
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



Bully 

A call used to start or restart play in ice hockey. 

Exit

Stage direction. The action of leaving the stage.
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Chapter One


Caleb – 2013
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“You’re quite boring, you know?”

Caleb looked up at Lowell, who stood in the doorway of his bedroom. “How is this news? We’ve been living together for four years.”

“Yes, but you used to be fun.” Lowell stuck out his lower lip. “Now all you do is study.”

Glaring, Caleb snapped his textbook shut and set it on his desk. “It’s the final semester of our senior year, and we have one month to go. I need to be studying. You know how far behind I am.”

“Oh, pffftt.” Lowell waved off his concerns. “You’ll be fine. Just come with me to the party at Terry’s for a couple of hours.”

A couple of hours to Lowell usually meant more like four or five, but Caleb could always hope Lowell found a hot guy to hook up with. Not an unusual end to a night out with Lowell, by any means.

Lowell batted his thick dark lashes, as if he could tell Caleb was wavering. “Please. I miss you. We’ve hardly gone out together at all lately, and we’re graduating next month! Going in separate directions, and we won’t be roommates anymore.” He let out a heavy, melodramatic sigh. “It could be one of our last chances to spend time together.”

“Of the two of us, you should’ve been the one to go into theater,” Caleb said with a shake of his head. “Overdramatic much?” He stood with a heavy sigh. He’d never get any studying done with Lowell pestering him anyway, so he may as well give in and hope they’d make it back to the apartment early enough for some more studying. He glanced at the clock on his nightstand. Well, maybe not. But he could at least get to bed at a decent time and study in the morning. “Fine, let’s go.” Besides, Lowell had a point, they were going their separate directions after graduation, and he was going to miss his best friend like hell. And really, this was how their arguments usually went. Lowell was both persistent and annoyingly right about most things, so his protests were mostly a token effort his part. And if he’d really put his foot down, Lowell would have respected it. 

“Yay!” Lowell bounced on his toes. “Okay, I gotta go get pretty, but I’ll be right back.”

Caleb suppressed a smile as Lowell darted away. Again, his rommmate’s sense of timing was suspect. ‘Right back’ meant at least forty-five minutes, but at least it would give Caleb some more time to study after he got ready.

Caleb changed into a nicer pair of jeans and a V-neck black T-shirt, taking a moment to put on some deodorant. He finger combed his thick, dark blonde hair back with a little product so it wasn’t falling over his eyes, took a final critical look in the mirror and shrugged. “Meh. Good enough,” he murmured to himself.

By the time Lowell reappeared—stylishly dressed and wearing enough eyeliner to enhance his eyes and gloss on his lips—Caleb had his book open and notecards spread out across the desk, immersed in studying. 

“Is that what you’re wearing?” Lowell asked, wrinkling his nose.

“Yep.” Caleb stood, careful not to dislodge his carefully organized notes. “Let’s go.”

Lowell sighed as he turned to go. “Your lack of fashion sense is a disgrace to the queer and theater communities. What am I going to do with you?”

“Admit I’m a lost cause and love me anyway?” Caleb offered as he followed his roommate down the hall. “It’s what you’ve been doing since we were suitemates at Ackley/Shilling,” he said, referring to the dorm they’d lived in their freshman year. Western Michigan University’s student housing left something to be desired—living in what the student called “The Valley” had been a pain in the ass because it was so far from main campus—but they’d done an excellent job pairing him with Lowell. Caleb and Lowell had been inseparable since day one.

“I suppose I’ll have to.” Lowell shook his head as he paused by the entryway closet in their apartment. “You destroy stereotypes left and right you know.”

“I do what I can.”

“At least promise you’ll wear the leather jacket I bought you for Christmas last year,” Lowell begged as he handed him the black coat. Caleb took it, shrugging it on with a roll of his eyes. Not that he minded wearing it. The leather was absurdly soft, and he knew it looked great on him. Caleb appreciated the attempts Lowell made to dress him well, but he enjoyed giving his friend shit. 

Really, Lowell spoiled him shamelessly. Lowell’s family had more money than they knew what to do with, where Caleb had grown up lower-middle class at best. The huge difference in income could’ve made their friendship awkward, but Lowell was one of the few rich kids Caleb had ever met who genuinely seemed unaffected by it. He bought what he liked without apology and was generous with his money, but he never once made Caleb feel shitty when he couldn’t reciprocate. 

Thanks to Lowell’s generosity, they lived in one of the higher-end apartment complexes in the area. Splitting the rent fifty/fifty was way out of Caleb’s budget, but Lowell had argued it was perfectly fair for Caleb to pay less since Lowell needed the bigger room with the walk in closet. Mostly bullshit—although Lowell did own an absurd amount of clothes—but Caleb was grateful for Lowell’s tact and financial contribution. Not to mention his offers of stylish clothing.

Lowell straightened the jacket and tweaked the zipper as he gave Caleb a critical once-over. “Not bad.”

Lowell wore skinny pale blue pants with a snug white T-shirt and a fitted dark blue blazer with the sleeves pushed up. He also had on a leather belt and shoes that he had repeatedly told Caleb were actually cognac-colored every time Caleb dared to call them brown. Somehow Lowell pulled off the look with an infuriatingly casual, stylish air Caleb secretly envied. Of course Caleb would never admit that to his friend.

“Not so bad yourself,” Caleb admitted. Lowell beamed as he opened the front door. 

Caleb might not give a shit about fashion, but Lowell did, and for all of the crap he gave his roommate, there was no one in the world Caleb loved more. 

He draped an arm around Lowell’s shoulder as they left the building. “This party better be fun,” he said. “Or you’re waiting on me hand and foot tomorrow while I study.”

“Oh, it will be a blast,” Lowell promised. “Parties with me always are.”

***
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“Oh. My. God. You’re not going to believe who walked in the door,” Lowell murmured a few hours later, his wide eyes lighting up. 

“Oh?” Caleb craned his neck, trying to see but he couldn’t make out anyone in the crowd. “Who?”

“Nathan Rhodes.” Lowell’s hands fluttered as he stood on his toes to get a better glimpse. Caleb’s stomach gave an uncomfortable lurch. “I’ve been dying to get another shot at him since we had Rocks for Jocks together freshman year.”

Caleb snorted, trying to ignore the way his heart leapt at Nathan’s name. “Why were you in Rocks for Jocks anyway? You’ve never played sports.” No one would ever mistake Lowell for anything but what he was. Queerer than a three-dollar bill? Yes. Straight jock? Not so much.

“No, but I know how to handle balls like a pro!” Lowell’s leer made Caleb roll his eyes. “Seriously though, I needed to fill a science elective and I heard Intro to Geology was easy and a great way to meet hot jocks.”

“Yeah, hot straight jocks.” Caleb rolled his eyes again, suppressing the urge to turn around and look for the jock in question. 

“I don’t knowww,” Lowell said in a sing-song voice. “I sucked off a couple of guys in the class. Their lips said they were straight but their cocks said something else entirely. And there have been lots of rumors about Nathan and Brent Cameron....”

“It’s a college campus, there are rumors about everything. I mean, everyone assumes we’re fucking and that’s never happened. I don’t believe the rumors about them for a minute.” Caleb said with a snort. “And, you sucking cock isn’t exactly newsworthy.”

Lowell sighed wistfully. “A boy can dream, can’t he?”

“Sure, keep dreaming.” Caleb patted his cheek. “I’m going to get a drink.” He disappeared into the crowd before Lowell could answer. 

The house was packed full of students celebrating the weekend. It was crummy rental housing with cheap carpet and scuffed walls. The walls were thin and the music and laughter reverberated through the space. Students covered every inch of the house. They were perched on mismatched, hand-me-down furniture and leaning against walls. The air was thick and stifling from the presence of so many bodies and reeked of cheap cologne, beer, and cigarettes. He caught a sickly sweet whiff of pot as he walked by the basement stairwell. Posters were tacked up with putty, peeling at the corners, and as he passed by, Caleb watched a drunk girl knock over a lamp then break into hysterical laughter. He shook his head in irritation; he had no patience for people tonight.

It was more or less like every other party he’d gone to during his college career and it hadn’t always gotten on his nerves so much, but the sloppy drunks and too-loud music seemed particularly annoying tonight. He forced himself to ignore the man at the entrance of the house as he made his way through the press of bodies. He’d made it through almost four years of college without getting too close to Nathan Rhodes. Why was it, with barely a month to go before graduation, they had to end up at the same party? It was Lowell’s fault; Caleb hadn’t wanted to go in the first place. Well, Lowell could drool over Nathan all he wanted; Caleb knew better. WMU’s star hockey forward was an ass and Caleb would do whatever it took to stay away from him. 

