

Marcus doesn’t bother waiting to hear whether or not Blair defends him. He heads into the office and shuts the door quietly, not bothering to turn on the lights as he leans against the wall, running a hand over his face.

Crazy. He chuckles humorlessly. It’s the truth, isn’t it? He’s not normal. His brain doesn’t work right. Oh, sure, he’s not as delusional as they all assumed, he knows that. He’s never conjured up false memories of things that didn’t happen.

The feelings, though…Marcus had obviously been imagining them. If he had cared about Marcus even a fraction of the amount that Marcus had thought he did…none of this would have happened. He wouldn’t have let it happen.

Marcus is all too aware of how untrustworthy his own intuition is. People might seem to care, but what does that mean, really? Not much.

He struggles through his breathing exercises, managing to keep himself from completely losing it. Still, as he stands there in the dark, he realizes that he’s not going to be able to make it through the rest of the evening. He’s not going to be able to put on his uniform, make small talk with the rest of the drumline, and smile his way through the evening like everything’s fine.

Taking one final, deep breath, he pushes off from the wall and cracks the door open. Blair is nowhere to be seen, and everyone else is busy fussing with their uniforms and instruments. Marcus silently slips out of the office and walks calmly across the room, out the door, down the hall, out of the athletic building, not stopping until he’s boarding a bus headed downtown.

He chooses a seat by the window, sliding down low and leaning his forehead against the cool glass. He vaguely recalls that he’s left his backpack in the band room, but he can’t be bothered to care. He’s got his wallet with his fake ID and his debit card, everything that’s required for access to one of the seedier queer clubs and copious amounts of vodka. That’s all he needs for tonight.


Chapter 6

Marcus isn’t sure at what point last night he rubbed sandpaper into his eyeballs, but he’s pretty positive he must have, because his eyelids sliding against them as they creak open is an unbearable torture, second only to the pounding pressure in his temples.

He winces as he blinks, looking up at a chipped ceiling with a wrinkled poster of The Weeknd taped over a particularly large crack. Letting his head loll to one side, he realizes that he’s lying on black satin sheets that smell like patchouli and hairspray. The wall in front of him is dominated by a large cork board flooded with concert tickets, cutouts from yoga magazines, and strings of beads. There’s a laundry basket on the floor overflowing with multicolored leggings and black lingerie.

This is probably not his room, Marcus deduces.

His suspicions are confirmed when he turns his head painfully to the other side of the bed, ending up with a mouthful of bleached hair. Shit.

Slowly, Marcus slides out of the bed, breathing a silent sigh of relief when his bedmate lets out a light snore without waking. Marcus is still fully dressed, down to his tennies, and though his memories are foggy, he can vaguely recall that they’d only gotten through a few messy make out moments before passing out, thankfully.

Marcus nearly trips over his own feet as the laundry basket emits a loud buzzing noise. He rushes over to the basket and fishes his phone out from the folds of a hoodie, grimacing as he scrolls through the slightly blurry texts.

Blair: lmao where tf are u? u bailing on us?

Blair: um

Blair: for real tho where u at

Blair:????

Blair: are u ok?

Blair: look its 15 min til halftime like…are u gonna show or what? do i need to send Jack out to look for u?

Blair: im sending Jack. lmk if u need smtg ok? <3

Jackson: Blair sent me to look for you so I am buying a pretzel. The line is very long. By the time I pay, please be here so that I can bring you back with me and stop her from freaking out.

Jackson: I just paid. You aren’t here. I’m taking my time getting extra mustard. Hurry up.

Jackson: I got yelled at by some plebeian for taking too much mustard. I may or may not have dropped some on his shoes. Now I’m hiding behind the concession stand eating a mustard-less pretzel. This is not appropriate roommate behavior. Please find me immediately to apologize.

Jackson: I was forced to head back to the stands without you. Blair is very worried. I suppose I am too by this point.

Ajay: boi its haltfime u look lit af

Ajay: wait no i don’t see u

Ajay: whERE U AT

Ajay: FUCK MY CAPSLOCK IS STUCK OR SMTG WTFFFFF

Ajay: OK B LOOKS PISSED DID U 2 FIGHT OR SMTG LMAO SORRY BRAH BUT I GOTTA TAKE HER SIDE U KNOW SHE ALWAYS RIGHT

Ajay: OK B SAYS U BAILED? U OK? WHERE U AT?!

Blair: honestly where the fuck are you? did smtg happen?

Blair: ok im super worried abt u, if u need time thats fine just let me know that ur safe ok?

Blair: marcus???

Jackson: We won. In case you care. Even though Sebastian didn’t play the last quarter because he’s an idiot. I’ll explain when you get back. The party went to hell and now our apartment is overrun with Kumar crew. I’m legitimately irritated.

Jackson: And worried. I guess.

Jackson: I am assuming your phone died or something. I’m locking the deadbolt so call if you want to get into the apartment. If you plan on coming home, that is.

Blair: well its 3am and im going to bed but idgaf what time it is call me pls when u get these im worried sick and

Blair: u know what we can talk tmrw xxx be safe

Ajay: B says I can’t call the cops and she got a point bc fuck tha police but for real if ur in trouble call or whatervedeas

Ajay: whatevs

Ajay: FUCK THIS PHONE MAN

Ajay: but for real if u need me call me and ill pick u up or fuck up whoever needs it man

Ajay: whomever

Ajay: fuuuck idk which is correct just be safe ok

Sebastian: No new messages.

Marcus feels his stomach churning. He’s not sure which makes him feel more like shit; the concerned messages from Blair, Jackson, and Ajay, or the lack of messages from Sebastian. He tries not to think about it as he stuffs his phone into his back pocket and creeps out of the dorm room, closing the door quietly behind him.

Once he’s managed to find a bus stop and board what he hopes is the correct bus to get him home, he leans his forehead against the window, enjoying the cool feeling of the glass against his skin. He wonders what he’ll find when he gets back to the apartment. Sure, some of his friends seemed concerned about him, but that doesn’t mean anything. It was probably just the drama of being caught up in the moment. Once they figure out there was nothing wrong, nothing outside of Marcus’ own fucked-up mind, they’ll change their tune.

Hey Marcus, um…something came up and I can’t make it to lunch today. Don’t stalk me! Ha! I’m um…I’m kidding. But also please don’t stalk me, like, for real.

Yeah man, I know we talked about hanging out this weekend, but my girl’s been on my case, you know? People been talking. I know it’s bullshit, but she heard something about what happened with that guy, and you know how she get, right? She don’t want me alone with you. I know it’s not like that, but you know how she is, she get crazy sometimes. Oh, shit, I didn’t mean it like…like not your kind of crazy, just, you know…um…yeah.

Look, Marcus, I know you’re, like…sick or whatever, but you can’t just freak out in the middle of a Starbucks without warning. It’s embarrassing and like…I mean don’t you take meds for that shit? If you’re not even gonna try then I don’t wanna enable you. That’s like…not healthy for either of us.

Marcus keeps his eyes squeezed shut as he tries to drown out the memories of his alleged friends in Boston scrambling to keep their distance. Once his version of the story had gone viral on campus, there’d been no room for Marcus’ take. Marcus had found himself alone with a damaged goods label slapped across his chest.

Marcus drags himself dejectedly from the bus, making his way into the elevator of his apartment building. He narrows his eyes as he pushes his floor’s button. He really hopes that either Jackson is awake (not likely, since it’s not even eight in the morning yet), or his threat to deadbolt the apartment was an empty one.

He breathes a sigh of relief as the door opens with a soft click. He slides quietly into the apartment, hoping that he can make it to his bedroom unnoticed. Marcus is so intent on staying silent that he nearly chokes on the breath he’s holding when he notices what’s going on in the living room.

Ajay is asleep on the couch in a seated position with his legs sticking out haphazardly and his head flung backwards over the back of the couch. His right arm is draped over Jackson’s shoulders, holding him tightly against his side. Jackson has his head pressed against Ajay’s chest, right above a wet patch of drool. Jackson’s hand is resting gently on top of Blair’s head, which is nestled in his lap. More than one of them is snoring, though Marcus can’t be sure of who.

Despite the fact that his brain still feels like it’s trying to bust out of his skull, Marcus can’t help but smile at the sight of his three friends all cuddled up like a bunch of saps. He pauses for a second to snicker at the way Ajay’s glasses are sitting askew on his face, and that second is just enough time for Jackson’s eyes to flutter open and latch onto Marcus before he can finish making his escape.

“Williams?” Jackson’s voice is croaky as he shifts slightly against Ajay, reaching one hand up to wipe away the drool on his chin. He glares at Marcus sleepily. “How’d you get in?”

“Mmm…Wha? Marcus? The fuck?” Ajay’s head shoots up as he rubs one eye under his glasses. His hair is sticking out sharply at odd angles. “Where am I? What’s going on?”

“You’re on Jack’s couch and you’re disturbing my beauty sleep,” Blair mumbles irritably into Jackson’s crotch. Jackson’s eyes widen as he sits up stiffly, surveying his surroundings and flushing pink.

He looks back at Marcus with a frown. “I locked the deadbolt. How’d you get it open?”

“I unlocked it before we started watching…wait, what the fuck?” Ajay stands up quickly from the couch, wiping at the wet patch on his shirt as he hurries over towards Marcus. “Where the fuck have you been, man? We’ve been worried sick!”

He pulls Marcus into a tight hug, nearly knocking the wind from his lungs. Peering over Ajay’s shoulder, Marcus can see Blair sitting up and stretching, while Jackson crosses his arms over his chest and hunches his shoulders.

Blair gets up from the couch, coming over and prying Ajay’s arms off of Marcus so she can hug him herself. “Marcus, you scared the shit out of us! You disappeared, we had no idea where you were or what happened!”

She releases him, and Marcus attempts to smile as he rubs the back of his neck. “Um…I don’t know, I just…I wasn’t thinking.”

“Obviously,” Ajay says, rolling his eyes. “I can’t believe you just took off like that. Seriously, though, what were you thinking?”

“He literally just said he wasn’t thinking,” Jackson points out. “You should be familiar with that concept.”

“Heh, fair,” Ajay snickers. “But for real, man, you can’t do shit like that.”

“Ajay is right,” Blair agrees. “If you need time to yourself, that’s fine, but you need to give us a heads-up so we don’t worry.”

“Or lock you out of the apartment,” Jackson adds.

Marcus shrugs, averting his gaze. “I know, I just…I didn’t think it was a big deal.”

“Why wouldn’t it be a big deal?” Ajay says with a frown. “It wasn’t like you just slipped away on your own time. You blew off halftime. You had us all worried sick.”

Marcus forces a chuckle. “That’s because you three don’t have any chill. Sebastian managed to stop himself from blowing up my phone.” He tries hard to sound nonchalant, as though he’s not at all stressing about exactly why Sebastian didn’t seem to care about his whereabouts last night, unlike everyone else.

Ajay’s eyebrows fly up to his hairline. “Oh, shit! I’ve gotta text Seb!” He hurries back over to the couch, rifling through the cushions for a minute before pulling out his phone triumphantly. He strides out to the balcony and starts pacing back and forth as he texts.

Blair looks pointedly at Marcus, raising one eyebrow. “I know you’re not implying that Seb has any chill. He’s been out all night looking for you.”

