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Nate

Everything I owned fit in one duffel bag and a box I'd grabbed from behind the liquor store on Delancey.

I stood on the sidewalk outside Leo's building with both in my arms, staring up at the fourth-floor window where a light was on even though it was two in the afternoon on a Tuesday. He'd taken the day off. For me. Because I'd called him three days ago and said, "Elena and I are done, I need somewhere to crash," and Leo said, "I'll clear the closet," like it was nothing. Like rearranging his entire life for me was something he did on a Tuesday.

The buzzer was broken. It had been broken since Leo moved in two years ago. I texted him—I'm downstairs—and waited, shifting the box against my hip. Inside it: six books I'd actually read more than once, my laptop, a framed photo of my mom and me at my college graduation, a coffee mug that said WORLD'S OKAYEST DESIGNER that Leo had given me four Christmases ago, and a stack of plain white t-shirts I'd grabbed from the dresser while Elena was at work.

That was it. Four years of marriage, and I walked out with a box you could fit on a bus seat.

The door buzzed. I pushed through and started climbing.

Four flights. The stairwell smelled like it always did—old carpet, someone's curry, a faint trace of weed from the second floor. My legs burned by the third landing. I was out of shape. I'd been out of shape for a while. Elena used to joke that I had a swimmer's body if the swimmer had retired and discovered pasta. I'd laughed at that. She'd meant it.

I stopped on the landing outside 4B and set the box down so I could catch my breath. Pathetic. Thirty-one years old, winded by stairs, divorced, broke, moving in with my best friend because I couldn't afford a studio apartment in the shittiest part of the city. My mom would've cried if she could see me right now. Actually, my mom was going to cry. I just hadn't told her yet.

The door opened before I knocked.

Leo stood in the doorway in gray sweatpants and a faded Joy Division shirt with a hole near the collar, barefoot, hair pushed back like he'd been running his hands through it. He looked like he'd just woken up, even though he'd probably been awake for hours, cleaning. Leo's version of cleaning meant shoving things into closets and wiping down the counter with a paper towel, but he'd made the effort. I could smell lemon cleaner under the usual scent of his apartment—coffee and sandalwood and something that was just him.

He looked at me. At the duffel. At the box.

"That's it?" he said.

"That's it."

Something moved behind his eyes. Not pity—Leo would never give me pity, he knew better—but something softer. Understanding, maybe. Or sadness.

Then he smiled, and the whole doorway got warmer.

"You're home," he said.

I don't know why that word hit me the way it did. Home. Like it was simple. Like it was already true. I hadn't felt at home anywhere in months—maybe longer, if I was being honest, and I was trying very hard not to be honest with myself about anything right now.

"Don't get sentimental," I said. "I'm just crashing."

"Sure. Crashing. Indefinitely. On my couch. With your sad little box." He reached for the duffel and slung it over his shoulder like it weighed nothing. "Get in here."

I picked up the box and followed him inside.

•  •  •
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The apartment was small. I knew that—I'd been here a hundred times—but knowing it and living in it were different things. The front door opened into a living room that doubled as everything: couch against one wall, TV on a stand across from it, a coffee table covered in coasters, a remote, and a stack of vinyl records Leo was always meaning to organize. The kitchen was to the left—galley-style, barely wide enough for one person, with a fridge that hummed like it was thinking about dying. Past the kitchen, a short hallway led to the bathroom and Leo's bedroom.

One bedroom. One bathroom. One couch.

Leo set my duffel on the couch like it was a ceremony. "Your throne, your majesty."

"It's a loveseat."

"It's a couch."

"My feet are going to hang off the end."

"You're five-ten, Nate. Nothing on you hangs that far."

I gave him a look. He gave me a grin—that sharp, easy grin that Leo deployed like a weapon, the one that said I'm kidding but I'm also not and you're going to let me get away with it. I'd been on the receiving end of that grin since we were fifteen. It still worked every time.

I set the box on the coffee table and looked around. He'd cleared half the closet in the bedroom—I could see the empty hangers through the open door. There was a new pillow on the couch, still in the plastic. A folded blanket that looked suspiciously new, dark blue, soft.

"You bought me a blanket," I said.

"The bodega had a sale."

"Leo."

"It was seven dollars. Don't make it weird."

I pulled the plastic off the pillow. It smelled like a store. Clean, impersonal, nothing like the rest of the apartment, which smelled like Leo. I pressed my face into it anyway, because I was tired, and my eyes were burning, and if I stood here for one more second looking at the empty hangers he'd cleared for my six t-shirts, I was going to fall apart.

"I'm going to unpack," I said.

"You have one bag."

"Then it won't take long."

He watched me carry the duffel into the bedroom. I felt his eyes on my back, but he didn't follow me. He went to the kitchen instead. I heard the fridge open. The sound of a beer being cracked. Then another one.