He pushed through the crowd, fighting his way through the crush of students to get to the kitchen where the keg was. He filled his cup and drained it quickly; grateful the beer was cold, if not particularly good. Honestly, it tasted a bit like watered down moose piss, but right then, he didn’t care. He’d take whatever he could get. He refilled his cup and had turned to head back to the living room to find Lowell when he ran into Harper. Harper had been the stage manager of Kiss Me Kate, the most recent production the theater department put on. She was cute: big-eyed and bubbly with purple streaks in her short, platinum blonde hair and more piercings than he could count. He knew there were tattoos under her clothes and that she had a mole on her right, inner thigh. They’d been friends with benefits a few semesters ago. Nothing special, but she’d been fun to blow off steam with. 

He wasn’t like Lowell who refused to sleep with a guy more than once. He liked some connection. Not cheap, one-night stands, but friends he could fuck around with when he had the urge. Someone he didn’t mind falling asleep next to, but not someone he’d miss in the morning. It had worked for him. Since Nathan. He felt the icy-hot sliver of pain that always cut through him when he thought about the hockey player and he pushed it away, smiling at Harper. She was so tiny, barely to his shoulder. 

“Hey you!” She threw her arms around Caleb and he struggled to keep from dumping beer on her as he returned the hug. 

“Hey, hun.” He gave her a quick squeeze before letting go.

“I didn’t expect to see you here! You sounded so grumpy about it when Terry mentioned it in class the other day,” she said, referring to the guy hosting the party. He was one of those excessively enthusiastic joiner types who made it his business to know everyone. No surprise that the theater students and jocks had ended up at the same party. He had the reputation for throwing a good one. Even if Caleb wasn’t particularly enthusiastic about being there, everyone else seemed to be enjoying themselves.

“Hmm, well, I didn’t really want to be here,” he admitted. “Too much to do.”

She smiled sympathetically. “Lowell drag you?”

“Of course.” He stepped aside as several people jostled him, attempting to get into the kitchen. “I should be at home studying. I am so far behind.”

“Shouldn’t we all?” She rolled her eyes as she reached up and adjusted the teal beanie on her head. “But a drink or two won’t hurt. I’ll get up early and study tomorrow.”

“That’s my plan, too.” He pulled his phone out and glanced at the time. “Actually, I’m hoping Lowell finds someone to hook up with soon, so I can go back to the apartment and study tonight.”

Harper laughed. “Well, he usually does....” 

“Yeah, well, as usual he’s lusting after straight jocks, so it’ll have to be someone pretty spectacular to sway his attention.”

“Yeah, I heard Nathan Rhodes was here. I don’t blame Lowell for drooling. I’d hit that.”

Caleb ignored the funny little jump his stomach gave at hearing the hockey player’s name. Again. “Yeah, well, you’d have a chance. Lowell wouldn’t.”

“I don’t know, I heard rumors—”

Caleb cut her off. “I don’t want to hear it.”

Harper frowned at him. “Why do you always get your panties in a twist when anyone mentions Nathan?”

Caleb sighed heavily, not realizing he’d been so transparent. None of his friends knew about his history with the hockey player, but apparently they had picked up on his dislike for him. “We went to high school together. I was a drama geek and he was a jock. What do you think happened?”

With a wince, Harper nodded. “Okay, fair enough. He’s probably outgrown it though. I mean, have you talked to him since?”

Caleb glared at her over the rim of his cup as he chugged the rest of his beer. He answered once the cup was empty. “No, and I don’t intend to.” He pushed past Harper and into the kitchen. He cursed when he saw the same dark-haired, blue-eyed hockey god they’d been talking about, leaning against the counter near the keg. Disgusted at the way his heart leapt at the sight of the man, he chucked his red plastic cup in the trash with more force than necessary. 

“Caleb!” Harper called out after him, but he waved off her attention as he worked his way through the crowded kitchen, shoving people aside in his haste to get away. He glanced back and saw Nathan had looked up. At the sound of my name? Caleb wondered. But no, that was ridiculous. Nathan didn’t care about Caleb whatsoever. Their gazes locked for a minute. Caleb watched as recognition dawned and Nathan’s lips parted. The same intensity to his gaze that had always drawn Caleb in was still there. Nathan half-raised his hand in greeting, but something in Caleb’s expression must have warned him off and he let it drop. Heart beating double time, Caleb turned away, looking for an exit. Leaving out the back door was the only option if he wanted to avoid both Harper and Nathan. 

Spying a partially-full fifth of liquor in the midst of the bags of chips and pretzels on the table, he snagged it and disappeared out the sliding door before Harper could follow him. Fuck, fuck, fuck. The sight of Nathan sent him spiraling back into the state of mind he’d been in four years ago. I’ve done so well until now, too, he thought bitterly. The sounds of the party began to fade as he stepped off the deck and onto the grass. The air felt cool but soft, with the promise of spring around the corner, too nice for the mood he was in. 

The house was on a tiny, narrow lot with a one-car garage. There was a broken-down lawn chair leaning against the siding and he snagged it, carrying it around the back of the garage before opening it. He gave it a dubious glance—it looked like it could fall apart at any second—and gingerly took a seat. The view wasn’t exactly great; there was a pile of boards and what looked like shingles behind the garage, but at least he was hidden from view of the other party goers. He let the fifth of liquor fall to the ground between his feet and buried his head in his hands. All he wanted was to go home and forget he’d ever been to this party. Forget he’d seen Nathan Rhodes.

But the image of him and the way his eyes lit up when he saw Caleb wouldn’t go away. Caleb’s hands shook as he lifted his head and reached for the bottle again. He twisted the lid off, sniffing curiously. Spiced rum. Well, it wasn’t the worst. Better than Jack anyway, and right now, he wasn’t picky. The alcohol burned on the way down but he kept drinking. He didn’t want to explain to Harper why he’d freaked out or face Nathan. He wanted oblivion. He’d drink until he was sure he wouldn’t care, then stagger home and sleep it off. Not the best Friday night he’d ever had, but under the circumstances, it sounded like a decent plan. Better than spending the rest of the night thinking about Nathan. He rested the bottle on his knee and wiped his mouth, eyeing the bottle in the sickly yellow light filtering through the trees by the fence. How much would he have to drink before he stopped thinking about the guy he’d alternately crushed on and hated for four years of high school? The guy who broke his heart. He wasn’t sure there was enough in the bottle. Maybe not even enough in an entire liquor store. 

He lifted the bottle to his lips again but movement out of the corner of his eye made him inhale and he sputtered and choked when the booze went down wrong. He coughed into the crook of his elbow, eyes still watering when he looked up at the figure standing beside him. The guy was tall and his broad shoulders blocked what little light there was in the backyard. All Caleb could see was his silhouette. He was bigger than he’d been in high school, dwarfing Caleb’s 5’10” frame even if he’d been standing, but Caleb had no doubt it was Nathan in front of him. 

Nathan’s voice was soft when he spoke, gentle like it’d always been. “Caleb Stockwell. I’ve been looking for you.”

Caleb cleared his throat and ignored him, tipping the bottle up for another long drink. He licked the spiciness from his lips as he debated making another run for it. There was a shrub blocking his way in one direction and a hockey player in the other. Even if he hadn’t been drinking, the odds weren’t in his favor. “Nathan Rhodes,” he managed.

“Damn I can’t believe it’s you!” Nathan leaned in and Caleb pulled back, uncomfortable with him being so close.

Caleb laughed bitterly. “It’s me. Now that you’ve satisfied your curiosity, you can run along.” He motioned with his hand, encouraging Nathan to leave.

“It’s really good to see you,” Nathan said, ignoring him. He took a seat on the pile of discarded construction materials, his knees brushing Caleb’s as he lowered himself down. Caleb pulled away as if scorched. 

“Yeah? Too bad I can’t say the same,” he muttered, his head swimming as the alcohol began to hit him. He eyed Nathan’s long, long legs and the way he was pinned in by them, remembering the way they’d felt tangled with his as they came, panting shallowly against each other’s skin. It brought it all back; the scent of Nathan’s cologne, the taste of his skin, the way Caleb’s heart raced in his chest when Nathan held him close. It brought back the memories, the ones he’d worked so hard to run from. The good and the bad. The sharp, intense happiness of falling for Nathan. The aching, crushing hurt that paralyzed Caleb for months after Nathan was no longer in his life. Everything he’d buried four years ago and vowed never to touch again.

He caught the first glimpse of doubt on Nathan’s face. “Are you okay, Caleb?”

“Oh, I’m mother fucking peachy,” he snarked and took another long drink. “I’ve made it through four fucking years trying to ignore the fact we’re on the same campus and with barely a month left in my senior year, I thought maybe I’d managed to pull it off. But no, Lowell had to drag me to this goddamn party, and of course you showed up too. Just my fucking luck.”

He raised the bottle again, but Nathan wrapped a hand around the neck and tugged. He was stronger than Caleb, so Caleb let go, afraid he’d end up getting pulled into Nathan’s lap if he didn’t. Nathan took a drink and passed the bottle back, licking the taste of rum off his lips before he spoke. “You’re so angry at me.”