Marcus feels his stomach sinking as he turns Blair’s words over in his head. “What are you…why would he be looking for me?”

Blair sighs exasperatedly. “Because he cares about you? Like we all do?” She yawns, not bothering to cover her mouth. “I’m going to put the coffee on. I can’t deal with emotions without caffeine.” She heads into the kitchen, squeezing Marcus’ arm as she passes him.

Marcus is pretty sure that the nausea wracking his body is due to more than just his hangover. He’s not sure why everyone is making such a big deal out of this. Sure, he’d figured that there’d be some concern, but this is more than he expected.

“Sebastian got benched for the fourth quarter.” Jackson’s voice is low as he side eyes Marcus from the couch. “He was checking with Blair to see if you’d shown up yet, and he overheard one of the band geeks saying…something about you, and he flipped.”

Marcus privately thinks it’s rich that someone wearing a t-shirt emblazoned with the XKCD webcomic logo is calling someone else a geek, but he doesn’t say anything, choosing instead to stand stiffly by the couch, wishing he could go and hide under his covers for the next twenty years or so.

Ajay flings the sliding door to the balcony open and returns to the living room without closing it. “Seb will be here any minute,” he announces to no one in particular. “He was headed back for a shower anyway, so he’s gonna be here in—”

The front door opens with a bang, startling them all. A glowering Sebastian barges into the apartment, slamming the door behind him. His eyes lock onto Marcus’ and he immediately storms towards him with an intense look on his face. Marcus braces himself for another hug, but he’s taken aback when Sebastian instead greets him with a harsh punch on the arm.

“What the fuck, Williams?” Sebastian isn’t yelling, but he’s awfully close to it, which is doing nothing good for the pounding in Marcus’ head. “The fuck were you thinking, rolling out with no warning?”

“You’re behind the times. We’ve already confirmed that he wasn’t thinking.” Jackson sounds tired as he eyes his brother.

Sebastian scowls. “Who the fuck asked you?” He turns back to Marcus, jabbing him in the chest sharply with one finger. “The fuck’s your problem, huh? You take off without saying shit. You don’t bother answering your fucking phone when these losers text you. You just…you just fucking bailed, man! I had to rough up an oboe player because your dumb ass had to start drama!”

“You didn’t have to do anything,” Marcus shoots back hotly. “No one asked you to defend me, or look for me, or…or any of it.” He’s not usually so confrontational, but he’s feeling overwhelmed from all the questions and worrying and hangover and…just all of it.

“Bullshit,” Sebastian scoffs. “You’re my…you’re my friend. Asshole. So yeah, I did have to defend you against some ignorant shithead who felt like running his mouth right in front of me.”

Marcus is too tired to obsess over what Sebastian means by friend right now. “I…look. I appreciate the concern, but…let’s talk about this later, alright? Blair’s making coffee, and I need some rest, so—”

“Nope.” Sebastian’s tone is firm as he punches Marcus on the arm again, even harder this time. “Grab your running gear and let’s get going.”

Marcus blinks in confusion. “What? Nah, man, I’m not feeling that. It’s too early, and I’ve got a headache.”

“Tough shit,” Sebastian says mulishly. “I’ve been up all fucking night checking gutters and ditches for your dumb ass, and I’m fucking wired. We’re going for a run.”

Marcus grimaces at the feeling of guilt welling up inside of him. “I…okay. Just give me five minutes.”

“You’ve got three.” Sebastian is still scowling, but he rests a hand on Marcus’ shoulder for a moment, squeezing it gently before pulling back and shoving his hands into his pockets. “Now hurry up. We’re going a full 10k today, I don’t give a shit how hungover you are. In fact, I hope you fucking puke.”

Sebastian’s eyebrows are arched, but there’s a hint of a smirk on his face. Marcus bites back a grin of his own as he heads towards his bedroom to change. He’s pretty sure Sebastian isn’t going to actually make him run any farther than the Starbucks at the end of the block, but he grabs a roll of breath mints off his bedside table just in case he ends up having to mask puke breath after all.

He’s still not completely sure why everyone is so concerned with what he’s doing. He hasn’t mentioned anything about his health, or about Boston, but clearly he hasn’t been as discreet as he’d thought, either. He’s obviously fucked up in the head, his friends have got to know that by now, and yet they still…they still care, for some reason.

Marcus knows it won’t last, but he allows himself to revel just a little bit in the feeling of being wanted. It might not last, but that doesn’t mean Marcus can’t enjoy it while he’s got it.


Chapter 7

“Speed it up, Williams, you’re falling behind again. It’s like I’m training with a drunk tortoise.”

Marcus flushes, as he realizes that once again he has unknowingly slowed down his running speed enough to give him a nice view of Sebastian’s ass out of the corner of his eye. Unfortunately, Sebastian has once again noticed him doing it. The slowing-down part, not the ass-ogling part, or so Marcus hopes.

Last time Sebastian noticed him lagging, Marcus had been forced to squirt the back of Sebastian’s shorts with his water bottle as a distraction. He’d gotten a pine cone down the back of his shirt later in retaliation, but Marcus considers that a fair trade.

He smiles at Sebastian, hoping he looks at least slightly more chill than he feels. “I’m just pacing myself. Gotta keep that rhythm going.”

“Ha!” Sebastian is running backwards now, facing Marcus with a cocky grin on his face. “Nice try, shithead, but I’m not falling for it. I’m not gonna end up with an assfull of Gatorade again. I’m not that kinky, okay?”

Without hesitation, Marcus whips out his water bottle and douses Sebastian right in the crotch.

“AUGH! The fuck?!” Sebastian laughs as he dodges out of the line of fire just seconds too late to avoid getting soaked. “You’re the worst.” He grabs the water bottle from Marcus’ hand, taking a swig and draping a sweaty arm over Marcus’ shoulders. Marcus wrinkles his nose in pretend disgust, but he doesn’t pull away.

They eventually make their way into their usual Starbucks, giving each other shit over their orders and snickering at the odd looks the barista shoots at Sebastian’s stained crotch. Sebastian appears to give zero fucks as he leans against the counter and pokes Marcus’ neck repeatedly with a straw while they’re waiting for their drinks.

“Um, excuse me. Mind if I grab some napkins?” Some blond dude with hipster glasses and a toothy grin is standing in front of them. Marcus tries to smile as he moves to the side to let the guy step in between them to get to the napkins. Sebastian smiles as well, though it’s one of his cool, indifferent ones.

“So…” The blond seems to be in no hurry to move away as he folds and re-folds the napkins in his hands. “Long wait, huh?”

Sebastian doesn’t answer, shrugging as he pointedly looks away in another direction and crosses his arms across his chest. The little knot of jealousy in Marcus’ stomach is slightly mollified by this show of disinterest. The blond is undeterred by this as he clears his throat and tries again.

“So I was wondering, if you’re interested—”

“I’m not,” Sebastian says smoothly. Marcus smirks as the blond blinks a few times behind his stupid glasses. Marcus assumes that he’s waiting for a sorry or a thanks anyway, but Sebastian doesn’t say anything else as he twirls his straw between his fingers.

Part of Marcus is relieved when the blond takes the hint and heads off with a resigned smile, but his stomach twists as he thinks about what it means, Sebastian not being interested in that guy. Now that the guy has split, Marcus’ jealousy has calmed enough for him to admit that the guy was cute enough. He seemed polite, took no for an answer pretty gracefully.

But he was a guy. And Sebastian doesn’t like guys. Obviously.

Still…Marcus isn’t sure. There’s been enough comments and incidents and looks to pique Marcus’ gaydar considerably.

Not that it matters. Even if Sebastian likes guys, that doesn’t mean he likes Marcus. And even if he likes Marcus, that doesn’t mean he’ll do anything about it. And even if he does do something about it, that doesn’t mean it’s a good idea for Marcus to reciprocate.

I am sure that you believed yourself to have genuine feelings for him, Marcus. Surely you can see how your feelings for him clouded your judgement and led you to believe he felt the same way, when in reality…he didn’t. His friendly conduct towards you was never anything more than professional.

Taking the chance on relationships has never ended well for Marcus. Hooking up with Sebastian probably won’t ruin his whole life again, not that there’s much left to ruin after him, but it’ll definitely ruin the semblance of a second chance that he’s managed to cobble together for himself, once Sebastian realizes how fucked up Marcus is and bails.

It’d be nice to know, though, if a chance ever existed, even if Marcus has no intention of ever taking it.

“Ugh,” Sebastian groans exasperatedly as he goes back to poking Marcus’ arm with the straw. “People are the fucking worst.”

“Yeah,” Marcus agrees. “It must get old.”

Sebastian arches an eyebrow. “What must get old?”

“You know…” Marcus shoves his hands in his pockets, avoiding Sebastian’s stare. “People hitting on you. Guys. Especially if you’re not…you know…are you…”

“Fuck’s sake, man.” Sebastian is snickering now, and Marcus can feel his face flush with embarrassment. “Are you trying to ask me if I’m gay? Because I am quite obviously hella fucking gay.”

“You’re hella fucking annoying, is what you are,” Marcus shoots back with a smirk. “And I don’t know! You’re…you give everyone the brush-off. I didn’t wanna assume. I don’t know your life.”

“Well, my life is gay. Gay as fuck.” Sebastian gives Marcus’ arm a particularly sharp jab. “Just because I’m not boning every mouth breather who thinks he’s slick doesn’t mean shit.”

Marcus nods at this. “Makes sense. Spoiled for choice, yeah?”

“Spoiled for shitty choices,” Sebastian says with an eye roll. “And it’s more than that. It’s…I’m not picky, I’m just not into hooking up, not right away. Blair calls it demisexual.”

“Ah, okay. Cool.” Marcus turns the words over in his mind. Sebastian is demisexual. And gay. And…staring at Marcus with that cocky smirk curling around his lips, sweat from his run still clinging to his collarbones, and…

“Yeah, I don’t get the point of hooking up with some rando. That…want, or whatever, it’s just not there for me. Once I get to know someone, though…”

Fuck. Marcus has made the mistake of looking up to meet Sebastian’s gaze, and now those silver eyes have him on lockdown, and somehow Sebastian has moved closer to him and their arms are brushing together and fuck, fuck, fuck.

Marcus can feel his panic rising, so he quickly reaches over and grabs a handful of napkins, twisting them in his hands and avoiding eye contact. He can hear Sebastian sigh irritably next to him, folding his arms across his chest.

“Of course sometimes people are deliberately obtuse—”

“Like Ajay,” Marcus interrupts with a nervous laugh, “and those puppy dog eyes your brother’s always shooting at him?”

Sebastian doesn’t answer at first, but eventually he chuckles and shakes his head. “Fuck. Those two, I swear. What a couple of losers.”

“I know, right?” Marcus says with a grin. “Although let’s be real, I’ve caught Ajay eyeing up Jack’s ass more than once.”

“Ugh,” Sebastian wrinkles his nose exaggeratedly. “Don’t remind me. Blair and Jack were over the other day making Ajay watch that Stargate show they’re obsessed with. All three of them were sickening.”

“All three of them, huh?” Marcus grins wider at Sebastian’s loud sigh.

“Don’t even. Honestly, Ajay and Jack are both clearly dumbasses, but I thought Blair had more sense than this. Ajay’s jackassery is infecting her.” Sebastian looks over at the counter, frowning.

