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THEO

The email arrives while I'm carrying a box of color-coded binder clips up two flights of stairs.

Dear Theodore, we regret to inform you that due to an administrative error in housing allocation, your room assignment in Whitmore Hall has been reassigned. We sincerely apologize for the inconvenience and have arranged alternative accommodations in Brecker Hall, Room 014B (triple occupancy). Please report to the Brecker Hall RA desk by 5:00 PM today for your revised key assignment.

I read it three times, standing in the stairwell with sweat soaking through my shirt and a box of office supplies cutting into my forearms. Then I read it a fourth time, because surely—surely—the university housing office did not just tell me, three hours before move-in closes, that they gave away my single room and stuck me in a basement triple.

They did.

I set the box down on the stairs and call the housing office. The hold music is a MIDI rendition of the school fight song that sounds like it was programmed by someone who hates joy. After eleven minutes, a woman named Deborah tells me that yes, there was an overallocation error, and yes, my original room has been assigned to someone else, and no, there's nothing she can do about it because the system is locked.

"But I confirmed this room in April," I say, keeping my voice level. Controlled. My mother raised me to be polite to people in service positions even when those people are ruining my life. "I paid the deposit. I have the confirmation email."

"I understand your frustration, Theodore—"

"Theo."

"—Theo, and I'm very sorry, but Brecker 014B is a lovely space. It was just renovated last summer."

It's a basement triple. With two freshmen. I'm a junior in mechanical engineering with a course load that requires silence, focus, and the absence of eighteen-year-olds playing Call of Duty at 2 AM.

I thank Deborah, because my mother raised me right even when I want to throw my phone down the stairwell. I hang up. I sit on the box of binder clips and stare at the cinder block wall and run the numbers.

Options:

One. Accept the basement triple. Survive a semester with two strangers in a room that probably smells like industrial carpet cleaner and regret. Watch my GPA drop while someone named Tyler or Braden uses my desk as a beer pong staging area.

Two. Find something else. Today. Right now. With three hours left before I'm technically homeless.

I pull up the student housing board on my phone.

•  •  •
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The listings are mostly garbage. A "cozy studio" that's clearly a converted closet, $1,200 a month. A four-bedroom house share that requires "good vibes and a willingness to participate in weekly group meditation." A room in someone's actual attic, no AC, "but the skylight is spiritual."

I'm scrolling with the focused desperation of a man watching his carefully planned life crumble at the foundations when I find it.

One bedroom off-campus, 10 min walk to quad. $475/month all-in. Furnished. Queer-friendly, plant-friendly, chaos-tolerant. NO early risers (before 10 counts as violence), NO shoes on carpet, NO landlord-summoning behavior. Bed included. DM for details.

Four seventy-five all-in is absurd. That's less than the dorm fee I'm apparently not getting refunded until "six to eight business weeks." It's ten minutes from campus, which means ten minutes from the engineering building. Furnished means I don't need to buy anything.

I register the "queer-friendly" tag the way I'd register any neutral descriptor. Fine. Great. I'm not an asshole. One of my best friends is bi. This is not a factor.

The "chaos-tolerant" part gives me pause, but at this point I'd tolerate actual chaos—fire, locusts, frogs falling from the sky—if it came with a reasonable rent and a door that locks.

I DM the poster.

Me: Hey, saw your listing. Is the room still available? I can move in today if so. I'm a junior, mech engineering, quiet, clean. No pets.

The response comes fast. Like, unsettlingly fast.

rowan_v: today??? damn ok speed demon

rowan_v: yeah it's available. heads up tho—it's one bedroom, one bed. the couch exists but she's more decorative than functional at this point. queen mattress tho so there's room

I stare at the screen. One bed.

My thumbs hover.

One bed is—that's a logistical challenge, not a dealbreaker. People share beds. Adults share beds all the time. Hotel rooms with double bookings, road trips, crashed-at-a-friend's-place situations. It's a mattress. It's geometry. Two bodies, one horizontal surface with sufficient square footage. I can make it work temporarily while I find a solo arrangement.