“Ya think?” Caleb snarled. “Didn’t it ever occur to you I would be? What the hell makes you think you can waltz in here and pretend like all the shit that went down between us didn’t happen?” He tried to stand, but Nathan’s dark denim-clad knees were on either side of his, pinning him in place. He pried the bottle from Caleb’s suddenly limp fingers and set it aside. 

“I don’t think that,” Nathan protested. “I was just glad to see you and I ... I wanted a chance to apologize. I didn’t ... I wanted ...”

Caleb’s lips parted in surprise as cool fingers framed his face and for the first time in four long years, Nathan’s lips were pressed to his again. Involuntarily, Caleb closed his eyes, feeling a rush of heat wash over him, taking him right back to the first time. Before Nathan broke his heart.
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Chapter Two 


Caleb - 2009
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“Hey, will someone give me a hand hauling this shit up here?” he called over the railing of the prop loft and heard his voice echo. When no one answered, Caleb grumbled to himself, muttering about useless cast and crew members.

Their final performance of Guys and Dolls—put on for the whole school—had taken place that morning and they were supposed to spend the afternoon breaking down the set. Of course, half of the cast and most of the crew had disappeared immediately after, using it as an excuse to skip school. Caleb, as assistant director, couldn’t. The rest of them trickled away as the set destruction finished and cleanup began. The director—also his English and Drama teacher—had been there, but with the school day almost over and an emergency faculty meeting to attend, Caleb was on his own now. 

He was seriously going to ream out his so-called friends for ditching him. He’d forgive Allison and Robbie; she had a dentist appointment to get her wisdom teeth out and Robbie was grounded because he’d let his grades slip during the show. The rest of them were all going on Caleb’s shit list though. 

He glanced out the narrow window in the metal exit door and sighed. A sudden warm spell had the trees leafing out and everyone desperate to be outside in the fresh air before a cold snap reminded them Michigan in the spring was fickle at best. 

He grumbled as he stacked the remaining props at the foot of the stairs and pushed the broom across the painted concrete floor backstage, sweeping the discarded nails, screws, various bits of trash, and building materials into a pile to toss in the garbage. Theoretically the janitorial crew was supposed to sweep, but no one took as good of care of the space as he did. Then again, Caleb lived and breathed theater. Other people dabbled but for him it was as much a part of him as his heart or lungs; something he couldn't live without. He dumped the last of the trash in the garbage and walked to the storage area.

Although the school had been built at least thirty years ago, the auditorium was fairly new, built the year before he began high school. With seating for over eight hundred and top-notch sound and lighting systems, he felt incredibly lucky to be able to perform there. Most schools had dated, cramped facilities, but the wide thrust stage, ample room in the wings and roomy backstage allowed them to put on great shows. There were two dressing areas for the cast with a shared makeup room and private bathrooms, room for the pit orchestra, and a huge storage space for building materials. Off the back of the stage, there was a loft where all of the costumes and props were stored. The problem was, he had to get those costumes and props from the ground floor up into the loft. By himself. 

He tugged at his T-shirt, already damp and beginning to cling to his skin. Backstage was always warm but the prop loft was especially sweltering and he knew he’d be miserable by the time he finished hauling everything up there. If he could even manage it alone.

Twenty minutes later, as he muttered angrily to himself while he made his umpteenth trip up the stairs to haul props and costumes, someone spoke. “Need some help?”

The awkwardly-large box slipped from Caleb’s hands and landed on his foot. He swore and jerked back, barely managing to catch himself on the railing as the box slid and dug into his shins. Visions of tumbling down the stairs and breaking his neck danced before his eyes. “Mother fucker,” he swore.

“Shit! Sorry. You okay?” Caleb felt a large, warm hand on his back for a second, then the guy slid between the wall and his body to grab the box. Firmly planting himself on the stairs, Caleb turned and looked to see who it was. Caleb blinked stupidly at the guy standing there. What the fuck was a hockey player doing backstage? And Nathan Rhodes at that.

“Hey, you want me to take this up?” Nathan turned before Caleb could respond, jogging up the stairs easily carrying the box Caleb had barely managed to lug halfway up. At eighteen, Nathan was already over six feet tall, with broad shoulders and long legs. He had a 5 o’clock shadow. Caleb felt scrawny and girlish compared to him. A boy instead of a man.

Caleb stared at Nathan in shock for another long moment before he followed him up the stairs. “What the fuck are you doing here?” 

Nathan set the box down on an old wooden desk that they’d used in a production of It’s a Wonderful Life and turned to face Caleb, jamming his hands in his pockets. He looked uncomfortable all of a sudden, awkward. Caleb had never seen him appear anything but confident and ready to take on the world. “I was hoping I’d catch you. I know you practically live back here.” His voice was deep but extremely soft. It always shocked Caleb that such a quiet voice came out of such a large guy. 

“Me?” Caleb paused, frozen on the top stair. “You’re here to see me?” He’d never once seen the jock anywhere near the auditorium. Usually, he roamed the halls with his other hockey-playing buddies, looking for someone to harass. Admittedly, Nathan wasn’t the worst of them. He wasn’t the one who bruised Caleb’s upper back so badly it took weeks to heal after shoving him into the lockers. He wasn’t the one who muttered fag and queer under his breath every single day as they passed in the hall between classes. But he did laugh when the other guys did it, egging them on, and he’d never once stuck up for Caleb. When they had the same classes and were forced to work on the occasional group project together he wasn’t awful, but he always seemed uncomfortable around Caleb. 

Called freaks, geeks, and queers, drama kids were always picked on. Caleb had never been popular, but once the rumors started that he was gay, the harassment picked up. It wasn’t so blatant that teachers noticed and he knew dragging his mom into it would only make the situation worse, so he kept his mouth shut. The most frustrating part was he wasn’t even gay. Or at least not totally. A drunken game combining spin the bottle and truth or dare had answered that question. He’d kissed both Allison and Robbie in the span of five minutes and enjoyed both equally. He fantasized about boobs as often as dicks. Caleb wasn’t sure what it meant, he just knew his life had gone to hell when one of the guys in his gym class caught him checking him out. He wasn’t unhappy, not exactly, but he was desperate to get out of the small town where they lived and head off to college. Desperate to get away from guys like Nathan.

What he hated to admit was that Nathan had been the star of more than a few of the fantasies he’d had over the years. With a strong jaw, faintly cleft chin, and light blue eyes under heavy, dark brows, Nathan was easily one of the hottest guys in the school and although Caleb thought he was a jerk, he was still attracted to him. Of course, if Nathan had any idea, Caleb would probably get his ass kicked, but he’d managed to keep it to himself so far. They certainly weren’t friends and what Nathan was doing backstage—and why he was here to see Caleb—was a mystery. 

“Yeah,” Nathan replied. “I wanted to tell you I thought you were awesome today.”

Caleb gaped at him. “You saw the show?”

“Yeah, you know, I came with Snyder’s class,” he said, referring to one of the history teachers. “But it was pretty good.” He looked away. “You were ... man, you were really good.”

Blinking, his mouth gaping open, Caleb couldn’t seem to form words. “Thanks?” he finally managed. The teachers were supposed to make sure everyone in the class went to the school performance of the plays the drama club put on, but people always used it as an opportunity to skip. Or they slept through the performance. Only a handful of people paid any attention, and they weren’t usually the school’s star athletes like Nathan Rhodes. “I can’t believe you liked it.”

Nathan gave him a shy smile, shrugging. “I like plays. My mom used to take me as a kid.” 

“That’s ... wow.” 

“So, um, you acted in it and assistant directed, right?” Nathan asked. “I saw that in the program. That sounds like a lot of work.”

“Uhh, yeah, it is, but I love this.” He gestured to the space around him. “All of it. Acting and directing and I figure it’s good to get both sides of things.”

“Sure, yeah, that makes sense. I help coach an elementary school kid’s hockey camp every year so I get what you’re saying.”

“Oh. Cool.” Caleb struggled to come up with something else to say and laughed softly to himself. “You know, I think this is probably the longest conversation we’ve ever had that didn’t have to do with a class project.” 

“Yeah, I know,” Nathan said with a wry smile. Caleb had a difficult time looking away; Nathan had really nice lips. “Anyway, I just wanted to say you were awesome on stage today. Do you take singing lessons?”

“Uhh, yeah,” Caleb admitted, half-terrified it would turn into fodder that would get him harassed.

“You’re really good.”

Still flabbergasted by Nathan’s sudden interest and half-convinced it was some kind of trick, Caleb tried to end the conversation. “Thanks. Look ... I—I uh, need to get the rest of the props taken care of. Everyone else ditched me.”

“I can help,” Nathan offered.

Caleb scratched his head, convinced he had to be dreaming. He was exhausted though, and even if it did turn out to be a trick, he was too tired to argue with anyone offering to help. “Sure, whatever. Just follow me.”