“Come on, I think that asshat in the Jets shirt stole my macchiato. Time to cause a scene and snag some free scones.”

* * * *

“Look at those two clueless assholes.” Blair bumps arms with Marcus as they lean against the wall of Ajay and Sebastian’s apartment. She gestures wildly with her Solo cup towards the other side of the crowded room where Ajay and Jackson are arguing over the music selection. Ajay is grinning like a Cheshire cat and Jackson is scowling.

Both of them are blushing.

Blair snickers into her cup as she drains her drink. “I swear, they’re so oblivious. They totally want to bang.”

“And you’re fine with that?” Marcus asks, raising an eyebrow.

Blair smiles as she watches Ajay throw a balled up napkin at Jackson’s head. “Yeah, I’m fine with that. I mean, it’s not just them, you know? Jack is pretty cool. The three of us together…it’s just…it could be good, I think.”

I know you have doubts, Marcus, but we work so well together. We understand each other, you and I. Nothing else matters. We have something special. We could be good together. Just give it a chance.

“Marcus? You still with me?”

Marcus blinks, shaking his head as he takes a deep breath. “Yeah, sorry. Just…it’s nice that you’re figuring things out.”

“What about you?” Blair asks, and the innocent look on her face doesn’t fool Marcus for a second. “You have anyone on your mind?”

Marcus…fuck, you’re amazing. No, more than amazing. You’re perfect. We’re perfect. Together.

“Marcus?”

Don’t worry, Marcus. We just need to keep things quiet for now, but once you graduate, we can be together. Always. It’ll be fine. Everything will be fine.

“Marcus?”

Marcus squeezes his eyes shut for a moment, willing himself to calm the fuck down. “Yeah I’m…I mean no. No one on my mind.”

“Liar,” Blair says lightly. “But it’s fine. You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.”

“Thanks,” Marcus says with a shaky smile. “It’s fine. It’s…it’s nothing. I just…”

“Something happened in Boston?” Blair asks.

Marcus shrugs. “I…yeah. It’s…nothing big. Just got me soured on relationships.”

“Hmm,” Blair muses. “I get that. Bad experiences and all.” She reaches over and gives his arm a squeeze. “Just don’t let that shit drag you down, okay? Whatever happened, you aren’t there anymore. You’re here now, with much cooler people.”

Blair punches Marcus on the arm as she finishes off her drink. “I’m gonna go pinch Jack’s ass and blame Ajay. Catch you later.”

Marcus smirks to himself as he watches Blair stride towards Jackson and Ajay, hollering about needing another drink. He could use a refill himself, and as he looks over towards the bar, he notices that Sebastian is there mixing a drink for Anderson. Sebastian catches his eye and grins, beckoning him over and nodding towards the collection of vodka bottles sitting on the bar.

Marcus is about to head over when he hears someone clearing their throat next to him.

“Um, excuse me? You’re Marcus, right?” A slight girl with short blonde hair and a faded Nine Inch Nails t-shirt is smiling at him. “I’m in your Chem class. I’m Mary.”

“Mary, right. I remember.” Marcus returns her smile. “You told Dr. Mitchell his email alerts were popping up on the projector during that isotope lecture.”

“Well we’d seen about five of his FetLife notification emails by then, I figured we should give him a break,” Mary says with a sly grin.

Marcus laughs at the memory, noticing that Mary has a dimple in her left cheek. She’s cute. And funny. Marcus can do this. He can laugh and joke with a cute, funny person and not think about Sebastian, or him, at all. He can get another drink or two, or three, or more, and just enjoy a nice, normal night out with chill people, and oh shit, Sebastian is staring at them.

Sebastian’s eyebrows are knit together tightly as he glowers at Marcus, who grips his empty cup nervously. He tries not to think about why Sebastian would be looking at him like that. Thinking about Sebastian isn’t an option, not when it makes his heartbeat speed up so rapidly and his stomach tighten and his—

Stop. Breathe. Ignore.

Story of his life these days.

“So…” Marcus turns to Mary, making sure his smile stays in place. “What are you drinking? Did you want to—”

“Sorry for interrupting.” A heavy arm drops across Marcus’ shoulders, startling him. Sebastian is next to him, a charming grin plastered on his face as he speaks to Mary. “Mind if I steal him away for a minute?”

“Um, sure.” Mary looks over at Marcus, her eyes widened a bit in confusion. “I’ll see you around, I guess.”

“Yeah, sure, I—” Marcus doesn’t get to finish his thought as Sebastian steers him sharply towards the hallway to his bedroom. Once they’re inside, Sebastian drops his arm from Marcus’ shoulders and closes the door, drumming his fingers against the jamb with one hand and scratching the back of his neck with the other.

Before Marcus can ask him what’s up, Sebastian is striding over towards him, a determined look on his face. Marcus backs up slightly against the wall instinctively as Sebastian approaches, the blood pounding in his ears, his mind going blank, his breath hitching, bracing himself, willing himself to say something—

Sebastian is kissing him, one hand curled around Marcus’ cheek, lips brushing insistently against Marcus’ own as he presses them back against the wall. Marcus’ brain short-circuits for a moment, and by the time he gets hold of his senses again, he realizes that he’s kissing back just as enthusiastically, sucking on Sebastian’s lower lip and gripping his ass tightly.

“Wait!” Marcus gasps, pushing one hand against Sebastian’s broad chest. Sebastian steps back slightly.

“What’s wrong?” Sebastian murmurs, moving his hands to rest on Marcus’ hips.

Marcus shakes his head as he tries to catch his breath. “I…we can’t do this.”

“Yeah, we can,” Sebastian says with a grin.

“No,” Marcus insists, moving his other hand off of Sebastian’s ass and dropping it to his side awkwardly. He feels his stomach clench as the weight of what just happened descends down on him. “I can’t…we’re friends. This is a bad idea.”

“Exactly,” agrees Sebastian, “we’re friends already, which makes this a great idea.”

“But I like being friends with you,” Marcus says stubbornly. His head felt dizzy as he struggles to keep his panic from rising any further. “I don’t want to fuck that up.”

“You like kissing me, too,” Sebastian says with a smirk. “We wouldn’t be fucking up a friendship, we’d be improving it. With fucking.”

Marcus can’t bite back his laughter at Sebastian’s shitty logic and cocky grin. “Asshole. I just…I can’t do this right now. It’s a lot and I just…I just can’t, okay?”

Sebastian stares at him silently with narrowed eyes for a few moments before nodding slowly. “All right. You can’t do this right now, I feel that.” Hs face relaxes into a smile. “Just promise me you’ll think about it, okay?”

“Um, okay,” Marcus says slowly. “I can think about it, but I—”

“No buts,” interrupts Sebastian. “I didn’t say you should overthink it.”

Marcus rolls his eyes. “Any level of thinking seems like overthinking to an impatient shithead like you.”

“Rude!” Sebastian laughs. “I’m not impatient, I’m just motivated.”

“Those aren’t mutually exclusive,” Marcus points out.

“Whatever,” Sebastian says with a snicker. “Okay, so if we’re not hooking up, you still can’t ditch me tonight. I’ve been forced to watch Ajay and Jack awkwardly flirt with each other for the past hour, and now Blair’s in there egging them on and I swear, Marcus, I can’t deal with this shit alone.”

He lets out an exaggerated sigh as he bows his head and rests his hands on Marcus’ shoulders. “I need emotional support to get through these trying times.”

“You need something,” Marcus agrees, “but I think maybe it’s shots. Let’s hit up the bar and then go fuck with peoples’ coats in Ajay’s room.”

“Nice,” Sebastian says as he gives Marcus’ shoulders a squeeze. “Can we fill the pockets with shaving cream again?”

“All right,” Marcus agrees as they head out the door, “but let’s put condoms in a few pockets, too. You know, to be helpful.”

“You’re so thoughtful,” Sebastian says as he drapes his arm back around Marcus, who tries not to focus on how nice the warm weight feels against his shoulders.


Chapter 8

Marcus shifts awkwardly in his chair as he tries not to look at the clock. Not that there’s any point in checking the time. He’s fairly certain that the cheap clock hanging above the door in Chem and Get It’s regular study room is busted. It claims that the time is six minutes past eleven when Marcus feels like he’s been sitting here waiting for at least forty minutes.

Ajay is a lot of things, but late is never one of them. Marcus knows it’s only been six minutes, allegedly, but he’s growing frustrated. He’s just had to increase his medication recently, but the effects still need time to kick in. Hopefully. Right now he’s stuck in some weird combination of anxiety and numbness.

Marcus’ phone vibrates as a text comes in. He grabs it quickly, hoping to see Ajay’s name pop up, but it’s only Sebastian texting a picture of himself in Marcus and Jackson’s kitchen with the last chocolate chip blueberry granola bar stuffed in his mouth.

Marcus snickers, but his stomach sinks as he sends back a middle finger emoji. He had been worried that after Sebastian kissed him, things would get weird. And they have gotten weird, just…not in the way Marcus had expected.

Marcus isn’t quite sure how it happened, but somehow he and Sebastian have started hanging out a lot more, just the two of them. Sebastian meets Marcus after his classes with coffee and snark. He pops into Marcus’ apartment to binge-watch the Finding Bigfoot episodes that he records to piss off Jackson. He snags their favorite table during three AM diner runs when Marcus’ insomnia kicks up.

Sebastian’s increased presence is concerning to Marcus, not because it’s uncomfortable, but because it’s too comfortable. Effortless, almost. Sebastian hasn’t tried to kiss Marcus again, and he doesn’t come off like he’s trying to hook up, but the way he looks at Marcus sometimes…

It makes Marcus nervous. It makes him want things he’s not supposed to have.

A few of the football players have made comments about Sebastian and Marcus practically dating. Marcus rolls his eyes at them, but Sebastian just grins and says nothing, as if it doesn’t bother him.

As if it’s true. Which it isn’t. Because Marcus is too fucked up to have nice things.

A few nights ago, he’d hit up one of the queer bars in town and ended up going home with someone. Marcus isn’t generally a one-night-stand type of guy—hell, ever since him, Marcus has actively avoided most types of intimacy all together—but he’d been desperate for something, anything, to stop himself from thinking about Sebastian. He’d figured seven strong drinks and a cute smile would do the trick.

They didn’t. All he’d ended up with was puke-breath and a sickening sense of guilt. He knows that logically, there’s nothing for him to feel bad about. He and Sebastian aren’t in a relationship. They’re both free to do whatever, or whomever, they want.

Logic can suck it. Marcus knows damn well that choices can’t be right when the reasoning is wrong.

Before Marcus can wander any further down the road of self-loathing, the door swings open with a bang. Ajay stands in the doorway, wide eyed. He slams the door shut behind him and makes his way over to his chair. He drops his bag to the ground, then flops into a chair with a dramatic sigh.

“Marcus,” he says breathlessly, “I need help.”

“This isn’t news,” Marcus points out with a smirk.

Ajay scowls. “Fuck off, this is important. I have a question.”

“I have an answer,” Marcus says. “Let’s see if they match.”

“I hate you,” Ajay moans. “I’m in crisis here! More sympathy and less smartass remarks would be appreciated.”

“All right.” Marcus takes pity on Ajay, who looks at him balefully from behind askew glasses. “I’m listening, go ahead. I promise to be sensitive, unless it’s something really embarrassing.”