Me: That's fine. I can handle it short-term while I look for my own place. What's the address?

rowan_v: oh he can HANDLE it

rowan_v: 127 Elm St, apt 2B. heads up the doorbell doesn't work, just knock. i'll be here. name's rowan btw

Me: Theo. I'll be there in an hour.

rowan_v: sick. bring snacks if you're feeling generous, i haven't eaten today and it's

rowan_v: [checks watch]

rowan_v: 2pm apparently. cool cool cool

I pocket my phone, pick up my box of binder clips, and carry it back down the stairs to my car. The Honda Civic my parents bought me junior year of high school—sensible, reliable, a vehicle that says this young man makes responsible choices—is packed with everything I own, which isn't much. Labeled boxes. A desk lamp. Two suitcases. A set of resistance bands I use religiously because the campus gym is free and muscle definition is the one area of my life where I consistently exceed expectations.

I pull up the address. It's in the old residential neighborhood south of campus—Victorian houses carved into apartments, big trees, slightly falling apart in a way that's either charming or condemned depending on your tolerance for character.

I stop at a gas station and buy a bag of Cool Ranch Doritos, because my mother also raised me to never show up somewhere empty-handed, even if that somewhere is a stranger's apartment where I'll apparently be sharing a bed.

A bed.

With a stranger named Rowan.

Who hasn't eaten today and uses punctuation like a suggestion.

This is fine.

•  •  •
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127 Elm is a tall, narrow Victorian painted a blue that was probably optimistic thirty years ago and is now the color of a bruise. The porch sags. There's a dead fern in a cracked pot by the front door and a bike chained to the railing that has a basket full of paint tubes.

I park, grab the Doritos and my first box, and climb the exterior stairs to apartment 2B. The staircase groans under me in a way that is not structurally reassuring. I make a mental note to check the load-bearing capacity of these treads later, which is the kind of thought that Maya says makes me "the least fun person at any party" and which I maintain makes me "alive."

I knock.

Footsteps inside. A thud, like something being kicked out of the way. A muffled "shit." Then the door swings open.

The first thing I notice is the paint. It's everywhere—smudged on the doorframe, on the hardwood visible past the threshold, on the forearms of the person standing in front of me. Long streaks of cerulean and cadmium yellow, like he fought a watercolor set and lost.

The second thing I notice is the hair. Dark underneath, teal at the tips, grown out past his ears in a way that's either intentional or the result of not caring, and somehow both options look right.

The third thing I notice—and I don't know why I notice this, I don't know why this particular detail snags in my brain and holds—is his mouth. He has a lip ring. A small silver hoop on the left side of his lower lip, and when he smiles, which he does immediately, the metal catches the afternoon light.

"Theo," he says. Not a question. Like he's trying the word out, tasting it. "You look exactly like your texting voice."

"I don't know what that means."

"It means you look like a man who owns a label maker." He glances at the box in my arms, which is labeled DESK SUPPLIES — SEMESTER 3 in my neatest block print. His smile widens. "Yeah. Called it."

He steps back and holds the door open. "Come on in. Watch the—"

My foot catches on something. I look down. A canvas, face-up on the floor, half-finished, depicting what appears to be a woman made of flowers dissolving into birds.

"—painting. Yeah. Sorry. I'm in the middle of a thing."

I step over the painting and into the apartment and my first thought is: this is where organization comes to die.

It's small. That was expected. What wasn't expected is the density of stuff. Canvases lean against every wall. A bookshelf overflows with art books, novels, vinyl records, and a human skull that I desperately hope is plastic. The kitchen is a galley—four feet of counter, a mini fridge and a two-burner stove, and mugs. So many mugs. Mugs on the counter, mugs on top of the fridge, mugs on the windowsill. One of them says WORLD'S OKAYEST ARTIST.

The bathroom door is open, revealing a clawfoot tub with no shower curtain, a handheld showerhead draped over the faucet, and a shampoo collection that rivals a Sephora display.

And then we get to the bedroom. Which is also the living room. Which is also, apparently, everything.

The queen bed sits against the far wall, made up with a navy comforter and approximately nine pillows. It looks decent. Sturdy. A little crooked—the frame lists slightly to the left, like the building itself is leaning and the bed just went along with it.