I unzipped the bag on his bed and stared at the contents. Shirts, jeans, boxers, socks, one pair of sneakers, a hoodie. My reading glasses in their case. A charger. Deodorant.

I started folding things into the two drawers Leo had emptied for me. I folded carefully, the way I always did—edges aligned, stacked by color—because it was the only thing in my life I could control right now. I heard Elena's voice in my head: You fold shirts like you're packing for a work trip. Like you're always about to leave.

She'd said that once, early in the marriage, and I'd laughed it off. But she kept saying versions of it. You never really settle in anywhere, do you? You always keep one foot out the door. You treat our apartment like a hotel room.

She was right. I just didn't know why.

I closed the drawer and hung the hoodie in the closet next to Leo's plaid shirts. Mine looked wrong in there—faded black cotton next to Leo's warm flannel and denim. Like it didn't belong. Story of my life.

When I came back to the living room, Leo was on the couch with two beers, feet on the coffee table, flipping through his phone. He'd moved the records to make room for my box. He handed me a beer without looking up.

"Thai or Chinese?"

"We just got here."

"It's almost three. By the time we order and it shows up, it'll be dinner. Thai or Chinese?"

"Thai."

"Pad see ew?"

"You know what I get."

He looked up at me then, and something in his expression made my chest tighten. Not because he looked sad, or worried, or anything dramatic. He just looked...glad. Like having me here, standing in his living room with my one duffel bag of divorce clothes and a beer I hadn't asked for, was something he'd been waiting for.

"Sit down, Nate," he said quietly. "You look like you're standing in a waiting room."

I sat. The couch was small enough that our knees were almost touching. Leo's feet were bare on the coffee table—long toes, olive skin, a tiny scar on his left ankle from when he'd wiped out on his bike in eleventh grade. I'd been the one who drove him to the ER. He'd been the one who held my hand during my first panic attack junior year, in the parking lot behind the movie theater, when I couldn't breathe and couldn't explain why.

Fifteen years. We'd been in each other's lives for fifteen years.

"Thank you," I said.

"Don't start."

"I mean it."

"I know you mean it. That's why I'm telling you to stop." He bumped his knee against mine. "You'd do the same for me."

I would. In a heartbeat. But that didn't make the shame smaller. Thirty-one, divorced, sleeping on my best friend's couch. My mom thought I was "figuring things out." My coworkers thought I was "going through a rough patch." Elena's friends probably thought I was an asshole. Maybe I was.

"What are you thinking about?" Leo asked.

"Nothing."

"You're doing that thing where your jaw goes tight and you stare at a point six inches in front of your face. That's not nothing."

I took a drink. The beer was cold and cheap and exactly right. "I'm thinking about how I fucked up four years of someone's life."

"You didn't fuck up anything."

"I married her, Leo. I married her and I didn't—" I stopped. The sentence was a cliff and I wasn't ready to look over the edge.

"Didn't what?"

I shook my head. "Forget it."

He watched me for a moment. I could feel it—that thing Leo does where he looks at you like he's trying to read the thing you're not saying. Most people look at you and see your face. Leo looks at you and sees the room behind your eyes.

Then he picked up the remote. "Okay. Forget it. Let's watch something dumb."

We watched something dumb. An action movie we'd both seen, with impossible physics and dialogue that sounded like it was written by someone who'd never had an actual conversation. Leo made fun of the fight choreography. I laughed at his impressions of the lead actor, who was approximately forty percent jaw and sixty percent deltoids.

The Thai food came. We ate out of the containers because Leo only had four plates and two of them were in the sink. He gave me the last spring roll without asking, the way he always did, because he knew they were my favorite and he'd been giving me the last spring roll since we were seventeen, eating shitty takeout on his parents' back porch.

It was easy. Sitting here with Leo, eating pad see ew, watching a movie I'd already forgotten—it was the easiest thing I'd done in months. My shoulders were dropping. My jaw was unclenching. The constant low hum of wrong wrong wrong that had been running through my body since Elena looked at me across the kitchen table and said I think we both know this isn't working was finally, mercifully, getting quieter.

Leo laughed at something on screen—a full, unselfconscious laugh that made his whole face change, eyes crinkling, head tipping back—and I felt something in my chest loosen. Like a knot I didn't know was there.

You're safe, my body told me. You're safe here.

I didn't realize I'd fallen asleep until the movie sounds faded and the apartment went quiet. I was slumped sideways on the couch, my head tipped at an angle that was going to make my neck hate me in the morning, the empty Thai container balanced on my stomach. I was vaguely aware of Leo moving—standing up, taking the container, setting it on the coffee table. Then something warm and soft settled over me, and I knew without opening my eyes that it was the new blanket, the seven-dollar one from the bodega.