“Fair enough,” Ajay concedes. “Okay, so here’s the thing…” Ajay chews on his lower lip and furrows his forehead thoughtfully. “Is it, like…Is it gay if you think guys are hot and want to make out with them and…you know? Well, not all guys, just…one guy in particular.”

Ajay grimaces as Marcus starts to snicker. “Um, I’m asking for a friend, of course,” he adds hastily.

“No you’re not,” Marcus says bluntly. “You don’t have any friends that’d be asking this. And yes, you’re probably queer. Bisexual, or pansexual, or whatever.”

“You don’t seem very shocked,” Ajay says sulkily.

Marcus shrugs. “Dude. You have a poster of Michael B. Jordan in your bedroom.”

“So?” Ajay asks with a quirked eyebrow.

“A shirtless poster,” Marcus says with a deadpan look.

Ajay rolls his eyes. “Maybe I just really liked Fantastic Four, okay?”

“Buddy,” Marcus says softly as he pats one of Ajay’s hands, “no one liked Fantastic Four. Especially not Michael B. Jordan.”

“I know,” Ajay says miserably as he drops his head to his hands. “S’not the problem, anyway. The gay part. I don’t really care about that. It is what it is, you know? It’s the who part that’s killing me.”

“Yeah, we’re gonna go ahead and get down to the point,” Marcus says dryly. “You like Jack. Again, this isn’t news.”

“Ugh,” Ajay huffs into his hands. “I’m such a fucking dumbass. Everything’s finally going right this year and so of course I have to get this dumb crush and screw everything up.”

“Are you sure it’ll screw everything up?” Marcus asks. “It seems like all three of you are spending a lot of time together. I don’t think you’re the only one with a crush.”

“You think so?” Ajay looks thoughtful as he lifts his head. “I mean, I know people swing, but I don’t—this isn’t about banging.” He grins wickedly. “Not that I’d say no to banging, let’s be real. I just mean it’s not only about banging.”

Marcus shakes his head with a chuckle. “Yeah, let’s gloss right over the banging part, please.”

“Fine, fine. Be like that.” Ajay leans back in his chair and props his feet up on the table. “You know, now that you mention it, Blair keeps adding polyamory movies to my Netflix list. Like that one about the dude and the two ladies who created Wonder Woman together. Shit, do you know how much BDSM was in the early drafts?”

“Wonder Woman wears wrist cuffs and carries a lasso,” Marcus points out. “They weren’t exactly subtle.”

“Holy shit, you’re right!” There’s a look of wonder on Ajay’s face. “Wow. I’m having all sorts of epiphanies today.” He winces as he rocks back in his chair. “Oh, fuck. Seb is going to murder me. If he doesn’t drop dead from the shock first.”

“Nah.” Marcus shakes his head. “Blair won’t let him. Talk to her first. You guys have a lot of shit to sort through together before you start traumatizing Sebastian. Polyamory stuff is complicated. There’s all sorts of ways to do it.”

“True.” Ajay frowns in concentration. “Hmmm…I don’t think there are any polyamorous people in the NFL. No one who’s out, anyway.”

“There haven’t even been many openly gay players, right?”

“Nah,” Ajay shakes his head. “Only Michael Sam. And that didn’t turn out so great for him, right? Shit. If I got drafted, I’d be the first quarterback to be openly queer, openly polyamorous, or Desi, let alone all three at once.”

“Yipes,” Marcus says with a grimace. “That’s a lot. I could see if you might not want to—”

“I’m gonna fuckin’ make history, dude!” Ajay laughs and pumps one fist in the air. “How awesome is that?!”

Marcus blinks in confusion. “Um…it’s good to be positive, I guess. But are you sure you want so much stacked against you?”

“I’ve got the skills,” Ajay says with a careless shrug. “Nothing else matters.”

Marcus sighs and looks down at his hands. “It shouldn’t matter, but it does. People always judge, they always think they know about you, they always make assumptions…” He trails off as he chews on his thumbnail absentmindedly.

“Who cares?” Ajay asks. “You play to win the game, Marcus. I’m fuckin’ phenomenal on the field, and if the bigoted mouth breathers at the draft can’t focus on that, then that’s on them, but I’m not gonna hold myself back, either. I’ve gotta go all in, and whatever happens, happens.”

Marcus doesn’t say anything. He appreciates Ajay’s enthusiasm, but he is well aware of what happens when you take jumps without parachutes.

“Marcus?”

Marcus looks up at Ajay, who is staring intently. He clears his throat. “Sorry. I, um…I just don’t want you to get hurt. Just because it’s right doesn’t mean it’s smart.”

“Just because it’s not smart doesn’t mean it won’t work, either,” Ajay says with a shit-eating grin.

Marcus laughs as he throws a pen at Ajay’s head. Ajay catches the pen effortlessly and twirls it in his finger a few times before he rolls it back across the table.

Marcus grabs the pen and stuffs it into his backpack. He taps his fingers against the desk and bites his lip. “Look…I’m glad you’re figuring things out. If you have any questions, or wanna talk anything out…I’m around, yeah?”

“Yeah, I know.” Ajay grins as he checks his phone. “Aw, shit. I forgot practice got moved up. Come on, walk over with me. We can talk chem shit on the way so it’s not a complete waste of a study session.”

As they leave the library, Ajay pulls Marcus into a bear hug as they block the doorway. “Thanks, man. You’re a good friend. The best.”

Marcus wheezes as Ajay’s arms tighten around him. “You’re a good friend, too,” he manages to choke out once Ajay finally loosens his grip.

Ajay punches Marcus lightly on the arm as they head across campus towards the field. “I mean it,” he insists. “I know you’ve got your own stuff going on, too, but I don’t want to see you get caught up in it. Whatever shit went down in Boston, it’s in the past. Don’t let it keep you on the bench for the rest of the game, you feel me?”

Marcus can sense Ajay staring at him intently, but he keeps his gaze focused forward as they reach the field. A few of the players wave hello, and Sebastian saunters over with a wide grin as he drapes his arm over Marcus’ shoulders as per usual. “Nice of you to swing by, but next time you can leave Kumar in the library. No one would miss him.”

“Fuck off,” Ajay says cheerfully as he drops his backpack by the bench. “I am an essential member of the team. I’m the only one who is physically capable of putting up with your shit.”

“I don’t know what you mean,” Sebastian says. “I’m an absolute delight at all times.”

His arm squeezes around Marcus’ shoulders lightly. “You can stick around, if you want,” he suggests. “While we practice. We’ll grab something to eat after. We haven’t had Thai in forever.”

Marcus hates how much he wants to say yes to watching Sebastian run around the field shirtless and then share some pad see ew in a cozy corner booth. “Um, I don’t know. I’ve got stuff to do…”

“You gonna go see Martinez again?” A voice pipes up from behind them.

Marcus looks up in confusion. One of the tight ends, some white guy with a crew cut whom Marcus doesn’t know, is leering at him. “Sorry, who’s that?”

“Dang, you must get around if you can’t even keep their names straight,” the tight end says with a snicker.

Sebastian scowls. “The fuck are you talking about, Campbell?”

“Hey, simmer down.” Campbell raises his hands in a placating gesture. “I ain’t judging. It’s iconic, to be macking like that. I’m serious.”

Marcus smiles weakly. “Thanks, but I still don’t know what you mean.”

“Yeah, you do,” Campbell smirks. “Martinez told me you two hooked up on Tuesday. Nice going. I heard good things, my man. Gotta love a giver.”

Before Marcus can protest, Sebastian drags him away from the group. His eyebrows are knit together tightly and his eyes are flashing with anger. “The fuck is he talking about? You’re—are you fucking other people?”

“No. Maybe. It’s not really your business.” For the first time, Marcus is grateful for the numbing blankness of his meds as he focuses on channeling that feeling rather than breaking down on the fifty yard line.

“How is it not my business?” Sebastian snaps. “You said you needed time! You said you’d think about it!”

“And you said you wouldn’t push,” Marcus says. He’s surprised by how calm his voice sounds. “It doesn’t matter. We’re not in a relationship. I don’t owe you anything.”

“We might as well be in one,” Sebastian snarls. “Shit, we would be in one, except you’re a fucking coward who’s afraid to be happy.”

“Wow, I wonder why,” Marcus says, his voice laced thick with sarcasm. “Maybe because the last time I put myself out there, my whole life fucking ended.”

Sebastian rolls his eyes. “Oh no, you had a bad break up? What an interesting and unique story. That’s never happened to anyone. I can see why you’d be scarred for life. It’s a perfectly acceptable reason to commit to the forever alone vibe.”

Marcus flushes as a dull anger courses through his veins. “Don’t act like you know me. You don’t know shit about my past. And you have no fucking concept of what it’s like to lose something! Every time bad shit happens to you, you always land on your feet. You’ve never had to deal with any sort of fallout.”

“Shut the fuck up,” Sebastian hisses. “Just because I don’t roll over and wallow in my own bullshit doesn’t mean I don’t know what it’s like when things get rough. I just deal with it instead of ignoring it like a fucking wuss.”

“Yeah, you’re the epitome of healthy coping mechanisms,” Marcus says coldly. “Every therapist recommends a copy of How to be Overbearing and Needlessly Abrasive to their patients.”

“Fuck you,” Sebastian spits out.

“Not likely,” Marcus retorts. He turns sharply on his heel and stalks off the field. He can hear Campbell’s voice echoing behind him.

“Yeah, that’s it Williams! Don’t let Lockwood drag you down, go get that upgrade! Oh come on, Lockwood, I’m kidding! I’m kidding! Lighten up, you don’t have to—ow, what the fuck? OW!”

Marcus glances back quickly to see Sebastian’s fist make contact with Campbell’s nose. There’s a sickening crack as Campbell stumbles backwards before catching his balance. He moves to return the favor, but Sebastian is already throwing punch after punch as the two players fall to the ground in a mess of fists and swearing.

Marcus looks away and continues his retreat. He can hear Ajay shouting, but he doesn’t turn back to see what’s happening. He pulls his cell phone out of his back pocket and turns it off before shoving it into his backpack. He’ll go back to the apartment, he decides, where he’ll drop off his shit, get changed, and get the hell out before Jackson comes home and starts lecturing him.

He’s tired of it. All of it. He’s tired of thinking about Boston, and him, and Sebastian. He’s tired of people fussing over him. He’s tired of trying so fucking hard to act like everything’s fine and then have people see through the facade anyway.

He’s tired of giving a shit.

So for the foreseeable future, he won’t.


Chapter 9

When Marcus drifts back into consciousness, he’s mildly alarmed by the fact that it’s raining in his bedroom. He blinks a few times, willing himself not to throw up as he pushes himself up onto his elbows. Jackson stands over him with a steely glower and a spray bottle full of what Marcus hopes is water.

Marcus quickly drops back down to rest his face against the cool hardwood of his bedroom floor, squeezing his eyes shut tightly to stop his brain from spinning. “Why the fuck am I on the floor?”

“Because you’re a dumbass.” Jackson’s reply is cool and clipped. “I’m surprised you made it home at all. Haven’t seen you much this past week. I’d have been worried but the vomit streaks you’ve been leaving regularly in the bathroom let me know you were alive, at the very least.”