To the right of the bed: the couch.

I look at the couch. The couch looks back at me. One of its legs has been replaced with a stack of textbooks. The frame is visibly cracked on one side. There's a dip in the middle cushion that suggests a previous tenant either died there or simply gave up.

"So the couch is—" I start.

"Decorative," Rowan finishes. "Conceptual. A commentary on the futility of comfort. Also, last time someone slept on it, they ended up on the floor by 3 AM and bruised their tailbone. I'd feel ethically responsible."

I look at the bed. I look at the couch. I look at the bed again.

The bed is fine. It's a queen. Queens are sixty inches wide. I take up roughly twenty-two inches of horizontal space when I sleep on my side. That leaves thirty-eight inches. A whole thirty-eight inches of mattress that is not me. This is a solvable spatial problem. I'm an engineer. Spatial problems are literally what I do.

"The bed's fine," I say. "I'll take the right side."

"Wall side? Interesting. You a fetal-position guy or a corpse-on-his-back guy?"

"I—what?"

"Sleep position. It matters for logistics. I'm a sprawler. Limbs everywhere. Star formation. I've been told I radiate heat like a furnace, which is a plus in winter and a genuine hazard in August."

It's September. Still warm. I file this information away and try not to think about what "radiates heat" means in practical terms when there's two feet of shared mattress between us.

"I stay on my side," I say. "I don't move much."

Rowan raises an eyebrow. The piercing glints. "Everyone says that. No one means it."

He turns back to the main room and waves a hand expansively. "So this is it. Kitchen's small but functional. Bathroom's the tub situation—I know, no curtain. I have a system. You'll learn it. Rent's due on the first, Venmo or cash, landlord's name is Pete, and he's allergic to being contacted for any reason. Wi-Fi password is 'artisnotacrime,' all lowercase, no spaces." He catches my expression. "Don't judge me."

"I'm not judging."

"Your face is judging. Your face has a gavel."

I set my box down on the only clear surface I can find—a two-foot stretch of kitchen counter between a jar of paint-clouded water and a half-eaten bowl of cereal that appears to be from this morning. Or possibly yesterday.

"Ground rules?" I ask, because structure makes me feel like the floor isn't tilting.

Rowan leans against the doorframe and crosses his arms. His forearms are lean, scattered with freckles and half-covered in tattoo work—botanical illustrations mixed with something surreal, vines turning into geometric shapes. There's paint in the creases of his knuckles.

"No shoes on the carpet," he says, pointing to the rug under the bed. "It's my one nice possession, and I will end you."

"Okay."

"Groceries are shared. You eat my food, I eat yours. This is communism and I won't apologize for it."

"Fine."

"Quiet hours before 10 AM because mornings are a human rights violation."

"I have an alarm at seven."

"Then we're going to have to negotiate like adults, because seven o'clock is a war crime, Theo."

Despite everything—the housing disaster, the cracked couch, the one-bed situation, the fact that I'm apparently going to be sleeping next to a human furnace who considers 7 AM a criminal act—I almost smile. Almost.

"I brought Doritos," I say, holding up the bag.

His face transforms. The theatrical outrage drops and he lights up in a way that's so sudden and genuine it catches me off guard—like flipping a switch from performance to real.

"Cool Ranch?" He snatches the bag. "Okay, you can stay. Provisional approval. Subject to review after the first shower-schedule conflict."

He tears open the bag and eats three chips in rapid succession, crunching loudly, and I realize I'm watching his mouth again—the way his jaw moves, the silver ring shifting against his lower lip—and I look away sharply.

Spatial problem. That's all this is. A temporary spatial arrangement while I find my own place.

I go back to the car for another box.

•  •  •
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It takes four trips to unload the Civic. By the end, my labeled containers and stacked bins occupy a neat rectangle on my side of the room—right side, wall side, precisely three feet from the bed's edge. My desk lamp sits on the small table Rowan cleared for me by relocating a pile of sketchbooks to the floor. My clothes hang in the closet, organized by type and then color, taking up exactly one-third of the rod, which I measured with a tape measure I keep in my glovebox.