His hand rested on my shoulder for a moment. Light. Brief. Just checking. Then it was gone, and I heard his footsteps moving toward the bedroom.

"Good night," he said softly. I don't think he expected me to hear it.

"Night," I murmured.

Silence. Then, quieter: "I'm glad you're here."

The bedroom door stayed open. I could hear him moving around—the creak of the bed, the rustle of sheets, the click of a lamp turning off. Then stillness.

I lay on the couch in the dark, wrapped in a blanket that still smelled like a store instead of a person, listening to the unfamiliar rhythm of someone else's apartment. The fridge hummed. A car passed outside. Somewhere in the building, a door closed.

I thought about the apartment I'd shared with Elena. The king-size bed. The matching nightstands. The closet full of clothes that smelled like her perfume. I'd lived in that space for three years and it never felt like this. It never felt like the walls were holding me instead of watching me.

I thought about the last thing Elena said to me, the night we finally stopped pretending. We were standing in the kitchen. She'd been crying, but she was done now, and her face had that terrible clarity that comes after the tears stop.

"You were never really into me, Nate," she'd said. "And I don't think you've ever been really into anyone."

I'd wanted to argue. I'd opened my mouth to argue. But the words wouldn't come because somewhere, in the part of me that was honest when the rest of me was lying, I knew she was right.

I'd never burned for her. Not the way people described it—that consuming, electric, I-can't-think-about-anything-else feeling. I'd loved her. I was sure of that. But I'd loved her the way you love a good friend, a safe harbor, a life that made sense on paper. I'd never looked at her across a room and felt my brain shut off. I'd never lain awake at night aching to touch her. I'd never felt that pull.

Not with her. Not with anyone.

Maybe there's something wrong with me, I thought, and the thought was so familiar it barely registered anymore. I'd been thinking it for years. Saying it to myself in the shower, at my desk, in the dark next to my wife while she slept and I stared at the ceiling wondering why I felt like I was missing a frequency everyone else could hear.

Not broken. Just... incomplete. Like everyone else got the full instruction manual and mine was missing a chapter.

I pulled the blanket tighter. Closed my eyes.

From the bedroom, a sound. Soft. Leo, laughing at something on his phone. A quiet, private laugh—the one he only did when he was alone, or when he was with people he trusted completely.

The sound moved through me. Through my chest, my stomach, lower. A warmth that wasn't the blanket. I didn't name it. I didn't let myself.

I just listened to it fade, and then I listened to silence, and then, eventually, I slept.

It was the first night in months I didn't dream about anything at all.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Leo

I'd been getting ready for two weeks.

Not in any way I'd admit out loud—not the kind of getting ready that involved candles or new sheets or a mental breakdown in the hygiene aisle at Target. More like the quiet, obsessive, slightly pathetic kind of getting ready where you clean your apartment six times, rearrange the closet twice, buy groceries you don't normally buy, and lie awake at 1 a.m. wondering if your best friend is going to notice that you organized your bookshelf by color.

He wasn't going to notice. Nate didn't notice things like that. Nate noticed when someone was lying, when a design was off by two pixels, and when I hadn't eaten all day because I forgot—but he didn't notice bookshelves. That was fine. The bookshelf wasn't for him. The bookshelf was for me. The bookshelf was because if I didn't do something with my hands I was going to crawl out of my skin.

The call had come on a Saturday. I was behind the bar at Vinyl, halfway through a double shift, shaking a Manhattan for a woman who kept calling me "sweetie" and touching my forearm. My phone buzzed in my back pocket. I ignored it. It buzzed again. And again.

I stepped into the back hallway and looked at the screen. Three missed calls from Nate. No voicemails. Then a text:

Elena and I are done. Can I crash with you for a bit?

I stared at the words until they stopped looking like English and started looking like a bomb.

Elena and I are done.

I typed back: I'll clear the closet.

Then I went back to the bar, finished the Manhattan, smiled at the woman, and made it through four more hours of pouring drinks and making conversation without anyone noticing that my hands were shaking.

When my shift ended, I sat in my car in the parking lot for twenty minutes. I didn't drive. I didn't call anyone. I just sat there with my forehead against the steering wheel and breathed.

Because here's the thing about being in love with your straight best friend for twelve years: you get used to it. You learn to live with it the way you learn to live with a bad knee or a low-grade headache. It becomes background noise. You date other people. You fall in love with other people, sometimes. You build a life that doesn't revolve around a single person who doesn't know you think about him when you jerk off.

But you never stop. Not really. You just get better at pretending you have.

And now he was coming to live with me. In my apartment. My one-bedroom apartment with one bathroom and a kitchen where two people couldn't stand side by side without their arms touching. Nate—who smelled like clean cotton and cheap drugstore shampoo and something warm underneath that I'd never been able to identify—was going to be sleeping on my couch, twenty feet from my bed, every single night.