“Sorry,” Marcus mutters into the hardwood. “I…Sorry.”

Don’t be sorry, Marcus. I’m certainly not. This isn’t something to be sorry for. This is something good. Something special.

“You’re certainly looking pretty sorry right now,” Jackson says dryly. He sniffs the air exaggeratedly and coughs loudly. “Have you spent the last week in a dumpster? You smell disgusting.”

Marcus groans as he peers up at Jackson. “I did puke behind the Denny’s last night. I think.”

“Eugh! Denny’s is worse than a dumpster. No wonder you reek.” Jackson nudges Marcus’ ribs gently with his toe. “Go take a shower. We need to talk. I’m tired of your personal drama interfering with my life.”

Marcus forces himself to sit up, wincing as a thousand needles stab behind his eyeballs. “Sorry. I’m so sorry. Shit.” He blinks blearily as he looks around the room and pats his pockets.

“If you’re looking for your phone, don’t bother,” Jackson says with a sigh. “It’s not here.”

Marcus raises one eyebrow painfully. “Um…okay, where is it?”

“I threw it off the balcony this morning,” Jackson says blithely.

It takes all of Marcus’ energy not to flop back down onto the floor.

“Don’t look at me like that.” Jackson crosses his arms over his chest defensively. “It was pinging nonstop all morning. Took me an hour to track it down. It was in the Cheerios box, by the way. I threw those out, too.”

“Sorry,” Marcus mutters. He’s lost count of how many times he’s said sorry in the past five minutes, but he’s also pretty sure that he hasn’t said it nearly enough.

Jackson doesn’t say anything as he reaches a hand out to help Marcus up before stalking out of the room. Marcus makes his way to the bathroom on shaking legs. Once he’s under the warm spray of the shower, he leans his forehead against the tile and takes a few deep breaths.

He’s got to get his shit together.

The past week is a sickening blur of vodka and brooding. He hasn’t been to class, hasn’t even set foot on campus. Hasn’t taken his meds. Hasn’t replied to any texts or calls.

He’d been so worried about letting himself be vulnerable with Sebastian, convinced that it would end up fucking over his fresh start. He should have known that he’d manage to fuck it up all on his own anyway.

He washes up as best as he can, throws up quickly in the toilet, brushes his teeth, pulls on some sweatpants, and makes his way morosely to the living room. Jackson is waiting for him on the couch. He arches one eyebrow as Marcus sits down next to him, hunching his shoulders.

After a few silent minutes, Jackson clears his throat. “Look,” he says, “if you want to throw yourself into a self-loathing spiral, that’s your choice. I won’t stop you. But it’s making my brother unbearable. And Ajay. Blair too, for that matter. All three of them are constantly coming over to check on you, and since you’re never here, I have to suffer through their freak-outs.”

Marcus cringes as he draws his knees up under his chin. “I didn’t think…I don’t know why Sebastian should care.”

“He cared enough to beat the shit out of that creepy teammate of his,” Jackson says. “Got benched for two games.”

Marcus groans and drops his head to his knees. “Fuck. That’s my fault, I goaded him into—”

“It’s not your fault,” Jackson interrupts. “It’s his own damn fault. He’s never been able to keep his temper in check when it comes to defending his pack.” He reaches out tentatively to poke Marcus in the leg. “Stop blaming yourself for other people’s shitty decisions. No one faults you for Sebastian’s bad choices. So just…just stop it.”

Marcus eyes him warily. It’s kind of Jackson to say, he supposes, but he’s not sure how accurate it is. He knows damn well that it is his fault. He should never have let things go so far with Sebastian. He should never have hooked up with that random person. He should never have said such hurtful things to Sebastian when he knew that Sebastian was already pissed.

Jackson sighs wearily. “Look, I’m not telling you what to do, but you’ve got to at least try to appease people to get them off your case and out of our apartment. Ajay had his mom send a doctor’s note to the school about you missing classes this week, but I assume eventually you’ll have to start showing up again. Honestly, Ajay and Blair are becoming permanent fixtures on this horrid couch and I don’t know how much more I can take.” He gestures to the orange plaid monstrosity that Ajay and Sebastian had moved into their apartment as an alleged housewarming gift.

Marcus is distracted from his wallowing by the faint blush that’s appeared on Jackson’s cheeks. He can’t help but smirk as he asks, “Oh, really? They’ve been spending a lot of time here? On this couch, huh? Even though I’ve been out?”

“Shut up,” Jackson mutters.

Marcus’ grin widens as Jackson’s scowl deepens. “You’ve been comforting them, then? In their time of crisis?”

“It’s not—ugh!” Jackson digs his heel into Marcus’ hip. “It’s not like that! I’m just being a good host!”

“Right,” Marcus nods. “It’s only good manners to offer make out sessions to your guests.”

“There have been no make out sessions!” Jackson snaps. Marcus gives him a deadpan stare.

“Fine,” Jackson says crossly, “there may have been a few…kissing incidents, but I’m not…we aren’t…it’s not like that!” He leaps up from the couch and marches towards the front door.

“Fuck you, Williams. I’m going to get your stupid phone. I was being kind and threw it into a bush, but I hope it broke anyway.”

As the door slams behind him, Marcus smiles to himself. He’s considerably more cheerful. At least something good has come from all this. He frowns as he considers what the fuck he’s supposed to be doing now. He’s not sure he can face Blair and Ajay anytime soon, and as for Sebastian…

Fuck.

Why do they even care? Why won’t they just let him self-destruct? Why do they fool themselves into thinking he’s worth the effort?

Marcus, you know your mother and I love you. Even if she’s not here anymore, she…I just don’t understand why you won’t let me help you. I know I’m no good at this, not like she was, but…I want to try. Please. You can tell me things, and I’ll try to understand. Please.

Before Marcus can slide back into his brooding, Jackson enters the apartment and tosses Marcus’ phone onto the couch.

“There. It’s working, unfortunately.” He hesitates for a moment. “Um…Ajay got your dad’s number. I don’t know how. I noticed a lot of missed calls from him and…I wasn’t snooping, I just…I called him. Let him know you were okay, and that you’d call him soon. So, you know…don’t make a liar out of me.”

Jackson doesn’t look at Marcus as he heads back towards his bedroom, closing the door firmly behind him. Shame washes over Marcus as his chest tightens painfully. He flips through his missed calls and texts, mostly from Ajay and Blair. His stomach drops as he notices a flurry of texts from Pete, sent this morning.

Pete: hey, i’m gonna be in town today. if u want to meet.

Pete: i get it if u don’t want that but

Pete: i miss you. and i feel really bad about what happened. id like to apologize again in person. i know i dont deserve it

Pete: but id appreciate it anyways.

Pete: maybe we could have lunch? if ur free?

Pete: please?

Marcus does not want to see Pete. He and Pete had been roommates for two years, and they’d had a lot of good times, but now memories of Pete are inextricably tied up with memories of him, and Marcus is tired of thinking about him.

Marcus, please talk to me! I’m so sorry, I didn’t know it would be like this! He’s the one who should be punished, not you! He’s the one who was wrong! Can’t you see that? Marcus, please, I was only trying to help!

Nausea wracks through Marcus’ body as he closes his eyes. It’s not Pete’s fault. He knows this. Pete has always tried to be a good friend. It’s not his fault that things got so fucked up.

He knows this, but it’s still…hard.

Marcus takes a deep breath. He’s caused his friends enough pain. He can make this gesture, at least. He can try to fix this one thing.

Marcus: sure. we can meet up.

Marcus: u free at noon thirty? tony’s on 6th st makes a mean veggie sub.

Marcus: it’ll be good to catch up. for real.

* * * *

“Mmmph,” Pete mumbles into his sub. “You were right. This bread is awesome.”

Pete is grinning with his mouth full, and Marcus tries not to laugh, though his stomach sinks a bit. It’s nice to see Pete smiling again, especially since their last meeting went so wrong. It still hurts a little, though, to remember good things.

“Bread’s the most important part,” Marcus agrees. His own sub is barely touched. Being sober for the first time in a week isn’t doing great things for his appetite, nor is the anxiety twisting up his insides. His meds hadn’t been working right, but they’d clearly been doing something. A week’s worth of missed doses has that uncomfortable numbness fading into the familiar shades of nausea and nerves.

Pete chews thoughtfully as he gives Marcus a calculated gaze. “You, um…you look good,” he says with a grimace.

Marcus rolls his eyes. “You always were a shitty liar.”

Pete blushes. “Well…I’ve seen you look worse, anyway,” he snickers. “Remember Halloween our freshman year?”

“No,” Marcus laughs, “you know I don’t remember shit from that night.”

“Neither do I,” Pete says gravely. “What happened in that graveyard, stays in that graveyard.”

Marcus shakes his head. “I wish that were true,” he says ruefully, “but that girl you brought home didn’t leave our dorm for three days.”

Pete drops his head to his hands with a groan, but he’s smiling. “Shit, man, don’t remind me.”

He looks back up at Marcus worriedly. “Thanks again for getting her to leave. It’s…you were always a good friend to me. Always had my back.”

Marcus shrugs, but doesn’t say anything as he picks listlessly at his sub.

Pete sighs heavily. “Look, Marcus…I know I’ve said it before but I need to be sure you know…I really am sorry. I should never have said anything. I was just trying to help.”

Marcus, I’m so sorry that you’re having these…er, mental problems, but—

I’m sorry, Marcus, but you simply can’t stay enrolled here—

—and you must see that we’re doing this to help you.

For fuck’s sake Marcus, we’re just trying to help! Why are you getting so upset?

Marcus ignores the pounding in his chest as he stares intently at his plate. “Yeah. I get it. It’s fine.”

“It’s not fine,” Pete insists. “It’s bullshit! I never thought you’d get in trouble at all, let alone asked to leave school! I thought he would be the one to get kicked out! He was the one who creeped on you! It wasn’t right, the way he made you sneak around and—”

One day we won’t have to hide, Marcus, but for now…there’s something alluring about the secrecy, don’t you think?

Believe me, you don’t know how horrid office politics are. It’s better for you to lie low and not say anything just yet. Let me do the talking, smooth things over a bit. I don’t want either of us to get hurt.

You’re already going to be in a lot of trouble, Marcus. Technically, you’re the one who was caught breaking the rules. Caught in a professor’s office after hours. It doesn’t look good. I can talk to them first, try to smooth things over. I’ll protect you.

Just trust me.

Marcus’ breathing turns shallow as he shakes his head. “It doesn’t matter,” he says weakly. “It never mattered who was right and who was wrong. They didn’t care. They were never going to take my side. I was always fucked.”

“I know that now, and I’m so sorry,” Pete says. “If I could take it all back, I would.”

Nothing’s going to happen, Marcus. We’re not going to get caught. But even if we did, I still wouldn’t regret being with you. I’d give you anything, you know that. Look at how much I’m willing to risk for you. The least you could do is meet me halfway, just this once.

“It’s not…it’s not your fault,” Marcus manages to choke out in a whisper. His fingers are trembling, numb at the tips. The pounding in his chest is a dull roar now, and his eyes refuse to focus. “I was—I believed him, and…stupid, I was so fucking stupid, you don’t…you don’t have to take the blame for that, it’s—ugh, I’m such a fucking idiot, and that’s not your fault—”

“Marcus! Oh shit, are you having—”

Marcus squeezes his eyes shut, wishing he was back in his apartment, alone in his room where it’s dark and quiet and there isn’t anyone staring at him like the freak that he is and he—

“Come on, you can do this. Just like we used to, remember?”