Rowan watches me unpack the way you'd watch a nature documentary about a species you've never encountered.

"Did you—did you label your underwear box?"

"It says 'undergarments and athletic wear.' It's a category, not individual labeling."

"Theo."

"What?"

"You are the most aggressively organized human being I have ever met, and I once dated a guy who alphabetized his spice rack."

"Alphabetizing a spice rack is just common sense."

He stares at me. I stare back. He eats another Dorito.

"This is going to be interesting," he says, and something in the way he says interesting makes my stomach do a thing I don't have a name for. A sort of tightening. A drop. Like the moment on a roller coaster when gravity lets go and your body doesn't know if it's falling or flying.

I unpack my resistance bands and hang them on the back of the closet door. I set up my laptop on the small desk. I plug in my phone charger on my side of the bed—right side, wall side, exactly twenty-two inches from the edge.

The bed is fine. This is fine.

Rowan puts on music—something indie and rhythmic with a bass line that hums through the floorboards—and goes back to his painting, sitting cross-legged on the floor with the canvas in front of him, brush in one hand, Doritos in the other. He paints like he talks: fast, gestural, instinctive. No rulers, no grids, no planning. Just color hitting canvas in bursts that somehow resolve into something coherent and alive.

I sit on the bed—my side of the bed—and open my laptop to check my class schedule for the fourth time today. Eight-thirty lecture, ten o'clock lab, one PM seminar. Tuesday-Thursday pattern for studio work. Study group Wednesdays. Office hours Friday mornings. Every block filled, every hour accounted for. The schedule is a fortress. Inside it, I know who I am. Engineering student. GPA 3.87. On track for a summer internship, a grad school application, a career that makes my parents' sacrifices mean something.

The schedule doesn't have a block for sleeping in a stranger's bed. It doesn't have a column for whatever that feeling was when he said 'interesting.'

It's fine. I'll find my own place within a week. Two, max. This is temporary. A logistical detour. A short-term spatial problem with a clear solution.

Rowan looks up from his painting, brush between his teeth, and catches me watching him. I wasn't watching him. I was looking in his general direction while thinking about my schedule. Those are different things.

He grins around the brush handle. Teal paint smudges his lower lip, just above the ring.

"You good over there, roomie?"

"Fine," I say.

"Cool. Because you've been staring at your laptop without typing for like three minutes."

"I was thinking."

"Dangerous. Try to keep it down after ten."

He goes back to painting. I go back to my schedule. The bass line hums through the floor. Outside, the September light goes gold and then amber and then gone, and the apartment fills up with the warm glow of Rowan's mismatched lamps—a paper lantern, a lava lamp (a lava lamp), and a string of fairy lights thumbtacked along the ceiling.

The room smells like turpentine and Cool Ranch and something underneath both—something warm and specific that I'll later learn is just Rowan, the combination of whatever expensive shampoo he uses and the cedar soap he keeps in the shower and his skin, which is ridiculous. Skin doesn't have a smell. Skin is an organ. I'm a mechanical engineering student. I know how organs work.

I close my laptop and lie back on the bed, staring at the ceiling. There's a water stain in the shape of something that could be a cloud or a dog or a question mark, depending on how you look at it.

Temporary, I tell myself. A week, maybe two.

The mattress dips slightly to the left, toward the center, toward the other side. Toward his side.

Spatial problem.

I'll figure it out.
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Chapter Two
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ROWAN

Here's what I know about Theo Park within the first ninety minutes of him living in my apartment:

He owns a label maker. An actual, physical label maker — the kind with the clicky wheel that prints embossed tape. I watched him peel a strip off and press it to the inside of the closet door: THEO — LEFT THIRD. Like the closet might forget whose shirts belong to whom. Like the hangers might stage an insurrection without clear jurisdictional boundaries.

He folds his boxers. Not rolls — folds. Into precise rectangles that he stacks in a drawer with the seams all facing the same direction.

He brought his own pillowcase. Egyptian cotton. Four hundred thread count. I know this because the packaging is still in the trash and I absolutely looked.

And he is — and I cannot stress this enough — the most distractingly attractive man who has ever stood in my kitchen holding a bag of Cool Ranch Doritos like a hostage negotiator offering terms.