I was either going to die or ascend to a higher plane of existence. There was no middle ground.

•  •  •
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The day he showed up, I almost didn't open the door.

Not because I didn't want to see him. Because I was standing in my living room in sweatpants and a shirt with a hole in it, holding a can of lemon Pledge I'd stolen from Mrs. Delgado on the third floor, and I suddenly couldn't remember if the apartment looked welcoming or sad. Was the new pillow too much? Was the cleared closet too obvious? Was I being a normal friend or was I rolling out a red carpet for a man whose marriage had just ended and who definitely, absolutely, certainly did not need me projecting my decade-long unrequited bullshit onto his pain?

My phone buzzed. I'm downstairs.

I put down the Pledge. Buzzed him in. Opened the door.

And there he was.

He looked like shit. Not in a dramatic, cinematic way—in the real way, the way that people actually look when their lives have fallen apart. Thinner than the last time I'd seen him, which was only a month ago, but the kind of thin that happens when you stop eating regular meals. Shadows under his eyes. Stubble that had gone past "intentional" into "forgot." He was wearing a hoodie I recognized from college—ten years old, fraying at the cuffs—and carrying everything he owned in one duffel bag and a box from a liquor store.

My chest cracked.

"That's it?" I heard myself say.

"That's it."

I looked at the box. At the bag. At the sum total of what Nate Ramirez had taken from four years of marriage and thirty-one years of life. I thought about his apartment with Elena—the nice one, the grown-up one, with the mid-century furniture and the matching throw pillows and the kitchen island where they used to host dinner parties. All of that, reduced to a duffel and a liquor store box.

I wanted to kill something. I didn't know what. The universe, maybe. Or whatever broken mechanism inside Nate had led him to spend four years in a life that wasn't his, giving away pieces of himself to someone he couldn't fully love, until there was almost nothing left.

But I didn't say any of that. I said, "You're home," and I meant it more than I'd meant anything in years.

He flinched. Just barely. The way Nate flinches when something lands too close to the truth. Then he deflected—"Don't get sentimental"—because that's what Nate does. He turns everything real into a joke before it can touch him.

I let him. I took his bag and brought him inside and gave him space to pretend this was normal.

•  •  •
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I watched him unpack from the kitchen, holding a beer I wasn't really drinking.

He stood in my bedroom—my bedroom, with my sheets and my pillow that smelled like my shampoo—and folded his shirts into the drawers I'd emptied for him. He folded them perfectly. Edges aligned, stacked by color, like he was preparing a display. Like each shirt was a small, controllable thing in a life that had stopped being controllable.

Six shirts. Four pairs of jeans. Boxers, socks, a hoodie. Reading glasses. That's what he saved.

Not the framed wedding photos. Not the kitchen set they'd picked out together. Not the leather couch or the bookcase or any of the objects that people accumulate over a shared life. Just clothes and a coffee mug I'd given him four years ago, the one that said WORLD'S OKAYEST DESIGNER, which he'd kept and she apparently hadn't fought him for.

He hung the hoodie in the closet next to my shirts and stepped back to look at it, and I saw something cross his face—a flicker of something close to shame, like his one hoodie was apologizing to my plaid for taking up space.

I knew that look. Nate had been making that look his entire life. The I'm sorry for being here look. The I'll try not to be a burden look. He'd made it in high school when he came to my house after fights with his dad. He'd made it at every party where he didn't know anyone. He'd probably made it in his own marriage, standing in his own kitchen, apologizing to his own wife for existing too quietly.

I wanted to cross the room and shake him. I wanted to put my hands on his shoulders and say, Stop trying to take up less space. You are allowed to be here. You are allowed to take up space. You are allowed to want things.

Instead, I cracked another beer and asked if he wanted Thai or Chinese.

Because I'm a coward. Because I've been a coward about Nate Ramirez for twelve years, and being brave was not in tonight's program.

•  •  •
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We ate on the couch. Pad see ew for him—always pad see ew, extra lime, no bean sprouts—and drunken noodles for me. I gave him the last spring roll because I've been giving him the last spring roll since eleventh grade, when I realized I would rather watch him eat something he loved than eat it myself, and if that wasn't a sign of being completely, irrevocably fucked, I didn't know what was.

He was quiet. Nate-quiet, which isn't the same as other people's quiet. Other people go quiet because they've run out of things to say. Nate goes quiet because he has too much to say and he's strangling all of it before it can reach his mouth.

I put on a movie. Something loud and dumb that we'd both seen, something that didn't require attention or conversation. He laughed a few times—real laughs, the kind that break through when he's not guarding himself, the kind that make his eyes go soft and surprised, like he's startled by his own happiness.