He turned and went down the stairs, trying to stifle the yawn that threatened. The final week of rehearsals—affectionately dubbed hell week—plus three evening performances, two cast parties, and an early-morning school performance had wiped him out completely. He wanted to sleep for a week. When they reached the bottom of the stairs, Caleb pointed to the stack of boxes and random larger props piled by the huge garage door that closed off the storage area. “All of that needs to go up there.” He pointed to the loft. 

“Sure thing,” Nathan said, bending to pick up a box. Caleb tried not to stare but Nathan looked so good in the jeans he wore. He didn’t wear skinny jeans but they were tight enough for Caleb to check out his ass, and the oatmeal colored Henley he wore stretched over his muscular arms and broad shoulders. 

At first, they were silent as they worked. Their arms brushed every so often and Caleb would swear he could feel Nathan’s gaze on him. His palms were sweaty and his heart fluttered every time their arms bumped when they passed on the stairs or their hands grazed when they reached for the same box. Caleb found himself craving those touches—innocent though they were—and he realized he was shifting closer, angling to make it happen again. When his fingers grazed Nathan’s for the umpteenth time, he realized he needed to stop. 

The last thing he wanted was for the hockey player to think Caleb was flirting with him, even if it was true. Even if every part of him wanted to feel Nathan’s skin against his again and again. Although he was careful not to bump Nathan in any way, it kept happening. Tired and on edge, keyed up from the accidental touches and the strangeness of being around Nathan, Caleb blurted out the question that had been lingering in his mind. “Why are you doing this anyway?”

Nathan paused and straightened, pushing his sleeves up his muscled forearms as he gave Caleb a baffled look. “You need help.”

“Yeah, but ... you’re ... you and since when do jocks help out drama freaks?”

Tugging at the brim of the baseball cap he was wearing, Nathan shrugged. “Look, that’s stupid. You need help, I’m here and I can lift. Who gives a shit?”

Caleb brushed his hair out his eyes. “Uhm, the rest of the school, apparently.”

Nathan frowned. “That’s idiotic.”

“Yeah, no shit, but it doesn’t change anything.” Caleb reached for one of the last two boxes on the floor, grunting when it was heavier than he realized. He straightened and found himself face to face with Nathan, who had lunged forward to help him lift it. 

“I can help.”

Caleb stared at the bead of sweat trickling down over Nathan’s temple. “I’ve got it,” he grumbled, irritated Nathan was treating him like a weakling, and that even though a part of him resented Nathan, he was still turned on by him. Caleb’s half-hard dick had been nudging at the fly of his jeans since Nathan showed up.

Nathan’s fingers pressed against Caleb’s as he wrapped his hands around the bottom of the box. “Let me help.” 

Caleb looked up and for the first time, noticing Nathan’s eyes were more grey than blue, slightly slanted, and his brown hair had a little bit of a curl to it where it peaked out from under his ball cap. Caleb swallowed hard and looked back down at the box. His arms were starting to hurt and he cleared his throat before he embarrassed himself. “Fine, I’ll go up the stairs first.”

The box bumped his thighs as they tried to work together to carry it, but after a moment they figured out how to walk in step to make it easier. He concentrated on keeping his footing steady; it was easier than looking Nathan in the eye. When they reached the top, he directed Nathan toset the box down on the table. Nathan stepped back, pulling at the shirt clinging damply to him.

“Fuck, it’s hot up here.”

Yeah, definitely not the only thing that’s hot, Caleb thought. He turned abruptly, irritated with the way he reacted to Nathan. He shouldn’t be thinking about him that way; it was bound to end badly. He was going to get his ass kicked if he wasn’t careful. He jogged down the stairs, wanting a moment away from the jock, but Nathan followed. “Just this bench then?”

“Yeah.”

Caleb refused to make eye contact with Nathan as they carried the old, wooden bench up the stairs. They were both absolutely drenched by the time they finished. Caleb’s T-shirt stuck to his skin and he watched—wishing he could tear his eyes away—when Nathan pulled his Henley off. He was wearing a thin white undershirt underneath, but it was so saturated with sweat it was nearly see through, and it clung to every line of his body. Caleb could see the ridges of Nathan’s abs and the dark circles of his nipples. He had to bite the inside of his cheek to keep himself from getting fully hard. 

“Is it always this hot up here?” Nathan muttered.

“Yeah, pretty much.” Caleb looked away, staring at the racks upon racks of costumes from previous shows. 

“Seriously, feel this.” Nathan’s hand closed around Caleb’s wrist, gently tugging. Caleb struggled to maintain his balance and his left hand landed on Nathan’s hip, the other on his chest, palm pressed against the hot, hard muscle there. It should have been disgusting—Nathan was dripping with sweat—but Caleb’s breath hitched and his eyes rose to meet Nathan’s. Lips parted, eyes locked on Caleb, Nathan slipped his fingers between Caleb’s. He slowly dragged their joined hands across his chest until they rested right over his heart. 

Caleb didn’t know if initially it had been an innocent gesture on Nathan’s part or not, but it wasn’t anymore. He could feel Nathan’s heart racing under his palm and they were too close for this to be totally innocent. He could see Nathan’s dark eyelashes and the scar above his upper lip. The air nearly shimmered with tension. All of the blood in Caleb’s body was currently in his dick, and combined with the heat, he felt lightheaded.

Other than those stupid kisses during party games he’d never done anything with another guy. He’d never held a guy close. Never felt his sweaty chest. Never had a moment of breathless anticipation, waiting to see what would happen next. “Yeah,” he said hoarsely, not knowing what else to say. He had no idea what was happening, why Nathan was here at all, much less why they were close enough to kiss. Thoughts whirled through his brain as he stood there. Is Nathan gay? Caleb’s heart leapt at the thought, but it was crazy, wasn’t it? And even if he was, he wasn’t likely to come out about it, especially not to Caleb. 

So why was Nathan leaning closer? Why was he licking his lips and looking at Caleb like he was the last bite of chocolate cake he was dying for but knew he shouldn’t have? Caleb could hear himself breathing, the choppy, ragged breaths loud in the otherwise silent room. 

“Caleb?” Nathan said hoarsely, looking as bewildered as he felt. 

“Yeah?” 

“I ...” He dipped his head lower, so close Caleb could feel the exhale of air against his lips and his eyes involuntarily closed. His heart raced, waiting for the contact of soft lips. He held his breath in anticipation ... waiting ... waiting ... until the heavy thud of a slamming door in the distance broke the spell. Caleb jumped, jerking away from Nathan as his eyes flew open. Equally startled-looking, Nathan reached out for him, but Caleb bolted for the stairs. 

“Caleb, wait!” he heard Nathan call after him, but he was already halfway down the stairs.
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Nathan - 2013
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Caleb shoved at Nathan’s chest, pushing him away so hard he fell back and his head bumped the chain link fence, making it rattle. Nathan’s lips still tingled from the kiss as he reached up to rub the back of his head but he could see the hurt look on Caleb’s face. Caleb snarled, “A kiss isn’t a fucking apology, Nate.”

Nathan winced. “Shit, I’m sorry, Caleb. I shouldn’t have kissed you. I ... I just wanted ...” He looked down. “No, there’s no good excuse. I wanted to kiss you, but I shouldn’t have done it. You have every right to be pissed at me.” His hand settled on Caleb’s knee, stroking the skin through the hole in his jeans. God, just touching Caleb’s skin made his heart race. His legs still pinned Caleb in place and—like it or not—Caleb couldn’t bolt; they needed to clear the air. He’d wasted four years not telling Caleb how he felt about him and how much he regretted what had happened in high school. They were about to graduate college and he couldn’t risk losing the last opportunity he might ever have.

Rather than try to run, Caleb reached for the bottle of rum and took another long drink. Nathan watched his throat move as he gulped it down, wincing at the fact the man would rather drink himself stupid than talk to him. The level in the bottle had dropped significantly by the time he leaned back in his chair, looking at Nathan with an expression of distrust. “Which part are you sorry about?” Caleb spat. “Letting those assholes you called friends pick on me for nearly four years of high school? Kissing me and everything that happened after? Or are you sorry you forgot I existed and went back to being a straight hockey player? Which of those do you want to fucking apologize for? Because you deserve to grovel for all of them, you bastard.” 

“All of them,” Nathan whispered, anguished. “But mostly, I’m sorry I wasn’t brave enough to go with you to prom like I wanted. I’m sorry I didn’t have the courage to hold your hand at graduation. I’m sorry I let my fears come between us. I’m sorry I hurt you because I was scared. And I’m sorry we spent four years of college apart. I want another chance, Caleb.”

Caleb stood up, knocking over the flimsy chair and pulling away from Nathan as he shouted, “No, you don’t get to come in here and do this! You have no fucking idea how much you hurt me. The last thing I need right now is you coming into my life and messing things up again. You hurt me once, I’m not letting you do it a second time,” he snarled. “Stay the fuck away from me, Nathan.”

“Please, Caleb!” Nathan said, reaching for him. “Give me a fucking chance to apologize. I—I know I hurt you and I’m so sorry.”