I'm painting. Or I'm pretending to paint, which is actually what I'm doing, because my brushstrokes have gone from purposeful to abstract slashing since he took his hoodie off twenty minutes ago and the T-shirt underneath is doing something criminal to his shoulders. He's got the kind of build that comes from actual discipline — not vanity muscle, not CrossFit-bro aesthetics, just a body that's been consistently and thoroughly maintained, like a machine he runs quality checks on. Which tracks, because this man is an engineer, and I'm starting to think he approaches his own physical form the way he approaches everything else: with ruthless efficiency and zero awareness of the effect it has on other people.

He doesn't know he's hot. That's the devastating part. I've met plenty of attractive men who know exactly what they're working with — who angle their jaws and flex at strategic moments and look at you with practiced intensity. Theo doesn't do any of that. Theo just exists in that body like it's incidental, like the broad chest and the forearms and the way his hair falls across his forehead when he bends over a box are just byproducts of being alive, and if you happen to notice, that's your problem, not his.

It's my problem.

I drag a streak of cadmium across the canvas and remind myself of several important facts:

One. He's straight. Obviously, aggressively, architecturally straight. The man has a color-coded semester planner. He used the phrase "load-bearing capacity" while climbing my stairs. He is a heterosexual in the same way that gravity is a force — fundamental, undeniable, and entirely indifferent to my feelings about it.

Two. I don't do straight boys. I did one, once, and it nearly hollowed me out. Marcus with his beautiful hands and his locked bedroom door and his public smile that never included me. Eight months of being someone's secret, of hearing "you're my roommate's friend" while his cum was still drying on my stomach. Never again.

Three. This is a financial arrangement. I need the rent money. My savings account looks like a cry for help, my student loan payments start in January, and the only reason I can afford this apartment is because Pete the landlord hasn't raised the rent since 2019 and possibly doesn't know what year it is.

So. Theo Park is my roommate. He is a source of income and a warm body occupying the right side of my bed — wall side, which he claimed with the confidence of a man planting a flag on the moon — and that is all he is.

I bite down on my brush handle and watch him arrange his desk with the focus of a surgeon prepping an operating table. Lamp at a precise angle. Laptop centered. Pens in a cup, organized by type.

His back is to me. The T-shirt stretches when he reaches up to adjust the lamp, and the hem lifts just enough to show a strip of skin above his waistband — tan, smooth, the faintest shadow of muscle definition disappearing into his jeans.

Fuck.

Okay. I'm going to need more Doritos.

•  •  •
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We order Thai for dinner because my fridge contains half a lime, a yogurt of questionable vintage, and three different hot sauces. I offer no apology for this. Feeding myself is an aspirational goal, not a consistent practice.

Theo orders pad see ew with chicken, medium spice. I order drunken noodles, extra spicy, extra basil, because I like things that burn.

We eat sitting cross-legged on the bed because the kitchen table is buried under my color theory project and the couch is — as previously established — conceptual art. The food containers sit between us like a demilitarized zone.

"So," I say, pointing a chopstick at him. "Give me the Theo Park origin story. And skip the boring parts — I have a low threshold."

He chews, swallows, dabs his mouth with a napkin. A napkin. He brought his own napkins. Paper ones, folded into a tidy little stack on his side of the bed. I'm going to lose my mind.

"There's not much to tell," he says. "I'm from outside Philadelphia. My parents run a dry cleaning business. I picked engineering because—" He pauses. Something flickers across his face, there and gone. "Because it made sense."

"That's not the same as 'because I wanted to.'"

He looks at me. Brown eyes, steady, a little surprised. Like he's not used to people catching the gap between his words and his meaning.

"It's both," he says, carefully. "It made sense and I wanted to."

I let it go, because I know what it sounds like when someone's rehearsed an answer so many times they've forgotten it's a script. I've got my own scripts. Everyone does.

"Korean?" I ask, because I've been looking at the line of his jaw and the shape of his eyes and I want to know, and also I'm incapable of not asking things.

"Korean-American. Second generation. You?"