God, those laughs. I collected them like a miser. Every genuine Nate laugh, catalogued and stored away, because they were rare and they were mine in a way nothing else about him was.

He fell asleep before the movie ended. Sideways on the couch, pad see ew container on his stomach, head at an angle that was going to wreck his neck. His glasses were still on, slightly crooked. His hoodie sleeves were pushed up past his wrists and I could see the leather watch band—the one he'd had since college, the one he wore every single day, the one that left a pale stripe of skin on his brown arm every summer.

I sat there for a minute, watching him breathe.

This was going to be a problem.

Not Nate on my couch—I'd offered, I wanted him here, I meant it. The problem was the way my heart rate changed when he was in the room. The problem was the way I'd memorized the exact shade of brown his skin turned in lamplight versus daylight versus the blue glow of a TV screen. The problem was that he was sleeping three feet from me, face soft and unguarded, lips slightly parted, and my brain was saying you could brush the hair off his forehead and my body was saying you could press your mouth to the inside of his wrist where the watch doesn't cover and every sane, loyal, responsible part of me was saying don't you fucking dare.

He wasn't mine. He was never going to be mine. He was straight and heartbroken and confused and he needed a friend, not a friend with twelve years of repressed longing and a detailed mental catalog of every time their shoulders had touched.

I stood up. Carefully took the Thai container off his stomach. Pulled the new blanket over him—tucking it around his shoulders the way my mom used to tuck me in, gentle, deliberate, like the act of covering someone was the same as the act of saying you matter to me.

My hand landed on his shoulder. Automatic. I hadn't planned it. I just needed to touch him, for one second, to confirm he was real and here and not going away.

He was warm. Even through the hoodie, I could feel the heat of him. His shoulder rose and fell with his breathing, slow and steady, the rhythm of someone who had finally, finally let their guard down enough to sleep.

I pulled my hand back.

"Good night," I said.

"Night," he murmured, and I almost jumped. I hadn't thought he could hear me.

I went to the bedroom. Left the door open—I always left the door open, but tonight it felt deliberate, like I was keeping a channel between us, making sure I could hear him if he needed me. I stripped down to boxers and a t-shirt, got in bed, turned off the lamp.

Lay there.

Stared at the ceiling.

My body was doing the thing it does when Nate is nearby—running at a slightly higher frequency, like someone turned up the dial on every nerve ending. I was aware of the twenty feet of dark air between my bed and the couch. I was aware that he was out there, sleeping, breathing, existing in my space, filling it up with his smell and his warmth and the gravitational pull he'd had on me since I was seventeen years old.

I thought about the first time I knew.

Senior year. Road trip to the coast—me, Nate, two other guys whose names I barely remember now. Nate was in the passenger seat. We'd been driving for hours. Everyone else was asleep. Nate was fighting it, trying to stay awake to keep me company, his head tipping sideways, jerking back, tipping again. Finally he gave in. His head lolled against the window and his hand dropped into the space between our seats, palm up, fingers curled, and I looked at his sleeping face in the blue highway light and thought—

Oh. Oh, no.

Not I'm attracted to him. Not I want to kiss him. Just oh no, the way you think oh no when you realize you've stepped off a ledge and there's nothing underneath you and you're going to be falling for a very long time.

I was seventeen. He was nineteen. He'd just started dating Elena—pretty, smart, confident Elena, who looked at Nate the way I wanted to look at Nate but couldn't because I was supposed to be his best friend and nothing else. I shoved the feeling down so far and so fast that I gave myself emotional whiplash. I told myself it was a phase. I told myself it was proximity. I told myself I was confusing friendship with attraction because I'd just come out as bi and my wires were crossed.

The wires were not crossed. The wires were fine. The wires knew exactly what they were doing.

I dated other people. I fell for Marcus, hard—the kind of hard that leaves bruises—and then I fell out of love with Marcus when he looked at me during an argument and said, "You're going to leave me for a woman eventually, you know that, right?" I left him because he was wrong about the gender but right about the leaving. I left him because I couldn't love someone who thought my identity was a threat. I left him because I was tired of being with someone who was always bracing for a betrayal that lived only in his head.

After Marcus, I was careful. I dated, but loosely. Nothing deep. Nothing that required me to open a vein. Because the vein was already open—had been open since that road trip—and the only person who could've closed it was sleeping on a couch he'd probably fall off of before morning.

I rolled over. Pressed my face into the pillow.

I could still feel the phantom warmth of his shoulder under my palm.

Here's what I knew: Nate wasn't straight.

I'd known for years. Not because of anything he said—Nate was a fortress when it came to his own feelings—but because of the things he didn't say. The way he never talked about sex with Elena, even when I gave him openings. The way his gaze lingered on men and then snapped away too quickly, like a hand touching a hot stove. The way he'd get quiet and watchful in gay bars when our friend group dragged him along—not uncomfortable, not disgusted, just focused, the way you focus on something you're trying to understand.