Fingers thread through his, squeezing gently.

“Breathe in, breathe out, remember?”

Breathing, that’s right. He’d forgotten to do that. Marcus lets out a breath that he hadn’t realized he’d been holding.

“Okay good, let it all out. Now breathe in with me, one, two, three—”

Marcus keeps his eyes shut as he inhales shakily.

“Good, now let it out, one, two, three—”

The air leaves his lungs at a slow, even pace. Marcus’ heart is still racing, but he’s feeling slightly calmer. He’ll be fine. He can do this.

“Awesome, you’re doing great! Now just keep breathing and—”

“What the fuck is this?”

Marcus’ eyes fly open as he looks to his right. Sebastian is standing by their table with his fingers curled into fists and his eyebrows knit together.

“Um, can we help you?” Pete asks tentatively.

Sebastian ignores him as he continues to glare at Marcus. “So much for no dating, huh? The fuck do you call this hand-holding shit?”

Well, fuck.

Marcus closes his eyes and bows his head. He focuses on his breathing. Maybe if he can get himself calmed down enough, it’ll turn out that Sebastian isn’t really here. Just a bad hallucination or something. He tries to tune out the conversation around him, even as it gets steadily louder.

“Look, I don’t know what you’re talking about, but—”

“Who fucking asked you, anyway? This is between me and Marcus, so mind your damn business.”

“Dude, I’m not trying to get involved, but—”

“Then why don’t you beat it? Date’s over. Fuck off.”

“What date?”

“What do you mean, what date?”

“I honestly don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.”

“Why am I not surprised? You don’t look like you know much of anything.”

“Well I’m not the one screaming like a jackass at someone who’s clearly having a panic attack!”

“I…what?”

“What are you—what’s wrong with you? Look man, I don’t know what the deal is between you and Marcus, but can it fucking wait until he gets his shit together?”

“I…I didn’t realize…”

“No shit, you didn’t realize.”

“Well, you could have fucking said something earlier!”

“I could have—you know what, never mind, just get out of here. Please.”

“Fine, I’m going. Simmer down. I’ll just…I’ll be outside. Waiting.”

Marcus hears a sigh as Pete squeezes his hands one more time. “Marcus? That guy is gone. How are you feeling?”

Marcus cracks one eye open. Pete stares at him intently with a worried frown. Marcus takes one last deep breath before he opens his eyes and manages a shaky smile as he lets go of Pete’s hands.

“I’m…it’s better. Thanks.”

“Are you sure?” Pete nods towards the door. “Who the hell was that guy? Do we need to call the cops or something?”

“No.” Marcus shakes his head. “No I…it’s fine. He’s just…I owe him an explanation.”

Pete’s brow furrows. “You don’t owe anyone an explanation. For anything.”

“Fair,” Marcus says with a small smile. “I owe him a conversation, then.”

Pete still looks concerned, so Marcus widens his smile and gives Pete’s forearm a pat. “I’m good, man. It’s fine. But I better go talk to him.”

“Okay,” Pete says slowly. “But if you need me, call me.”

“I will,” Marcus promises. “And the next time you’re in town, we should catch up. I’ve missed you.”

Pete doesn’t reply, but when they get up to leave, he pulls Marcus into a tight hug. “I’ve missed you too, man. Stay in touch, okay?”

“Will do,” Marcus says lightly. “Also, um…There’s a back door if you wanna miss the main entrance.”

After he and Pete part ways, Marcus squares his shoulders and heads out of the restaurant. A scowling Sebastian is waiting for him, hands shoved into his pockets.

“Hi.” Marcus is too tired for a more elaborate greeting.

“Hi,” Sebastian says in a low voice. “Um…how are you doing?”

“Tired,” Marcus answers honestly. “Look, I know we need to talk. I just…I can’t right now.”

“Do you need anything?” Sebastian asks quickly, his scowl giving way to a concerned frown. “I could get you water, or call an Uber, or—”

“I’m fine,” Marcus says. “I’ll walk home. Get some fresh air. We can talk tomorrow. I mean, if you want to.”

“Of course I want to.” Sebastian’s scowl returns. “Text me when you’re free. I’ll make it work. Just promise me you won’t run off again.”

“I won’t.” Marcus’ calm voice is at odds with the nervous energy that still vibrates through him. “I’ll text you. I promise.”

As he heads towards the apartment, Marcus hopes that he’s telling the truth.


Chapter 10

Marcus isn’t sure what to expect when he meets up with Sebastian at their usual running spot. Maybe Sebastian will still be pissed at him, tell him to fuck off and leave him alone forever. Maybe he’ll be condescending, the way well-meaning people are when they realize Marcus isn’t normal. Maybe he’ll be wary, afraid of triggering Marcus into another attack. Maybe he’ll be disgusted by how weak Marcus is.

Maybe Sebastian won’t bother to show up at all.

Marcus isn’t sure if he’s relieved or dismayed when he spots Sebastian at their usual running meetup spot in the park. Sebastian is leaning against a tree with black running shorts slung low on his hips and a white Under Armour shirt stretched tightly across his chest. Instead of his usual water bottle, he’s holding two Starbucks Venti cups.

Marcus smiles cautiously as he accepts one of the cups. He fiddles with the edge of the coffee sleeve with his eyes trained on the ground.

Eventually, Sebastian clears his throat and punches Marcus lightly on the shoulder. “Well? You wanna sit somewhere, or do you wanna walk? Or would you rather just stand here like a couple of assholes?”

Marcus rolls his eyes and relaxes slightly. “Let’s walk. Get some exercise in.”

They walk silently for a while, side by side as they sip their drinks. Marcus wonders if maybe they can just finish their drinks and go on as if nothing’s happened, but of course Sebastian chooses that moment to sigh loudly and elbow Marcus in the ribs.

“Are you going to tell me who the hell that blond dude was? Or why you were so upset, or why…are you ever going to tell me anything?”

“Yeah,” Marcus says as he grips his coffee cup tighter. “Yeah, I guess so. That guy yesterday was just a friend from Boston. We were catching up, rehashing old shit, and I just…well, you saw how I got.”

“I did,” Sebastian says slowly, “but I’d like to understand better. Was it a panic attack or something?”

“Anxiety attack,” Marcus clarifies. “I have anxiety. And depression, and probably other stuff, but it’s not…I’m not a clear-cut case. Haven’t found any magical medication combo to fix it. It’s just been a lot of trial and error. Mostly error.”

Sebastian shrugs. “Everyone’s got issues, man. You didn’t have to try to hide it.” A smirk flashes across his face. “Not that you were hiding it. You’re not as slick as you think.”

Marcus can feel his face heating up. Sebastian laughs and gives Marcus’ shoulder a squeeze. “It’s fine! I’m just messing with you. Shit, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean…Ajay told me not to be a dick, but I guess I’m fucking that up.”

“That’s Ajay’s fault for giving you impossible advice,” Marcus says dryly.

Sebastian snickers, but his lower lip is caught between his teeth and his eyebrows are knit together. “Um…Look, the thing is…I know I was an asshole. At practice when I said…you know. All that shit about you being a wuss. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay,” Marcus says softly. He doesn’t say anything else as he struggles with what to say next, how to explain exactly how and why he’s such a fucking mess.

After a few moments of silence, Sebastian elbows Marcus again with a scowl. “Yo. This is the part where you apologize, too. You were a fucking tool. Own up to it.”

Marcus laughs as some of the tension in his shoulders drains away. “You’re right. I’m sorry, I…I wasn’t making the best choices, and I shouldn’t have…I didn’t mean to be a fucking tool, but I was. And I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine,” Sebastian shrugs. “I’m over it. You were right, you and I aren’t together or anything. You don’t owe me any sort of explanation about who you spend your time with or why you aren’t interested in a relationship, and it was wrong of me to act otherwise, especially in a public setting.”

Marcus raises one eyebrow. Sebastian sounds suspiciously as though he’s parroting back phrasing that someone else had hollered at him earlier. He’s also not able to completely hide the scowl that’s crept onto his face.

“Wow, thanks Blair, I appreciate the sentiment,” Marcus says with a smirk. “You’re so mature and understanding.”

“Fuck you!” Sebastian laughs. “I’m trying, okay? I know I don’t have the right to be pissed, but I was pissed anyway. Sorry I’m not as evolved as the rest of you shitheads. I’ll get over it.”

“No,” Marcus says as he shakes his head, “you had reason to be pissed. It was a dick move, going out and…that was fucked up, and I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine. Really,” Sebastian insists. His eyes are locked intently on Marcus as he hesitates for a moment before continuing. “So…are you going to tell me what happened yesterday? You don’t have to, I’m just asking.”

“Yeah.” Marcus sighs heavily. He drains his drink and twists the empty cup in his hands. “So the thing is, you weren’t wrong. I did have a bad breakup. I was seeing this guy in Boston. He was older. And married. And, um, my professor.”

“Holy shit,” Sebastian says with wide eyes. “What happened?”

“We got caught,” Marcus says softly. “Well, I got caught. I was waiting for him in his office after hours, and my roommate had already reported our relationship so…”

“Ha! So he got busted, huh?” Sebastian grins widely. “Good. That’s messed up, man. Old pervs creeping on students. I hope they fired his ass.”

“Yeah, not exactly.” Marcus begins shredding the coffee sleeve. The pieces flutter to the ground alongside the dying leaves dusting the walkway. “He said it was all a lie. That we’d never been together and I was just obsessed with him. Stalking him.”

“What the fuck?” Sebastian’s coffee cup is crushed in his fist. “What kind of sadistic piece of shit—don’t tell me they believed him?”

“Obviously,” Marcus says with a shrug. The coffee sleeve is completely disintegrated by now. “He’s a tenured professor whose breakthroughs in social identity theory made him a psych legend. I’m just some average nobody who’s got a laundry list of mental health issues and a history of shitty decision-making.”

“That doesn’t fucking matter!” Sebastian shouts. “Who fucking cares about your medical shit? Even more reason why he should have left you the fuck alone! So what, they let him stay? They didn’t kick his creepy ass to the curb?”

“No,” Marcus says calmly, though his hands are shaking. “I was the one who got kicked to the curb, actually. Too much of a liability. They were nice about it, got me transferred here so I can finish my degree, which is useless now because academics are a bunch of petty ass-kissers who’ll never hire someone blackballed by one of their own.”

“That’s not fair!” Sebastian throws his cup angrily into a trash can. “This is fucking discrimination and I won’t stand for it! We’ve gotta do something! File a suit against him, or bust his kneecaps, or—”

“I know it’s not fair!” Marcus shouts. His own cup is gripped tightly in his hands as he glares at Sebastian. “I’m a mixed queer dude with mental health issues, so believe me, I have always been extremely fucking aware of how unfair the world is. So not, it’s not fair, but it’s how things are, okay? Things aren’t always…you can’t fix everything! What’s done is done, and I’ve just gotta deal with the fact that I’m getting a useless degree and my future is fucked and—”

“Whoa,” Sebastian says softly. He rests his hands on Marcus’ shoulders and gives them a light squeeze. “Slow down. I’m sorry, I wasn’t trying to undermine your feelings, or experiences, or anything like that. You’re right, the world is definitely fucked up, but you don’t know for sure that your future is, too. Who knows, this fucker might have crossed other people who’d jump at the chance to hire you and piss him off. Or he could get hit by a bus tomorrow and then you’re back in the game.”