"Mexican on my dad's side, Irish-Italian mutt on my mom's side. I got the freckles from the Irish, the stubbornness from the Mexican, and the guilt from the Italian. It's a whole thing." I slurp a noodle. "Your parents — do they know about the housing situation? The whole sharing-a-bed-with-a-strange-man angle?"

The chopstick pauses halfway to his mouth. "They know I found a sublet. I didn't — they don't need the details."

"The details being me."

"The details being the layout." He takes a very deliberate bite. "They'd worry."

"About the bed?"

"About all of it. They worry about everything. It's their primary hobby."

I grin. "Mine too. My mom's hobby is calling me on Sundays and asking if I've eaten a vegetable. Any vegetable. She's not picky. A single green bean would bring her peace."

That gets a smile out of him — small, reluctant, like he's surprised his face is doing it. It changes his whole topography. His eyes warm up, his jaw softens, and the rigid posture loosens by a fraction of a degree. He should smile more. He should smile all the time. It's a waste of a face, keeping it that serious.

"What about you?" he asks. "The Rowan Vega origin story."

"Oh, mine's a whole saga. Born in San Antonio, raised mostly in Phoenix. Came here for the art program, took a semester off because my brain staged a mutiny, came back, and now I'm a super-senior trying to finish my portfolio before they revoke my student ID out of pity." I gesture around the apartment. "This is the empire I've built. One leaky faucet, nine thousand mugs, and a couch that tried to kill a man."

"Why'd you take the semester off?"

The question is asked with genuine curiosity, not judgment. Most people either skip right past it or ask with the careful, tilted-head sympathy of someone who suspects mental illness and doesn't want to say the wrong thing. Theo just asks, like it's data he's collecting.

I could lie. I usually do — burnout, needed a break, wanted to travel (I didn't travel). But something about the way he asked — clinical and clean, no pity — makes me answer honestly.

"Burnout. Bad breakup. The combination hit different than either one alone." I twirl my chopstick. "I was seeing someone who wasn't ready to be seen with me. When it ended, I kind of — collapsed. Couldn't paint, couldn't eat, couldn't get off the couch. My mom flew out and physically packed my apartment and drove me home. I spent four months watching telenovelas and eating her enchiladas until I remembered I was a person."

Theo is quiet. Not the awkward quiet of someone who doesn't know what to say — the listening quiet of someone who's actually absorbing it.

"That sounds hard," he says. Not I'm sorry — which is what people say when they don't know what else to offer — but that sounds hard, which is an acknowledgment, not an apology. It's a weirdly good response, and I file it away.

"It was. I'm fine now. Mostly. I have a therapist and a sketchbook and three different coping mechanisms that all involve dairy products, so I'm practically thriving." I scoop the last of my noodles. "Your turn. Worst thing that ever happened to you. Go."

"I don't — I'm not really a 'worst thing' storyteller."

"Best thing, then."

He thinks about it. Actually thinks, which I appreciate, because most people just say something reflexive about graduation or a pet.

"Freshman year," he says. "I built a bridge out of balsa wood for an intro course project. It was supposed to hold ten pounds. Mine held sixty-three. The professor used it as an example for the next three semesters." He's looking at his chopsticks, not at me. "It's stupid, but—"

"It's not stupid."

"It was just a bridge."

"It was sixty-three pounds on ten pounds of balsa. That's not just a bridge. That's you being quietly extraordinary and then calling it stupid, which I'm already learning is a pattern."

He looks up. Holds my gaze for a beat longer than necessary. The warm light from the fairy string catches the edge of his jaw, and I think: You gorgeous, repressed, straight-as-a-goddamn-ruler disaster. Please stop looking at me like that.

"Thanks," he says, soft.

I stand up, collect the containers, and carry them to the kitchen so I have an excuse to turn my back. My hands are shaking, which is dramatic even for me, and I'm a person who once cried at a commercial about paper towels. This is just chemistry. Proximity. He's attractive and he's close and my brain is doing what brains do, which is confuse spatial intimacy with emotional intimacy.

It doesn't mean anything. He's straight and I'm lonely and that's a combination I already know the ending to.

I rinse my chopsticks and decide, firmly, to behave.