I never said anything. What would I have said? Hey, I've noticed you stare at men's forearms and I think you might be queer? He was married. He was Catholic. He was a guy who'd been taught that being a man meant marrying a woman and mowing a lawn and not asking too many questions about the parts of yourself that don't fit the blueprint.

If Nate was going to figure himself out, he had to do it on his own. All I could do was be here when he did.

If he did.

And now he was on my couch. Single, confused, heartbroken in a way that looked more like bewilderment than grief. Sleeping in my apartment, wearing my blanket, filling up my space.

I pressed my hand flat against the mattress where it was cool, imagining it was his shoulder, and then clenched my fist because that was a dangerous line of thinking and I needed to stop.

I was going to be his friend. His best friend. His only friend, if that's what he needed. I was going to give him space and patience and bad Thai food and the last spring roll. I was not going to look at him too long. I was not going to touch him when I didn't need to. I was not going to lie in bed cataloguing the way his collarbones looked in the morning when he stretched or the way his voice sounded when he was tired—low and rough, like someone had rubbed the polish off it.

I was going to be good.

I was going to be so goddamn good it killed me.

From the living room, a sound. Nate shifting on the couch. A soft exhale. Then nothing.

I closed my eyes.

Twelve years. I'd survived twelve years of wanting someone I couldn't have. I could survive a few more months of having him close enough to touch and knowing I couldn't.

I could do this.

I was going to do this.

Fuck, I was not going to survive this.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Nate

I couldn't sleep.

It wasn't the couch. The couch was fine—firm enough to hold me, soft enough not to hurt, shorter than my body by about six inches, which meant I had to curl slightly or let my feet dangle over the armrest. I went with the curl. Fetal position. Appropriate, probably, for a man regressing through every major life decision he'd ever made at two in the morning.

It wasn't the sounds, either. Leo's apartment had its own language at night—the fridge cycling on and off in that asthmatic hum, the pipes groaning when someone on another floor ran the water, the occasional siren slicing through the street below, the creak and tick of old radiators cooling. I could learn those sounds. I could memorize them the way I'd memorized the sounds of the apartment with Elena: the dishwasher's rhythmic slosh, the click of her bedside lamp, the way the floorboards popped when the heat kicked on at midnight.

It wasn't the sounds. It wasn't the couch.

It was my brain, doing what my brain does best, which is take a single thought and run it through an infinite loop until the thought stops being a thought and starts being a wound.

You were never really into me, Nate. And I don't think you've ever been really into anyone.

Elena said that while standing by the kitchen island. She was holding a glass of wine—the good stuff, the one she saved for Fridays, which meant she'd been planning this conversation. Her eyes were swollen but dry. She'd done her crying before I got home. By the time I walked through the door, she was past grief and into clarity, which was always where Elena was most terrifying.

I'd tried to argue. I opened my mouth and the words were right there— that's not true, I love you, I've always loved you—but they stalled somewhere between my brain and my tongue because even as I was forming them, I could hear how they sounded. Defensive. Rehearsed. The kind of thing you say when you're performing love instead of feeling it.

She saw it. Elena always saw everything.

"Don't," she said. "Don't lie to me now. Not after four years of lying next to me."

I closed my mouth.

"I know what it looks like when someone wants me, Nate. I've seen it before. From other people. Just never from you."

She took a drink of her wine. Set the glass down with a precision that told me she was fighting for control.

"I used to think you were just low-libido. Told myself some people aren't that sexual, and that's fine, and I could live with it. But it's not that, is it? You're not low-anything. You're just... not into me. You never were."

"Elena—"

"When's the last time you initiated sex?"

I didn't answer. I couldn't, because I didn't remember. I literally could not recall the last time I'd reached for her first. She'd always been the one to start it—a hand on my thigh, a kiss that went longer, a murmured come to bed—and I'd always responded. I showed up. I did my job. I made sure she was satisfied because that's what a good husband does, right? You make sure your wife is taken care of. You make sure she comes. You hold her afterward and say the right things and ignore the part of yourself that feels relieved when it's over.

"I don't think there's anything wrong with you," Elena said, and her voice cracked on the word wrong, just for a second, before she pulled it back together. "I just think whatever you're looking for, it's not me. And I'm done pretending that doesn't hurt."

Three weeks ago. Twenty-one days. And I still couldn't close my eyes without hearing her voice, steady and surgical, cutting away the story I'd told myself for four years—that I was a good husband, that our sex life was normal, that the hollow feeling in my chest after we fucked was just how everyone felt.