Caleb twisted out of his grasp, the liquor bottle falling to the grass. What little was left splashed out, filling the air with the biting scent of spiced rum. Nathan could taste it on his lips and he wasn’t sure if it was from Caleb or what he’d drank himself. He wanted it to be from the man he’d kissed. He flinched when Caleb pushed him away, a two-handed shove that rocked him backwards into the fence again. He caught himself before his head hit the horizontal metal bar and he was reminded this wasn’t the scrawny—if incredibly cute—guy he’d had a thing for in high school. Caleb had grown into himself; he was stronger, and several inches taller. Nathan had filled out too, but they were on slightly more equal footing now. By the time he untangled his feet from the lawn chair and could move without tripping, Caleb was already around the corner, heading for the driveway and Nathan had to scramble to catch up. “Caleb, please!” he called out.

There was a crowd of people on the front lawn and he was dimly aware of them staring at him and Caleb. He didn’t care; he was more concerned with the possibility of losing Caleb. Again.

Just as he caught up, Caleb whirled around and the hurt and anger on his face made Nathan stop in his tracks. “Stop, Nathan. Forget about”—he looked around at the crowd and dropped his voice—“forget about the past and leave me alone. I don’t want to see you again and I don’t need your apologies.” Heart in this throat and unsure of what to say, Nathan reached for Caleb, only to have his hand pushed away. “I mean it. I can’t do this, Nathan. Please, leave me alone.” His voice was raw. “If you actually feel bad about what happened four years ago, let me go.”

Reluctantly, Nathan let his hand drop. Caleb turned and strode down the driveway as Nathan watched him walk away. His heart ached and he wanted nothing more than to run after Caleb. He’d blown his one chance to make things right. 

Long after Caleb had disappeared from sight, Nathan stood there, staring after him. A cool hand touched his elbow and he turned, startled. He looked into wide, worried eyes. “Did something happen between you and Caleb? Is he okay?”

Nathan blinked, attempting to focus, and stared at the guy standing beside him. He was nearly as tall as Nathan, thin, with an almost waifish look. He had short dark hair, pale skin, huge eyes, and the poutiest lips Nathan had ever seen on a guy. Something about him looked vaguely familiar, and Nathan blinked at him for a moment before he answered. “You know Caleb?”

The dark haired guy gaped at him. “I’m only his best friend. The real question is how the fuck do you know him?”

Nathan swallowed. “We went to high school together.”

“That little shit,” he murmured. “He never told me. After all of the times I talked about how hot you are, he never mentioned he knew Nathan Rhodes.”

“You know who I am?”

The other guy gave him a scandalized look. “Is there anyone who doesn’t? You’re the Bronco’s stud on skates.” Despite his worry, Nathan couldn’t stop the chuckle. “Besides,” he continued. “We had Geo 101 together freshman year.”

“I thought you looked familiar,” Nathan muttered. “I don’t remember your name though. Sorry”

“Lowell Prescott,” he replied, sticking his hand out as he cocked his hip to the side and squared his shoulders. “And you’re going to tell me what the hell happened between you and my friend.”

Nathan bit back a smile as he shook Lowell’s hand. Now that he’d put a face and a name together, he remembered Lowell. Feisty, flamboyant, and completely, unabashedly genuine, Lowell had intimidated him. In-your-face gay at a time Nathan was desperately hoping no one would notice his own orientation, he made Nathan uncomfortable. Older, and hopefully a bit wiser, Nathan thought he might like Lowell, and maybe he’d be able to help him win Caleb back. He could only hope.

“It’s a long story,” he admitted.

Lowell arched a neatly shaped eyebrow at him. “I’ve got the time. Perhaps we can find somewhere slightly more private to talk though?”

“Sure. I just need to say goodbye to the people I came with.”

Lowell tapped his finger against his lip thoughtfully. “Meet me at The Water Street Coffee Joint downtown. Assuming you don’t mind being seen with me.”

“Why would I mind?” Nathan asked, brow furrowing.

This time both eyebrows rose. “A great, big, strapping hockey stud like you out with lil’ ol’ me? What would the gossips say?”

Nathan scowled. “They can say whatever they want. Caleb’s more important.”

“Well, well,” Lowell drawled. “This is going to be interesting. See you in half an hour?”

Nathan nodded and went into the house to look for the friends he’d arrived with. He wasn’t sure how to explain to them what had happened, but thankfully, he ran into Brent first. Brent Cameron was his best friend, former fuck buddy, and the only person who knew the entire truth about his past with Caleb. 

“How’d it go?” Brent asked in a low voice. The other guys standing behind him were too engrossed in a game of beer pong to pay any attention to them. 

“Awful. He’s pissed and I may have fucked it up,” he admitted. “But hopefully I can convince his friend to help me out.”

Brent nodded, a frown crossing his handsome face. “Good luck, man.” He reached up and gripped Nathan’s shoulder, squeezing for a moment before letting go. 

“Thanks.” 

“I’ll tell the guys you met a girl and went home with her,” he said quietly.

Nathan sighed, running a hand through his hair. “I’m so sick of this bullshit.”

“I know. No point in making a huge deal until it’s worth it though.” Brent gave him a pointed look. 

“Yeah.” He turned, then hesitated, squinting at Brent for a moment. “You okay with me telling Caleb’s friend about you though? I know you said I could tell Caleb but ...”

“If you think it’ll help, go for it. I mean, I have a few people I’d still like to tell in person before I’m out publically so be discreet, but it’s fine if you think you can trust him not to plaster it all over the fan boards and Twitter.”

“Thanks, man. You’re a good friend.” 

Brent called out after him as he turned to leave again, “Good luck.”

“Thank you. I think I’m going to need it,” he muttered to himself.

I owe Brent a lot, he thought as he got in his Jeep to go to the cafe. They’d been friends long before they started having sex, both terrified their mutual secret would get out and ruin their college hockey careers. After a year and a half of friendship, too many surreptitious looks in the locker room, and a bottle of tequila between them, something finally snapped. They kissed and jerked each other off, then woke up in the morning, hungover and sheepish, terrified of the repercussions. 

Once the awkwardness passed, they realized they had a perfect solution to their dilemma, and there was no denying their attraction to each other. Of equal height to Nathan’s six foot three inches, that was where the resemblance ended. Where Nathan’s hair was dark, Brent’s was dirty blond. Even in the summer, Nathan was pasty pale, but Brent’s skin was golden. He was more built than Nathan could ever dream of being, and his dark, serious eyes and full lips held plenty of appeal. Brent didn’t make him feel the way Caleb had, but he was fun. More importantly, he was safe. 

They’d both had an equal amount to lose if the truth about their sexual orientation got out. The thought of going through four years of college and faking an attraction to the occasional girl he took out on a date was depressing. And the thought of using those girls to get a blowjob was too horrible for him to comprehend. He kept the dates PG rated and went home and let Brent fuck him.

Over the two years they’d been hooking up, Nathan had never regretted their arrangement. Nathan had wondered if he’d made the right choice to remain in the closet and not pursue Caleb, though. Since the moment things ended with Caleb, he’d deeply regretted letting him go. He rarely saw Caleb on campus but it always caused a dull ache in his chest when he did. No amount of hot, sweaty sex with Brent ever got Caleb out of his mind. After they ended things, Brent found a closeted baseball player to hook up with, but he and Brent had remained friends and roommates. 

Nathan regretted his choice to push Caleb away and let his fears get in the way of the relationship they could have had. He loved hockey, but with his college career nearly over, he’d been forced to decide which mattered more to him, hockey or being open about who he really was. Being open won. He was tired of hiding, tired of lying and feeling a little part of himself die inside every time he did it. Even if Caleb wouldn’t forgive him—and he prayed he would—he was coming out. 

When he walked in the little brick cafe, he immediately saw Lowell leaning against the wall waiting for him. He nodded at Nathan and pushed off the wall, heading toward the counter to order. He didn’t acknowledge Nathan at all.

“Sleeping Bear mocha,” Lowell said quietly and Nathan stared at the drink menu board until he figured out it was a latte with chocolate in it. His brain was too full of thoughts to Caleb to make a decision so he ordered the same drink when it was his turn.

He was too anxious to make small-talk with the barista, but his gruff indifference didn’t seem to deter her. She still slipped him her number when she gave him his receipt. He shoved it in his pocket to throw in the trash later. He didn’t want to hurt the girl’s feelings, but there was no way he was going to call her. He made a beeline for the corner where Lowell had disappeared.

Nathan took a seat at the little table; bumping it with his knees and making it rock. Coffee splashed out of Lowell’s mug and Nathan grimaced, muttering an apology as he tried to jam himself into the chair. Coffee shops made him feel huge and awkward. His legs were too long to fit under tiny tables and the chairs were never comfortable. Lowell snatched napkins out of the dispenser, mopping up the spill as he glanced around the secluded corner they were in. “Hopefully this is private enough.”

Nathan clutched his warm ceramic mug and nodded. “I don’t even care anymore. I’m so tired of hiding this.”