•  •  •
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Bedtime arrives like a hostage negotiation.

"I'm going to change," Theo announces, with the gravity of a man declaring a national emergency. He gathers his sleep clothes — a plain gray T-shirt and black athletic shorts, of course, chosen from the Folded Boxer Drawer of Precision — and disappears into the bathroom.

I change right there, because this is my apartment and I've been sleeping in this bed for two years and I'll be damned if I start performing modesty in my own home. I strip off my paint-stained jeans and shirt and pull on a pair of boxers. That's it. I sleep in boxers. It's September, the apartment doesn't have air conditioning, and I run hot. If that's a problem for Theo Park and his Egyptian cotton pillowcase, he can take it up with the decorative couch.

He comes out of the bathroom in his gray shirt and black shorts, sees me standing by the bed in my boxers, and his eyes do a thing.

It's fast. Blink-and-you'd-miss-it. A sweep — not slow, not deliberate, but involuntary, the way your eyes track sudden movement. Down my chest, across my stomach, landing somewhere around my hip before snapping back up to my face like a rubber band.

Interesting.

I don't say anything. I'm not going to say anything. Straight boys look. It doesn't mean anything. Bodies exist in space and eyes register them. It's reflex, not revelation.

But I clock it. File it. Keep my face neutral.

"Which side am I on again?" he asks, and his voice is exactly one note too casual.

"Right. Wall side. As decreed by the flag you planted."

He gets into bed. I get into bed. There's a process to this, apparently — he lies down on his back, pulls the cover to exactly chest height, folds his hands on his stomach, and stares at the ceiling like he's being fitted for a coffin.

"You can relax," I say. "The bed doesn't bite. I might, but only with written consent."

He makes a sound that's almost a laugh but closer to a cough. "I'm relaxed."

"You look like you're awaiting sentencing."

"This is how I sleep."

"On your back with your hands folded? Like a vampire in a sarcophagus?"

"It's an ergonomically sound position."

"It's terrifying is what it is."

He turns his head to look at me. In the dark — I've turned off the fairy lights, so the only illumination is the streetlamp glow through the curtains — his features are softened. The rigid jaw, the neat hair, the serious brow. In this light he looks younger. Uncertain.

"Is this weird?" he asks.

"Sharing a bed with a stranger you met four hours ago? Little bit."

"I mean — does it bother you?"

I consider this. "No. I've shared beds before. Platonically, unplatonically, and every configuration in between. It's just a mattress, Theo. We're just sleeping."

He nods. Turns back to the ceiling. His breathing evens out slowly — I can track it, the deliberate deceleration, like he's running a shutdown sequence. System by system. First the jaw unclenches. Then the shoulders drop. Then the hands unfold and settle at his sides.

I lie on my side, facing him, because I always face toward the room. I can see his profile: forehead, nose, lips, chin. The even rise and fall of his chest.

He falls asleep before I do. His breathing goes deep and slow, and his body releases the last of its rigidity, and in sleep he's a different person — loose, soft, unguarded. His lips part slightly. One hand curls against the mattress between us, fingers relaxed and open.

I stare at that hand. Open, palm-up, fingers curled softly. It's the most vulnerable thing I've ever seen him do, and he's not even conscious for it.

Don't, I tell myself. Don't do this. You know how this goes. You know exactly how this goes.

Marcus used to sleep on his back too. Rigid, controlled, taking up exactly his share of the mattress and not an inch more. And then, gradually, over weeks and months, he'd migrate — a knee against my thigh, an arm over my chest, his face buried in my neck. In private, in the dark, with the door locked and the blinds shut, Marcus loved me with his whole body. But the second the sun came up, he'd roll to his side of the bed and put the distance back, and I'd feel the cold rush in where his warmth had been.

I learned something from Marcus. I learned that warmth in the dark doesn't count if it disappears in the light.

Theo shifts in his sleep. His hand slides two inches closer to the center of the bed. Toward me.

I don't reach for it. I'm not going to reach for it. I turn over, putting my back to him, and stare at the wall.

This is a financial arrangement. He's straight. I'm not available for experimentation, discovery, questioning, exploration, or any other euphemism for being someone's practice round.