“Doubtful,” Marcus says glumly.

Sebastian isn’t fazed. “Regardless. Your degree isn’t useless. Look, if you say you’re blackballed, fine. Fuck those losers. But just because you can’t do academia doesn’t mean your whole future is fucked. There’s plenty of other shit you can do even if…we’re not even done school yet! Who the hell knows where we’ll end up in two years, let alone ten? We’re not supposed to know, not yet.”

Marcus doesn’t say anything as he meets Sebastian gaze. “Yeah, but—”

“But nothing,” Sebastian insists. “You say what’s done is done? Then let it be done and move on. You don’t need him. Fuck him. You’ve got us now.”

Marcus wants to object, but the intensity of Sebastian’s stare is making it hard to form coherent thoughts. “I guess, but…”

Marcus gasps as Sebastian pulls him into a tight hug. “Shut up, Marcus,” Sebastian mutters into Marcus’ curls.

Gingerly, Marcus wraps his arms around Sebastian and leans into the hug. He’s a little overwhelmed, honestly, but although his stomach is churning, he feels lighter than he has in months.

Sebastian lets him go and throws an arm around his shoulders as they start walking. “You hungry? You wanna grab a slice or something?”

“Sure,” Marcus says. “Sounds good.”

Sebastian grins as they head towards the pizza parlor on Main Street. “I’m buying. Or Ajay is. I won twenty bucks off him last night.”

“I’ll have two slices then,” Marcus says with a smile.

* * * *

Marcus sighs as he flings himself onto the hotel bed. It’s been a long ass day, he’s buzzed, and he’s ready for some rest. The football team has just won an away game, and in between marching and hauling his drum set across an unfamiliar campus, he’s had to watch Sebastian score two touchdowns and run 120 graceful yards in those unfairly tight uniform pants.

He’d stopped by Ajay and Sebastian’s room for a few post-game drinks, but he’d needed to get away. Ever since he’d told Sebastian about him (and gotten somewhat back on track with his meds) Marcus has been feeling better about…everything.

This isn’t altogether a good thing, however. Now that he and Sebastian are friends again, and Marcus’ issues are out in the open, it’s getting harder and harder to ignore his less-than-platonic feelings for Sebastian. The unwavering support and lack of judgement from his friends is disconcerting.

And those damn pants sure aren’t helping matters.

Before Marcus can motivate himself to get ready for bed, there’s a loud knock on his door. Marcus considers ignoring it, but the knocks grow more insistent.

“Marcuuuus! I know you’re in there! Open up!”

Marcus groans. It’s Sebastian. Of course. Who else would it be?

“Coming.” Marcus drags himself from the bed and opens the door. Sebastian pushes past him without greeting and flops heavily onto the bed.

“I’m exiled,” Sebastian mutters into the pillow. “Ajay and Blair are all up in each other’s business, and I’m not feeling a threesome right now.”

Marcus carefully sits on the edge of the bed. “I guess you’re staying here, then?”

“Was planning on it,” Sebastian mumbles, “unless you’re gonna toss me out. Make me bunk up with Coach.”

“You might like that,” Marcus muses. “His beard’s pretty hot. Even if he’s a hundred.”

“I’m not into beards.” Sebastian pushes himself up and slides closer to Marcus. “Are you?” He’s got a wicked grin on his face as he leans towards Marcus.

“No,” Marcus says. He digs his fingers into the scratchy bedspread, but he doesn’t look away.

“Good.” Sebastian swoops in and presses his lips against Marcus’. He pulls back and smirks at Marcus. “I mean, I’d grow one if you want, but it’d take longer than the next fifteen seconds, and I’m not waiting any longer than that to kiss you again.”

Marcus’ mouth is dry and his heart is beating a mile a minute. “I…Sebastian, we can’t—”

“Why not?” Sebastian asks. “We both want it. Or are you gonna keep lying to yourself about that?”

“No,” Marcus says shakily. “It’s not…I mean, I can’t do all that relationship crap, and you’re demi, so…”

Sebastian rolls his eyes. “Yeah, so? I need the emotional shit, sure, but I don’t need a fucking marriage proposal. I like you. We’re friends. Why can’t we be friends who bone?”

Marcus struggles to voice one of the fifty reasons why this is a bad idea, but he’s tired, so tired of always wanting, never just accepting, and Sebastian is right there in front of him with blazing eyes and parted lips, and fuck it all, Marcus can have this, just this one thing.

Marcus leans forward and kisses Sebastian. He threads one hand through Sebastian hair and lets the other grip his waist. Sebastian sighs and sucks on Marcus’ lower lip as he falls back onto the bed, pulling Marcus down with him.

Marcus gasps as Sebastian pushes him onto his back and trails his tongue down Marcus’ throat. He sucks on Marcus’ collarbone, then pauses to tug at Marcus’ shirt impatiently.

The next few minutes are a blur of tangled limbs, discarded clothes, and banged elbows as they strip down and intertwine. As Sebastian works his way down Marcus’ body, Marcus runs his fingers through Sebastian’s hair, closes his eyes, and finally lets himself go.


Chapter 11

Marcus looks around the bathroom and scowls. No windows. Not even a skylight. What sort of shitty motel doesn’t have an escape route in their bathrooms? How are people supposed to flee their poor choices in the morning? Especially when said poor choices are lying shirtless on the bed and hogging up all the pillows?

Marcus cracks the door open and peers at Sebastian. He’s a little annoyed. Sebastian doesn’t have any creases on his face, he’s not drooling, his hair is carelessly hanging across his forehead. He doesn’t look awkward or sweaty. He looks like a frame from some cheesy coming of age movie.

Meanwhile, Marcus’ curls are flat on one side, and he’s got morning breath that could kill a moose. Life is unfair.

There’s got to be a way for him to sneak out of this room before Sebastian wakes up and things get awkward. Marcus’ duffel bag is on the other side of the bed, but maybe he can just creep out in his boxers. Ajay and Blair would take pity on him, surely. All he has to do is remember which room they’re in, and then he’ll make a break for the door and—

“Marcus? You coming back to bed or what?”

Marcus cringes at the sound of Sebastian’s sleepy voice. Fuck. He watches as Sebastian sits up and yawns as he rubs one eye.

“Um, yeah,” Marcus stutters, “I—I was just—I had to—”

“You really don’t have to elaborate on what you were doing in the bathroom,” Sebastian says with amusement.

“Shut up,” Marcus grumbles. He takes a deep breath and hurries out of the bathroom towards his duffel bag. He rummages around and pulls out the first outfit he can find. As he pulls up his jeans, he notices Sebastian laughing quietly.

Marcus glares at him. “What’s so funny?”

“You,” Sebastian says gleefully. “Is there a fire? What’s the fucking rush?”

Marcus feels his cheeks heat up. “I’m not rushing! I just don’t wanna be late and miss grabbing breakfast before we get on the bus, or miss the bus altogether, or—”

Sebastian laughs harder. “We won’t miss the bus! Ajay won’t let them leave without me! Well scratch that, he might let them leave without me, the prick, but he won’t let them leave without you.”

Marcus frowns as he struggles into his t-shirt. Sebastian’s chipper mood is making him nervous. How is Sebastian so calm about this? Sebastian is rarely calm about anything. Maybe he’s too full of regret to give a shit.

“Marcus.”

Marcus jumps as he feels a hand on his shoulder. Sebastian is standing next to him with a concerned look in his face.

“About last night,” Sebastian continues, “it was fun. A lot of fun. Be great if we could do it again, but if not, it’s fine. We’re still friends, okay? Don’t be weird.”

“Right,” Marcus agrees, nodding slowly. “It’s cool.”

Sebastian grins and punches Marcus’ shoulder lightly. “All right then. Let’s roll. I saw a Jamba Juice down the street. I’m not eating the plastic food this dump serves for breakfast.”

Marcus smiles weakly as Sebastian throws on his own clothes from the previous night. He’s not sure what to think. Sebastian says everything is normal, but those steely eyes dart over at Marcus intermittently and his lips are pressed together in a slight frown. Part of Marcus wants to know what Sebastian is really thinking. Another part of him wants to hide under the covers and never leave.

The cover-hiding part of him grows when they eventually board the bus, and Marcus is forced to spend the next three hours sitting next to a smirking Blair, who keeps elbowing him and grinning like a jackass.

“I hate you so much right now,” he mutters. Blair laughs and kisses his cheek.

“I hate you, too,” she says cheerfully.

Once they’re back on campus, Sebastian throws an arm around Blair. “So,” he says, “who’s up for pizza? We can order a few pies at Marcus and Jack’s place, hear all about what that nerd got up to while we were away.”

“Um…” Ajay laughs nervously and scratches the back of his neck. “Blair and I have plans, actually. We’re gonna hit up a movie. Get that matinee special, you know.”

Sebastian shrugs. “Fine. Losers. Marcus and I’ll go pester Jack ourselves.”

“He’s not home,” Blair says evasively as she slips out from under Sebastian’s arm and makes her way over to Ajay.

Sebastian raises an eyebrow. “How do you know?”

“He, ah…he’s meeting us at the movie.”

Sebastian frowns. “Why didn’t you tell me we were all going to a movie? What are we seeing? Do we have time to grab a slice before showtime? You know I hate missing the previews. They’re the best part.”

Marcus grins widely as Ajay cringes harder and Blair rolls her eyes.

“Sebastian,” she says slowly, “we are not all going to a movie. Ajay and I are going. With Jackie.”

Sebastian’s brow furrows for a moment before his eyes widen. “You mean the three of you…”

“Yeah,” Ajay says. He scratches the back of his neck and flashes a lopsided grin.

“What the fuckl” Sebastian points an accusatory finger at Ajay. “That hickey on Jack’s neck last week! That wasn’t from the vacuum cleaner at all, was it? You filthy fucking liars!”

“A vacuum?” Blair giggles. “That’s the best you could come up with? That’s a terrible excuse! How would that even happen?”

Ajay throws his hands up in the air. “I don’t know! I was under pressure!”

Marcus feels his shoulders shake as he struggles to hold in his laughter. Sebastian’s scowl is something to behold, as is Ajay’s sheepish expression and Blair’s gleeful grin.

Sebastian flips Ajay and Blair off. “Fuck all of you,” he says. “I hope the movie sucks and the usher catches you pantsless and arrests you. And I’m not bailing you out when it happens.”

“You will too,” Ajay insists. “You owe me.”

“Traitor,” Sebastian growls. He grabs Marcus by the hand and starts walking away. He stops after a few steps and turns to face Ajay and Blair.

“Have fun. Assholes.”

Ajay smiles broadly. “Thanks, man.”

“Whatever,” Sebastian shrugs. He leads Marcus towards the apartment complex. Once they’re out of sight from the bus, Sebastian drops his hand from Marcus’ and runs it through his hair. His shoulders start to shake, and Marcus is alarmed for a moment before he realizes Sebastian is laughing.

“You okay?” he asks cautiously.