“What are you hiding exactly?” Lowell seemed uncharacteristically subdued, compared to what Nathan remembered, and he wondered if the typical flamboyance was an act or simply muted by his worry about his friend.

“I’m gay,” Nathan said flatly. The words felt funny on his tongue, but they got a little easier every time. He’d told his mother and his sister already, which had been terrifying. They’d been surprisingly okay with it though. After what happened tonight with Caleb, he couldn’t muster up the energy to stress himself out about it anymore. 

Lowell’s lips parted. “Wow. Okay, so the rumors about you and Brent ...”

“Aren’t rumors,” he said. “And before you think I’m outing Brent without his permission, he told me I could tell you. He and I are both fed up with being in the closet.” 

“Wow,” Lowell mouthed. “Goddamn, I wish I’d known in Geo. I had such a crush on both of you. That would have been a hell of a threesome.”

Nathan snickered, despite the knot of worry in his chest. “Neither of us were ready to admit we were gay then.”

“How does this fit in with Caleb?” 

Nathan sighed and pushed away his mug, trying to figure out where to start. “Caleb and I went to the same high school. Spring of our senior year I saw him perform as Sky Masterson in Guys & Dolls. He was amazing. I don’t even know how to describe it. I couldn’t take my eyes off him. I think I’d known for a while that I was gay, but I saw him and I just knew, like I couldn’t deny it anymore. I wanted him more than I’d ever wanted anything else in my life. I was so fucking scared and confused, and after the show I skipped class. I found this dark corner near the auditorium and hid out there all afternoon. I don’t know how many hours I spent sitting there, freaking out, wondering what to do. A big part of me wanted to forget him, forget the way I reacted to him, but I couldn’t. I went backstage after everyone else left and I talked to him.” Lowell nodded and Nathan took a sip of coffee before continuing. “He was suspicious at first. He didn’t trust me and I don’t blame him. My friends then ... they were assholes. He wasn’t ... obvious—”

“Like me?” Lowell interrupted. 

Nathan chuckled. “There were rumors. Stupid ones, hell, all of the guys in drama got called queer, but they stuck to Caleb and I never had to balls to force the guys to knock it off. I was too scared they’d figured out I was gay, you know? I was walking a fine line.”

“Caleb’s not gay though,” Lowell said, sipping his iced latte. Nathan gaped at him. “He’s bi.”

“Oh, well ...” Nathan said, recovering his composure. For a moment Nathan thought Lowell meant Caleb wasn’t interested in guys at all. “Either way, it’s a death sentence in high school. A girl might get away with coming out as bi, but a guy is going to get the shit kicked out of him.”

“Did Caleb?”

“He got pushed around.” Nathan looked down. “I tried to get the guys to lay off him physically, but the verbal abuse ... it was nearly as bad. I could have done a shitload more to protect him, that’s for sure.”

“So once Caleb trusted you....”

Nathan winced. “I’m not sure he ever really did. Or at least the first few times we kissed and fooled around he didn’t. I think he was starting to trust me and open up though, by the time I fucked it all up.” 

Nathan went on to tell the whole story to Lowell, watching every nuance of emotion flit across his face as he listened. Nathan let out a heavy sigh as he finished. “And I realized I can’t let this chance go. I’d already come to the conclusion I needed to stop lying to myself and everyone around me. I came out to my family a few weeks ago, and when I saw Caleb at the party tonight I knew I had to make things right. It felt like a second chance, and at just the right time. I’m not going to lie, I want him back, but if I can’t have him, the least I can do is apologize and make things right. I fucked it up four years ago, and I fucked it up again tonight. I need one more chance, Lowell. Can you help me?”

Lowell drank the last of mocha, peering over the rim at Nathan with unnerving seriousness. Wide grey-green eyes blinked at Nathan for a long moment as Lowell appeared to be mulling the question over. After an agonizingly long amount of time, he shook his head. “No.” 

Disappointment settled over Nathan. He’d been so sure Lowell would say yes. 

“Look, I’m sorry, hun,” Lowell said sympathetically, patting his hand, his fingers cool despite his warm drink. “You seem sincere and I’d love to see you two work it out, but I texted Caleb on the way over, asking him if he was okay. Aside from the fact he’s plastered right now, he’s a total wreck. I don’t see how talking to you is going to help him.”

“I want an opportunity to let him know how sorry I am,” Nathan pleaded. “Can you let me know where he lives, or his class schedule or something? One more shot at making things right. That’s all I need.”

“I wish I could help, but I don’t think I’d be a very good friend to Caleb if I did,” Lowell replied softly. “I’m sorry.”

Nathan stared blankly at his mug of barely-touched coffee as Lowell stood up gracefully. He touched his fingertips to Nathan’s shoulder as he passed by on his way out the door. 

It was a long time before Nathan roused himself. His coffee was cold and he felt crushed, deflated. He’d been so sure Lowell would help him win Caleb back he had no idea what to do now that his last hope had vanished. 
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Chapter Four 


Caleb - 2013
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Caleb was tense on the walk home, waiting for Nathan to catch up to him, to follow and beg for another chance. His stomach twisted with nerves, wondering if he had the strength to turn Nathan down another time. When Nathan had reached for him he nearly caved, the look on his face and the way he didn’t seem to care if anyone saw what was happening between them tempting Caleb to forget how pissed he was. But he wasn’t going to be the one who outed Nathan, no matter how tempting the idea of revenge was. Nathan had hurt him, yes, but not so much that Caleb would deliberately ruin the other man’s hockey career. No one deserved that.

The apartment was only a few blocks from Terry’s house but the alcohol hit him fully about halfway home. He had to stop to lean against a tree, his head swimming, the world around him going spinny. For a moment, Caleb wished Nathan had followed him, just to have someone there to lean on as he staggered back home. Except, he didn’t trust himself around Nathan right now; between the renewed feelings, the kiss he still felt on his lips, and the rum flowing through veins, he was in no shape to say no. He’d probably throw himself at Nathan and forget about the way he’d broken his heart before. 

He shook his head, trying to clear it. Fuck, Lowell would spank him for even thinking about walking home alone this drunk. Shit, he thought. He’d completely forgotten he’d left Lowell and Harper at the party wondering what the hell had happened to him. 

He sent Lowell a garbled text, telling him he was home safe. He squinted at the reply, unsure of how to answer Lowell’s questions about what happened. He managed something that seemed to appease his friend and continued on, focusing on putting one foot in front of him. 

Thankfully, he managed to make it home in one piece, although he had to lean heavily on the stairwell railing and he dropped his keychain three times trying to fit the key in the door of the apartment. He snagged a bottle of water out of the fridge and set his garbage can next to the bed before face-planting on the mattress, his head swimming, his stomach churning, and wondering if he’d made a big mistake

He awoke in the morning with a splitting headache, a hard on that wouldn’t quit, and a vague memory of dreaming about Nathan. He rolled over with a groan, staggered to the shower, and let the hot water rush over him. He closed his eyes, feeling his cock throb at the thought of the kiss from the night before. He tugged at his balls, the dull ache simultaneously pleasurable and distracting him from his erection. God, he wanted to forget the dreams he’d had. In them, he’d been able to do all of the things he’d never had a chance to do with Nathan in high school. He gently beat his head against the shower wall, although it made it throb even more. What was the pain in his head compared to the re-opening of the wounds he’d thought had healed after Nathan broke his heart?

He could hear the echo of Nathan’s voice, pleading for another chance to apologize and his stomach clenched. He’d sounded so sincere, but how could Caleb ever trust him to tell the truth? Nathan had betrayed him once and he wasn’t stupid enough to let him do it again.

After his shower, Caleb checked his phone and squinted at the screen, trying to make sense of the texts from the night before. Ignoring the fact that his messages to Lowell were practically incomprehensible drunk text speak, he couldn’t believe some of the things he’d said. He’d never told anyone Nathan had broken his heart, but Lowell sure knew now. 

Caleb groaned and took a deep breath before he opened the door of his bedroom. Lowell was going to have a thousand questions for him and he knew there was no way he’d get out of answering them. 

Lowell’s bedroom door was open when he passed it on the way to the living room, and Caleb found him curled up on the couch, studying. “How are you feeling, hun?” Lowell asked, looking up.

Caleb shrugged. “Like death warmed over.”

“I got you a grande latte and a bragel,” Lowell said, referring to the breakfast bagel their favorite chain coffee shop, Biggby, made. When recovering from a hangover, few things beat a hot, toasted bagel with cream cheese, roast beef, a slice of cheddar, and a smear of sharp mustard. “Just got back a bit ago, so it should still be hot.”

He sat down with a grateful groan, reaching for the bag. “Thanks, Lowell, I owe you.”

“I don’t know. I think I owe you,” Lowell said archly. “I went out for coffee with my dream guy last night because of you.”

Caleb’s heart thudded in his chest. “With Nathan?” His voice was hoarse and he hated the sudden lurch of his stomach at the thought of his best friend going out on a date with the guy who’d broken his heart.