I close my eyes and listen to him breathe and pretend the sound doesn't settle into my chest like a key sliding into a lock.

•  •  •
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In the morning, I wake up first.

This is unusual, because I'm not a morning person — mornings are an ambient threat that I handle with denial and caffeine. But my body wakes me at 6:47, a full hour before Theo's war-crime alarm, and I know immediately why.

He's moved.

Not dramatically — he's not draped across me or anything cinematic. But the careful distance between us has collapsed in the night. He's on his side now, facing me, and his knee is touching my thigh. One hand is curled loosely near my hip. His face is six inches from my shoulder, and I can feel the rhythm of his exhale against my skin, warm and steady.

This close, I can see things I couldn't last night. The faint shadow of stubble along his jaw. A small scar near his left eyebrow — old, silvery, from something he probably never talks about. The dark sweep of his lashes against his cheekbone.

He smells like clean cotton and toothpaste and, underneath, something warm and slightly spicy that's just his skin. I think about Marcus and then I refuse to think about Marcus, because this isn't that. This is a stranger's knee against my thigh and the involuntary physics of sleep on a mattress that tilts left.

Gravity. That's all. The bed is crooked. Bodies roll toward the center. This is mechanics, not meaning.

I slip out carefully, peeling myself away inch by inch so I don't wake him. He makes a small sound — not a word, just a low murmur — and his hand reaches forward into the space I've vacated, fingers closing on nothing.

My chest does something that I choose to attribute to insufficient blood pressure.

I make coffee. Two cups — mine in the WORLD'S OKAYEST ARTIST mug with four sugars because I like my coffee to taste like a dessert, and his in a plain blue mug because I don't know how he takes it yet. I leave it black on the counter with the sugar bowl and the milk beside it and a spoon laid parallel to the handle because I figure that's the level of order that will bring him comfort.

Then I sit at the kitchen counter with my sketchbook and do the thing I swore I wouldn't do.

I draw him.

Just the hand. The one that reached for me in his sleep, fingers curling around absence. I sketch it fast, loose, letting the pencil find the shape — the broad palm, the blunt-cut nails, the tendons visible beneath the skin. It's a good hand. An engineer's hand. A hand built for precision and control and holding things together.

I tear the page out. Fold it. Shove it in the back of the sketchbook behind the divider where I keep the things I don't want anyone to see.

Theo's alarm goes off at seven. I hear him stir, groan softly, and slap the phone. Then the rustle of sheets, the pad of bare feet on wood, and he appears in the kitchen doorway, squinting.

"Morning." His voice is rough with sleep. Lower than his normal register. His hair is wrecked — sticking up on one side, matted flat on the other — and the T-shirt is rumpled and the shorts are riding low on his hips and he looks like a disaster, a complete and total disaster, and I want to put my mouth on the side of his neck so badly my teeth ache.

"Coffee's on the counter," I say, totally normal, completely casual, absolutely not thinking about his neck. "Didn't know how you take it."

He reaches for the mug. Adds a precise splash of milk. No sugar. Takes a sip, and his eyes close, and the sound he makes is small and private and grateful.

"Thank you," he says, like I performed surgery rather than pressed a button on a coffee maker.

"Don't thank me yet. Wait till you see the shower situation."

He leans against the counter, cradling the mug, and looks at me with those steady brown eyes, and for a moment the kitchen is very small and very warm.

"Hey, Rowan?"

"Yeah?"

"Thanks for — this. The room. I know it's last-minute and weird and I promise I'll find my own place soon. But thanks."

He means it. The sincerity is so naked and unperformative that it almost hurts to look at, like staring at a bright light. He's thanking me for a crooked bed and a broken couch and a bathroom with no shower curtain, and he means it the way some people mean prayer.

"Don't rush," I hear myself say. "Take your time finding a place. I'm in no hurry."

His smile comes back — small, warm, cracking the serious mask.

I turn away and pick up my pencil and pretend to sketch, but the page stays blank because my hand won't stop trembling and the only shape my brain wants to draw is the curve of his mouth.

This is going to be a problem.

This is going to be a really, really big problem.
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Chapter Three
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