I rolled onto my back. Stared at Leo's ceiling. A crack ran from the overhead light to the corner of the room, thin and branching like a river delta.

The apartment was quiet. Leo had gone to bed an hour ago. I'd heard the sounds—mattress springs, the rustle of sheets, the click of the lamp. Then nothing. He slept fast and hard, the way he did everything else, dropping into unconsciousness like someone stepping off a curb. I'd always envied that. I'd never been able to turn my brain off at night. Even as a kid, I'd lie awake for hours, running conversations through my head, rehearsing things I should have said, dissecting things I shouldn't have.

Tonight was worse. Tonight my brain had a specific project, and the project was Why didn't you want her?

Because Elena was beautiful. I wasn't blind—I could see that. Dark hair, sharp cheekbones, a body she worked hard for, a laugh that turned heads in restaurants. When we met in college, everyone said we looked good together. "You're such a cute couple." "You guys are going to make gorgeous babies." I heard it so many times I started believing it, started mistaking the pleasure of being approved of for the pleasure of being in love.

The sex was fine.

It was fine. That was the word I always used, even in my own head, and the fact that I used the word fine to describe fucking my wife should have been the first clue. Sex with Elena was warm, competent, occasionally nice. She knew what she liked and wasn't shy about it. She'd guide my hand, tell me what felt good, arch into me when I hit the right spot. I liked making her feel good. I liked the sounds she made. I liked being close to someone.

But I was never lost in it. I was always half in my body, half outside of it, observing myself from a slight distance, making sure I was doing everything right. I never stopped thinking. I never let go. I never reached that point people talk about where the world narrows to skin and heat and now now now and nothing else exists.

I thought that was normal. I thought the people who described sex as consuming and mind-erasing and necessary were exaggerating. Or maybe they'd just found something I hadn't. Some secret frequency. Some key that turned a lock I didn't know was there.

I closed my eyes and tried to think about the last time I'd been genuinely, physically aroused without trying. Not the mechanical kind—not morning wood, not the friction of jeans, not the slow reliable build of stroking myself in the shower—but the real kind. The kind that starts in your stomach and rolls downward, the kind that makes you catch your breath, the kind that happens because you saw something or someone and your body decided before your brain could intervene.

I couldn't remember.

No—that wasn't true.

I could remember. I just didn't want to look at the memories, because looking at them would mean rearranging everything I thought I knew about myself, and I wasn't ready for that. I wasn't ready for the demolition. I was barely surviving the current wreckage.

But the memories were there, waiting, the way they'd always been waiting—in the corner of my mind where I kept the things I wasn't allowed to examine.

The gym. Last year. A guy on the bench press—dark-haired, mid-twenties, arms that strained the sleeves of his shirt. He'd finished a set and sat up and pulled his shirt off over his head, casually, unselfconsciously, the way men do in gyms, and I'd been on the treadmill and my foot stuttered. I stared for two seconds too long. Then I looked away, cranked the speed up, and ran until my lungs burned and I couldn't think about anything at all.

A work event. Three months ago. A new client—tall, sharp suit, sandy hair, a jaw that could cut glass. He shook my hand and held it a beat too long and said, "I've heard great things about you," and something happened behind my navel. A flutter. A warmth. I pulled my hand back and said something professional and then spent the next hour making sure I was standing on the other side of the room.

A party. Years ago—before Elena, before the marriage, before any of it. I was twenty-two, drunk at someone's apartment, and a friend of a friend sat down next to me on the couch. Dark skin, cropped hair, wide shoulders. He leaned in close to say something over the music and his breath hit my ear and my entire body went electric for one blazing second before I stood up, muttered something about needing another beer, and didn't come back.

I'd filed all of these away. Every one. Filed them under nothing, under random, under doesn't mean anything. A man can notice another man is attractive without being attracted to him, right? That's just having eyes. That's just aesthetic appreciation. Like looking at a painting or a car or a well-designed building. You can admire the engineering without wanting to—

Wanting to what, Nate?

I pressed my palms against my eyes.

From the bedroom, the sound of Leo shifting. The creak of the mattress. A soft exhale.

And there it was. The thing I'd been trying not to think about all day, all week, all month, maybe my entire adult life.

Leo walking out of the bathroom this morning. Towel around his waist, low on his hips. Water still beading on his shoulders. His hair dark and slicked back, jaw sharp, the lines of his stomach visible above the towel's edge. He'd said something—"Shower's all yours"—casual, easy, like this was nothing, like standing three feet away from me half-naked was nothing, and I'd said "thanks" and locked myself in the bathroom and stood under the water for ten minutes with my heart hammering against my ribs.

Leo reaching past me for a mug this morning, his chest against my back for a half-second, and the heat of him printing itself onto my skin through two layers of fabric.