Sebastian nods as he tries to catch his breath between guffaws. “I can’t believe them! They’re so fucking dumb. They deserve each other.”

“They do,” Marcus agrees with a chuckle.

Sebastian sighs as his laughter dies down. “Yeah. For real, though…they’ll make Jack happy. Well,” he amends, “happier, anyway. He’ll always be a morose little shit, probably.”

“It’s part of his charm,” Marcus says wryly.

“Whoa, watch it there,” Sebastian says. “Don’t want them hooking up with you, too.”

Marcus elbows Sebastian wordlessly and heads towards the complex entrance. They make their way to Marcus’ apartment and settle on the hideous couch.

Sebastian flips on the television and scrolls through the recorded shows. “Nice,” he says, “six episodes of Snapped coming up. Let’s watch some shitty husbands get what’s coming.”

“Sounds good,” Marcus says. He holds his breath as Sebastian scoots closer to him on the couch so their thighs are touching. They always sit close to each other, he reasons. It doesn’t mean anything. Nothing’s changed. Everything is fine.

As the credits roll after the first episode, Sebastian shifts and drapes his arm across the top of the couch. His arm drifts lower as the second episode starts up. It now rests along Marcus’ shoulders. Marcus wills his heart to stop beating so fast and prays he isn’t actually as sweaty as he feels.

There’s no reason to get excited. Sebastian said they could keep things casual, and that is exactly what they are doing. Except Sebastian keeps darting his eyes over towards Marcus, and his left leg is jiggling as he lightly taps his foot, and he keeps snagging that lower lip between his teeth, and fuck it, Marcus is so, so screwed.

“What’s wrong with you?” he blurts out.

Sebastian turns to him, eyebrows raised. “What’s wrong with you?” he counters.

Marcus stands up quickly from the couch. His right shin stings as it bangs into the coffee table, but he hardly notices it compared to the pain in his stomach as his insides twist into knots.

“You…stop doing this!”

“Stop doing what?” Sebastian snaps.

Marcus balls his hands into fists. “You fucking know! All this…sitting, and touching, and looking! Just stop it! We agreed! We’re not a couple! We’re just…we’re just friends!”

“How the fuck am I expected not to look at things?” Sebastian says angrily. “You’re not making any sense. We always watch TV together. I’m not doing anything different.”

“Yes you are!” Marcus knows he sounds crazy. Hell, he is technically crazy, but for once, he’s not going to back down. “You are being different! Don’t lie to me!”

“Fine!” Sebastian crosses his arms over his chest and glares at Marcus. “I’m trying to be normal, but it’s fucking hard, okay? So sue me for not knowing how to act. You say you want to keep things casual, but you’ve been a nervous wreck since we got up this morning. But you’re still here with me, aren’t you? I’m not the only one looking, by the way. You’ve been shooting me these glances like you’re not sure whether you want to kick me out or jump me, and it’s—what do you want from me, exactly?”

Marcus’ mouth is dry and his chest is tightening painfully. He struggles to keep his voice calm as the blood pounds through his veins. “I…I don’t know.”

Sebastian sighs loudly and throws his head back against the couch. “Well if you don’t know, then I sure as shit don’t know, either. Not if you won’t just fucking tell me.”

“I don’t…I can’t…” Marcus feels lightheaded. His fingers are cold and shaking. “I don’t know…”

“Shit.” Sebastian leaps up from the couch and grips Marcus by the arms. “Are you okay?” he asks with a look of concern on his face.

“No,” Marcus whispers. He looks down to avoid Sebastian’s piercing stare. “No, I…I can’t…” He tries to back away, but he stumbles.

Sebastian hurries to steady Marcus before he falls backwards. “Fuck,” he says. “You need to sit down. Let me get you water, or meds? You take those, right? Shit, where are they? Or maybe a cold compress? Or a heating pad? Are you too hot or too cold, I can’t fucking tell—”

“Stop!” Marcus gasps. He wrestles himself away from Sebastian and clenches his hands into tight fists. “I don’t need…I don’t…”

“You need something,” Sebastian insists. “I can help you, tell me what I can do—”

“Stop!” Marcus shakes his head violently as he staggers towards his bedroom. “You can’t do anything. No one can do anything. Just…just leave!”

Sebastian’s hands fall helplessly to his sides. Marcus manages to make his way to the bedroom. He slams the door behind him and slides to the floor. He draws his legs up to his chest and rests his head on his knees.

Breathe in, breathe out. Breathe in, breathe out.

Don’t think. Just breathe.

Just breathe.

Eventually, Marcus feels his breathing even out. His forehead is clammy, and he flexes his numb fingers a few times to warm them up. He feels around for his phone, but remembers that it’s still out on the coffee table.

Marcus stands up and stretches before heading over to his laptop to check the time. He blinks rapidly as he realizes that he’s been in his bedroom for an hour. Sebastian must be long gone by now. Marcus closes his eyes. It’s for the best, really. Sebastian might have been able to brush off the incident with Pete, but it must be clear to him now that this isn’t a one-time thing. Sebastian might be loyal, but he’s not a dumbass. He won’t want to subject himself to this on the regular.

Marcus wants to be relieved that it happened before either of them got in too deep, but he knows that’s not true. Not for him, at least.

He pushes his bedroom door open and pads into the living room. He stops halfway to the couch. Sebastian is sitting there with his feet up on the coffee table and Snapped playing on the television.

Sebastian looks over at Marcus and raises an eyebrow. “Hey,” he says cautiously. “You doing any better?”

Marcus nods wordlessly. Sebastian gestures towards the coffee table, where boxes of Thai food are scattered. “I got takeout,” he says, “and I told the others to fuck off for the night. I, uh…I wasn’t sure what else to do.”

Marcus walks over to the couch, but doesn’t sit. “Thanks. You didn’t have to…there’s nothing else you could have done. This thing…it’s just how I am. I’m managing it on my own, or trying at least, and…I don’t need anyone looking out for me like I’m some sort of invalid.”

Sebastian frowns. “I don’t think you’re an invalid, I think you’re my friend. Friends look out for each other.”

“I guess,” Marcus says uneasily. “Hasn’t always been the case, for me.”

Sebastian shrugs. “Well, it is now. Get used to it.”

Marcus nods slowly and chews on his lower lip. “Okay. I can do that. I can try. I just need you to let me deal with this shit when it happens.”

“I can try, too,” Sebastian says softly. His eyes lock into Marcus’ with intensity. “I want to try. I want to be more than friends with you. If you want it.”

Marcus feels himself flushing as a slow smile spreads across his face. “I do.”

Sebastian grins. “Okay then,” he says. He points to an open takeout container. “In that case, are you gonna eat that pad see ew, or can I finish it?”

Marcus glares at him. “Don’t you fucking touch it,” he warns, and Sebastian laughs.

“Have a seat then,” Sebastian says, “and let’s watch this wife-beating bastard get pushed down some stairs.”

Marcus grabs the container and a fork, and sits down on the couch. As he shovels a forkful of noodles into his mouth, he scoots closer to Sebastian, who wraps his arm around Marcus’ shoulders with a light squeeze.

And when Marcus feels Sebastian’s fingers caressing his arm, he feels brave enough to lean further into the embrace.


Epilogue

“Stop eye-fucking my brother.”

Marcus shifts on the cold bench of the bleachers and turns towards Jackson, who is sitting beside him bundled in a heavy peacoat, two scarves, and a hat pulled low over his ears. Marcus smirks and raises an eyebrow. “Such gratuitous use of profanity. I’m disappointed in you.”

Jackson rolls his eyes. “Don’t even. If anything’s worthy of gratuitous profanity, it’s the two of you and your disgusting displays of affection.”

“We’re not anywhere near each other,” Marcus protests.

“Regardless,” Jackson says in a harassed tone, “you keep smirking at him, and he keeps doing those obscene stretches that are making you blush.”

“I don’t know what you mean,” Marcus lies. He knows full well that his eyes have been locked on Sebastian ever since he took the field. It’s the Thanksgiving game, so the bleachers are jammed full of screaming fans. Sebastian’s name is one of those echoing the loudest, but when his gaze drifts up towards the stands, he only has eyes for Marcus.

Marcus snickers as he catches Sebastian’s eye and watches as his boyfriend arches his eyebrows and licks his lips slowly. A slow grin spreads over Marcus’ face as he remembers exactly what those lips and tongue were doing last night, how they’d traced their way across Marcus’ torso, then down towards his—

“Will you please stop thinking about whatever depraved things you and my brother were doing on the coffee table last night. Wipe the handprints off the glass next time, by the way, or I’m evicting you.”

The scowl on Jackson’s face makes Marcus burst into laughter, which in turn makes Jackson scowl even more fiercely.

“You’re the worst,” Jackson mutters, slouching lower in his seat. “This is already shaping up to be the worst day ever, and it’s only going to get more painful.”

Marcus raises an eyebrow. “How’s that? I thought you had fun plans for the holiday today.”

“I’m not sure if I’d consider spending an ungodly amount of hours with Ajay Kumar embarrassing me in front of our girlfriend’s parents who hate me as fun plans,” Jackson says broodingly.

“Blair’s parents hate you?” Marcus asks. “How is that possible? You’re the type of dude every parent dreams of their kid bringing home.”

Jackson shrugs. “It’s not confirmed. Just assumed. Blair says they’re looking forward to meeting me but…it’s not exactly a typical situation, is it?”

“I suspect Blair’s fam would be disappointed if she ever did anything typical, to be honest,” Marcus says with a smile. “Besides, you’re adorable. Even if you’re a little shit sometimes. They’ll love you.”

Jackson smirks. “Takes one to know one.” He sighs, but his shoulders relax a bit. Down on the field, Ajay waves at them, mouthing hi babe and wearing a shit-eating grin. Jackson rolls his eyes, but there’s a small smile playing at the corner of his lips.

“You’re just lucky you’ll never have to meet my parents,” Jackson says mildly. “They’re exasperating.” He tilts his head and looks over at Marcus. “What are you and Sebastian doing today, anyway? Is your dad coming down?”

Marcus shakes his head. “Nah. We’re going to see him next weekend. Tonight we’re gonna stay in and eat takeout. Watch a Rick and Morty marathon. Finish up our Call of Duty competition. Just keep it chill.”

Jackson snickers. “You’re a pair of nerds. It’s endearing, yet sickening.”

Marcus returns the grin but doesn’t offer a reply. Jackson chews on his lower lip for a moment before peering over at Marcus.

Jackson clears his throat delicately. “You made that appointment with the new doctor, right?”

Marcus doesn’t meet his gaze. “Yeah. Tuesday at three.”

“Good,” Jackson says with a nod.

“I don’t know that it’s good,” Marcus says. “It’s just different. It doesn’t mean anything will change. Could just be more of the same.”

He smiles as he watches Sebastian slap Ajay on the ass while he whispers something that makes Ajay burst into raucous laughter. Sebastian looks up at Marcus, and wriggles his eyebrows suggestively. Marcus rolls his eyes and flips him off in return, but not without mouthing those three short words that they’ve only just started saying.

I love you.

Sebastian’s smirk melts into a genuine grin that gets Marcus’ cheeks burning.

He pretends not to hear Jackson’s amused reply. “Things are already changing, you know. For the better.”

For once, Marcus doesn’t feel like disagreeing. For once, he’s ready for better.

 

THE END
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