Lowell snorted and closed the textbook he had propped on his crossed knees. “Well that tells me everything I need to know.”

Busying himself with the foil wrapper of his sandwich, Caleb refused to look up. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I mean, you may have hidden your feelings for Nathan from me before but you have no more secrets from me now.” Caleb looked up to see Lowell wagging a finger at him. “And I was kidding about last night. Well, I did have coffee with one of the delicious hockey players I’ve been drooling over for years, but it turns out he’s still in love with you.”

Caleb took a savage bite of his sandwich, annoyed at how relieved he was to know Lowell and Nathan hadn’t gone on a date. “Don’t be ridiculous,” he muttered, mouth still full of food. “He’s not in love with me.”

Lowell scowled at him. “First of all, eww, learn to swallow before you speak, hun. Second, he is ridiculously smitten with you.”

“How the fuck did you two end up talking anyway?”

“I caught the tail end of your dramatic exit and asked him what the fuck he did. We went out for coffee so he could explain.”

Caleb paused mid-bite. “How much do you know?”

“I know you two secretly dated in high school and he broke your heart. And he regrets letting you go.”

“It’s not enough,” Caleb said flatly, tossing the half eaten sandwich onto the coffee table. “You want to know why I never told you about what happened between us? Aside from the fact it would out him, I couldn’t even say the words because it hurt too fucking much.”

“Did you love him?”

Caleb laughed hollowly. “I was an infatuated kid. I thought I was in love with him, but what did I know?”

Lowell cocked his head and looked at Caleb. “What I know is, whatever you say, you still have feelings for him.”

“Yeah, I’m pissed. Anger is a feeling.”

“You still care, or it wouldn’t matter at all.”

Caleb sighed heavily. “I guess.”

“Look, Nathan asked for my help last night and I told him no. From what I managed to figure out from your drunk texts, you seemed pretty upset. I wasn’t going to agree to help him if it was going to upset you more.”

“Well, it would have,” Caleb said shortly. “So thanks.”

“I think you’re making a mistake though.” Lowell leveled him with a look that would have wilted much stronger men than Caleb. “A gorgeous hunk of a man was desperate for another chance with you. He wants you back, but even more, he wants to apologize. Maybe you should hear him out.”

“I ... I can’t.”

“Not even so he can apologize?”

Caleb rubbed his throbbing head and reached for the coffee. “I don’t trust myself,” he admitted. “He ... kissed me last night. I was pissed, because he kissed me instead of apologizing, but even then, God, the stupid, childish crush I had on him was still there. He hurt me so bad and all I wanted to do was kiss him back.”

“Is he a good kisser?” Lowell’s eyes shone and Caleb chuckled despite his sour mood. 

“Too good.”

Lowell grew serious again. “If you don’t want me to, I won’t help him. Even if he bribes me with ... an orgy with the whole hockey team.”

Caleb snorted and took a sip of his coffee, sighing with appreciation at the taste. It wasn’t hot, but even the lukewarm temp didn’t dampen his pleasure. “Just because Nathan’s gay doesn’t mean the rest of them are.”

“Apparently Brent is too. He and Nathan had an arrangement.” Lowell’s voice was heavy with innuendo.

“Good for them.” Caleb tried to ignore the way his stomach dropped at the thought of the two hockey players together. He’d heard the rumors, but refused to believe them. It was easier to imagine the fooling around Caleb and Nathan had done was an aberration. It was easier to believe Nathan was straight. It hurt less to think about Nathan hooking up with dozens of puck bunnies than screwing a guy who wasn’t him. “Still doesn’t mean the rest of the hockey team wants your ass, but I appreciate the sentiment.”

“I think you’re making a big mistake,” Lowell said.

Caleb didn’t reply. He’d made mistakes when it came to Nathan Rhodes, but he didn’t think this was one of them. 

Letting Nathan kiss him for the first time in high school? Now that had been a mistake.
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Chapter Five 


Caleb - 2009
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For the first time since he stepped foot in the auditorium as a freshman, Caleb felt uncomfortable as he pushed open the doors to the backstage. He couldn’t stop thinking about the almost-kiss. He’d hardly slept the night before, wondering what would happen when he ran into Nathan. They didn’t have any classes together this semester, but he was conspicuously absent in the halls, and Caleb wasn’t sure if he should be sorry or grateful. Caleb didn’t want to face him, but they were going to run into each other at some point and he might as well get it over with. He was all mixed-up inside, torn between hoping Nathan had actually wanted to kiss him and terrified he’d somehow misread the signals and Nathan was going to beat the shit out of him. 

He’d half-convinced himself everything would go back to normal and they’d only see each other in the halls from now on by the time he reached the top of the loft stairs. The last sight he expected was Nathan Rhodes sprawled on a ratty old green couch, looking like he belonged there. It was an old prop, used in some long-forgotten show, but it had become the unofficial lounging place of the drama kids when they wanted a comfy place to nap, study, or make out. Seeing Nathan, king—or at least prince—of the jocks, sitting there was startling. 

“Caleb.” Nathan sat up abruptly, shoving his phone in his pocket as he stood. He was dressed in jeans, a hoodie, and a Red Wings cap. He looked gorgeous and casual, his awkward posture completely at odds with his comfortable outfit and the confident way he normally carried himself.

“Uh, hey,” Caleb said, his stomach flipping as he waited for Nathan’s reaction to what had happened the day before. “What are you doing here?”

Nathan’s expression was sheepish. “I figured you’d be here, and I thought maybe you needed help getting stuff put away. You left last night and it was kind of a mess, so I thought maybe I could help?”

“Sure, I guess. I mean, you don’t have to, but ...”

“No, no, I want to.” 

“Okay.” Apparently they weren’t going to acknowledge what had happened, or almost happened, the day before. Caleb was relieved, unsure of what he’d say to Nathan anyway. He’d spent all night thinking about it and hadn’t come up with any great ideas, so this was easier. They’d just forget it ever happened.

Caleb’s goal was to get all of the random boxes and props on the correct shelves and make sure the prop loft was organized. Technically they had a props master, but she was suffering from a serious case of senior-itis and had pretty much checked out for the year. With the end of the school year and graduation looming, Caleb couldn’t blame her, but he didn’t want to leave things a complete mess for whoever took over next year. 

He explained what he needed done and Nathan went to work. He did it with minimal direction, and he didn’t talk much, but the silence was comfortable rather than awkward. An hour and a half after they started, Caleb looked around and realized they’d made good progress, though they were both sweaty and dusty. With a groan, Caleb stood and brushed off his jeans. “You want something cold to drink?” he called out. “Like pop or whatever.”

“Sure.” Nathan’s face appeared over the shelves, grinning. “That would be great.”

“Any preference?”

“Nah. Whatever you’ve got is cool.”

Caleb paused, momentarily distracted by Nathan’s wide smile and the way his eyes lit up, before he shook his head and turned to head down the stairs. Mr. Quintero—his English teacher, theater director, and drama club sponsor—had a mini fridge in his office he allowed Caleb to raid occasionally. 

“Hey, Mr. Q,” he called out as he stepped through the office door.

“What are you doing here, Caleb?” the teacher asked with a smile as he lifted his head. He looked like he’d been engrossed in marking English essays with a red pen. Caleb winced, wondering how badly he’d done on his. 

“Oh, sorting out props in the loft,” Caleb answered.

Mr. Q gave him a pointed look. “Some more time studying and less time worrying about drama might do you some good.” He tapped the stack of essays with his red pen. 

Caleb winced. “Yeah, I know. I don’t have much left to do though and a ... a friend is helping me. It won’t take too long.” Nathan, a friend? Hardly, but what else could Caleb call him to Mr. Q? Calling him the guy he almost kissed yesterday was way too weird, even though Caleb knew Mr. Q wouldn’t give a shit who he kissed. 

“Okay,” Mr. Quintero agreed, tone reluctant. “But I mean it. I expect those grades to come up.”

Caleb bent down to snag cans out of the fridge and snagged two of them immediately. “Will do!” He scurried out of the room before he could get lectured again and was surprised to see Nathan still diligently working. “Hey, you can take a break,” he called out, sinking down on the sagging old sofa.

Nathan stood and ambled over to him. At some point he’d discarded the hoodie and now wore a pale blue T-shirt. It made his eyes look bluer, and like the day before, he was sweating. He sprawled on the couch beside Caleb and for a brief moment, his knee brushed Caleb’s. Once again, it made Caleb’s heart go into overdrive.

“Here you go, Nathan.” He passed the cold can over and Nathan popped it open, gulping it down with a grateful sigh.

“Thanks. And you can call me Nate, if you want. My dad goes by Nat and the guys on my team call me Rhodes.”

“So you’re a Nathan Rhodes Jr.?” he asked, curious to learn more about the other guy.

Nathan nodded and took off his cap, running his hand through his damp hair, leaving little curls in his wake. Caleb wondered what they’d feel like if he ran his hands through them, and he looked away before Nathan could see. 