Leo laughing at the movie tonight, head tipped back, throat exposed, and the sound of that laugh hitting me somewhere south of my stomach.

Leo saying you're home in the doorway, and the word rearranging something inside me that I hadn't known was out of place.

My pulse was climbing. I could feel it in my throat, in my wrists, in the hollow of my chest where the empty feeling used to live. Except it wasn't empty right now. It was filling up with something I didn't have a name for—or, more accurately, something I had a name for but wasn't ready to say.

I wasn't ready.

I wasn't ready.

I turned onto my side, facing the back of the couch, pulling the blanket up to my chin. The fabric was starting to lose its store-smell. It was starting to smell like the apartment. Like Leo.

Everything in this apartment smelled like Leo. The pillows, the couch cushions, the air itself. Sandalwood and coffee and something underneath that was just skin, just warmth, just him. I'd been breathing it in all day, and now it was inside me, settled in my lungs, and I couldn't get it out. I didn't want to get it out.

You were never really into anyone.

Elena was wrong about that. She was wrong, and the proof was the fact that I was lying on my best friend's couch at 2 a.m. with my heart in my throat and my blood running hot and a feeling in the pit of my stomach that I had never—not once, not ever—felt while lying in bed with my wife.

I pressed my face into the pillow and thought about the way Leo's voice sounded in the dark. Low and warm, like a hand on the back of your neck. Good night. Two words, and my entire body had responded like he'd touched me.

I thought about his hand on my shoulder. The weight of it. The warmth. The way he'd held it there for exactly one second—long enough to mean something, short enough to pretend it didn't.

I thought about what would happen if he held it there longer.

If he let his hand slide from my shoulder to the back of my neck. If his fingers curved around the base of my skull. If he pulled me toward him, slowly, giving me time to pull away, and pressed his forehead against mine and said—

What? What would he say?

What did I want him to say?

My body answered before my mind could. A pulse of heat, low and sudden, spreading from my stomach down. I was getting hard. Not halfway, not vaguely—hard. The kind of hard that aches. The kind that Elena's hand on my thigh never produced. The kind I'd been telling myself for years I just wasn't wired for.

Fuck.

I pressed my hips into the couch cushion, a reflex, and then caught myself and went rigid. What the fuck was I doing? Lying on my best friend's couch, getting an erection thinking about my best friend, while my best friend slept twenty feet away on the other side of an open door—

The door was open. Leo always slept with the door open. Which meant there was nothing between us but dark air and twenty feet of hardwood floor and the sound of his breathing, slow and steady, the breathing of someone who trusted the world enough to sleep.

I pressed my hand flat against my stomach, above the waistband of my boxers, and held it there. Not moving. Just feeling. My skin was hot under my palm. My cock was straining against the cotton, heavy and insistent in a way that felt new, like it belonged to someone else. Someone who actually wanted things. Someone who wasn't broken.

I didn't touch myself. I wanted to—god, I wanted to—but I couldn't, not here, not with Leo's breathing in my ears and Leo's smell on the blanket and Leo's apartment wrapped around me like a body. If I touched myself right now, I'd be touching myself thinking about him, and I wasn't ready for what that would mean. I wasn't ready to cross that line, even in the privacy of my own head, because once you cross it, you can't uncross it. Once you come with someone's name in your throat, you can't unknow what that tells you about yourself.

I lay there. Hard. Aching. Breathing through it.

The fridge cycled on. A siren passed outside. Leo's mattress creaked as he turned over in his sleep.

Slowly, agonizingly, the arousal ebbed. Not because I stopped wanting—I didn't stop wanting—but because my body eventually accepted that I wasn't going to give it what it was asking for. Not tonight. Maybe not ever. Maybe I was going to lie on this couch for the rest of my life, wanting something I couldn't name, afraid to reach for it, afraid to even look at it directly.

Something is wrong with me, I thought.

Then, softer, quieter, in a voice that sounded less like mine and more like Leo's: Or maybe something is finally right.

I didn't know which was true. I didn't know anything anymore. I didn't know why I'd married Elena, or why I'd never wanted her the way she deserved to be wanted, or why the sound of my best friend's laugh made my skin feel too small for my body. I didn't know what I was. I didn't know what I wanted. I didn't know if what I was feeling was a crisis or a correction—the breakdown of a man or the birth of one.

All I knew was that I was lying in the dark, in an apartment that smelled like someone who felt like home, and for the first time in years, the hollow feeling in my chest was gone.

Something was there instead. Something warm, and terrifying, and alive.

I pulled the blanket tighter. Closed my eyes.

I thought about Leo saying you're home. I thought about the way he'd covered me with the blanket, his hand on my shoulder, the careful gentleness of it, like I was something that could break.

I thought about the crack in the ceiling that looked like a river, splitting into branches, finding its way forward without knowing where it was going.
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