“Nathan Oliver Rhodes, Jr.” was the unexpectedly shy reply.

Caleb looked back at him and smiled. “Nate it is.” He wondered why the hockey player didn’t want Caleb to call him Rhodes, but he was nothing like the guy’s teammates, so maybe that was it. His heart leapt at the idea he was special in some way to Nathan. Different. It would be hard to think of him as anything but Nathan though. “I’m just ... Caleb. No nicknames.”

“Full name?”

“Uh, Caleb Martin Stockwell.”

“Hmm. Stock?” Nathan offered and Caleb laughed incredulously. “No, that’s bad. Marty’s worse.”

“Uhh, yeah.”

“Cale?”

“I’d sound like a vegetable.”

Nathan snickered. “Good point.”

“So ... yeah, Caleb.”

“Caleb,” Nathan agreed and Caleb felt a funny flip in his stomach at the sound of his name on Nathan’s lips.

They were silent while Nathan drained the rest of his pop. Caleb sipped his, trying to think of something to say, anything to fill the silence so he wouldn’t think about how much he wanted the guy sitting beside him. Anything to distract him from what he wanted and knew he couldn’t have. Whatever had happened between them yesterday, it had been a fluke. It must have been, right? Nathan set his empty can on the floor and fidgeted.

Caleb asked, “Why did you start playing hockey?” at the same time Nathan blurted out, “I’m sorry about yesterday.”

Wide-eyed, Caleb stared at him. “What?”

“I ... I know yesterday was weird and I didn’t mean to freak you out.” Nathan’s words were rushed, tumbling over each other like he was afraid if he didn’t get them out, they’d be stuck. He wasn’t blushing, but the tips of his ears were red.

“It’s okay,” Caleb reassured him as he set his drink down and admitted, “I was... really confused though.” 

Nathan dragged a hand through his hair again and this time one of the curls stuck straight up. Caleb smiled, liking this uncomfortable, nervous version of Nathan. He was much less intimidating than the jock who stalked the halls of their high school. Unthinking, Caleb reached up to smooth the curl away but paused, his hand frozen in mid-air. 

“I’m still confused,” Caleb admitted, his hand falling to his lap. Their gazes met and for a long moment; neither of them moved. His heart beat so hard he was afraid Nathan could hear it. His palms were sweaty, and he absently wiped them on his jeans as Nathan leaned in.

“Me too,” Nathan whispered. His hand wrapped around the back of Caleb’s neck, pulling him forward. Nathan’s lips were a little dry but they felt soft against his. The kiss was hesitant at first, and they couldn’t quite get the rhythm right. Caleb chuckled at how awkward it was, but when Nathan tilted his head and parted his lips, Caleb couldn’t breathe because it was so good. I’m kissing a guy! he thought. Not because of some stupid dare, but because I want to. He let out a little groan at the thought, and Nathan’s hand tightened on his neck, deepening the kiss. 

Caleb’s head swam as their lips moved together, tongues searching. They stayed in the same position for a long time, side by side on the couch, their lips and the spot where Nathan’s hand rested on his neck the only contact between them. It was awkward, and Caleb’s neck began to ache, but he was afraid to move. He didn’t want to end the kiss for any reason. 

His cock ached too, it had been hard since the moment Nathan’s lips touched his and was bent at a funny angle. He shifted, trying to get more comfortable, and his hand landed on Nathan’s thigh. Nathan gasped, his hand moving to Caleb’s back. He let out an involuntary whimper of disappointment when Nathan pulled away, but it was only long enough to shift both of their bodies so they lay on the couch. Nathan settled beside Caleb as they stretched out side by side. Shuddering at the full body contact, Caleb let out a gasp and Nathan pressed their lips together again. There was nothing tentative about their kisses now as Nathan took control and their legs tangled. Caleb’s pulse pounded in his throat and his cock. He felt drugged and giddy and nervous all at once. 

Their hands roamed across each other’s shoulders and backs, and Caleb could hardly figure out what he wanted to do first. He wanted to touch Nathan everywhere. He settled for running his fingers through Nathan’s curls and was rewarded with a gentle nip of teeth on his lower lip that made him squeak. Nathan chuckled and all of a sudden they went from frantic to relaxed, the kisses slowing and growing deeper. There were so many thoughts swirling through his head, but all Caleb wanted was to keep kissing Nathan. The hockey player’s mouth was wet and warm and the scrape of his stubble made Caleb’s stomach flip. Holy shit, I’m making out with a guy! Caleb thought. And not any guy! Nathan Rhodes! 

The feel of Nathan growing hard against his leg only excited him more, and Caleb pulled away and panted against Nathan’s cheek, struggling to calm himself. It turned him on so much to know the hockey player wanted him that it was almost overwhelming. 

“Holy shit,” Nathan whispered, his breath warm against Caleb’s cheek. Somehow they’d shifted so Nathan was half on top of him, pressing him into the cushions of the sagging couch. Normally the couch had a vaguely dusty unused scent clinging to it, but now all Caleb could smell was something minty. He realized his hand was gripping the back of Nathan’s T-shirt and he let go, smoothing the bunched cotton.

“Yeah,” Caleb agreed, panting. “That about sums it up.” He sounded calmer than he felt. He slid his hand down Nathan’s back and felt a tremor run through the muscles there. The silence felt heavy, both of them waiting for the other to speak, but Caleb didn’t know what to say. He was so confused by what had just happened. What did this mean? What were they doing? “Is this why you came to find me yesterday?” he finally asked.

Nathan propped himself up on one elbow and looked down at Caleb. “No. Sort of? I saw you in the show and you were so good and I wanted to tell you.”

“Okay. I was just wondering.”

“I didn’t even know if you were ... that you liked guys.” Nathan looked away, running a hand through his wild curls. Caleb noticed how big his hands were, the fingers long but blunt; strong looking.

“Really? I get called queer and fag all the time.”

“Doesn’t mean it’s true,” Nathan exclaimed, sitting up. “They call everyone that.”

“Yeah. I know.” Caleb looked down at his hands, uncomfortable all of a sudden as he shifted so he was sitting next to Nathan, trying to hide a hard on he couldn’t get rid of. He didn’t know what the hell was going on here, but talking about Nathan’s friends was probably off-limits. Which made sense, because Nathan was in an awkward position, since apparently Caleb was the kind of guy his friends teased mercilessly. Holy shit, this meant Nathan was gay. Or something. “Look, I didn’t know for sure if I liked guys either. I’ve kissed like one other guy and it was some dumb dare. I wasn’t really sure how I felt.”

“I’ve never done it at all. I mean, honestly, I tried not to think about it, you know?” Nathan’s hands laced together, his thumbs pressing against each other until his fingers went white.

Yeah, Caleb knew. For a guy like Nathan, being gay wasn’t an option. Questioning your sexuality wasn’t allowed in high school sports. At least in theater, no one within the group cared; people were either open-minded or they ignored it. “Yeah. What made you change your mind?”

Nathan let out a heavy sigh. “Fuck, I don’t know. I’ve noticed you before, I mean, in class and in the plays and stuff. I guess I thought about you and maybe wondered, but I didn’t plan to, you know, do anything.”

“I noticed you, too,” Caleb admitted. “Like, in the halls and in class.”

“I guess yesterday I got ... curious.” Nathan licked his lips and glanced at Caleb out of the corner of his eye. 

“I’m glad you did,” Caleb admitted. He sure as hell wouldn’t have made a move on Nathan. Even if all of this was nothing but experimenting, it thrilled him to know he was the one Nathan had decided to do it with, and it occurred to him he was Nathan’s first guy-on-guy kiss. The thought made him even harder and he shifted uncomfortably. He hoped today wasn’t just a fluke. “Did you ... did you decide anything? You know, I mean now that you’ve kissed a guy ...”

“Do you need more help with props?” Nathan asked. 

“Huh?” Caleb frowned, perplexed at the abrupt change in subject, then realized it wasn’t a change at all. Caleb grinned. “You offering to help?”

“Yeah. I mean, we might take a few breaks ...” Nathan shrugged, grinning back and Caleb felt a surge of excitement run through him. More making out in the prop loft with a hot guy? Yeah, that sounded amazing. Prop organization was as good an excuse as any. He was betting they’d get a lot more screwing around done than cleaning, but he had no complaints.

“Hell yeah.” Caleb’s brief moment of giddiness fell flat when he remembered his promise. “Wait, I can’t. I mean I want to”—he swallowed hard—“I really want to, but my grades are kind of shitty now. Mr. Q will kick my ass if I’m up here organizing props instead of studying.”

“Hmm.” Nathan was silent for a moment. “So what about tutoring? Could we get away with it?”

“You want me to tutor you? But how would that help my grades?”

“No, I could tutor you,” Nathan said with a laugh. God he’s cute when he laughs, Caleb thought.

“You? But you’re ...” he trailed off, realizing what an ass-y statement he’d been about to make.

“What? A jock?” Nathan finished, his tone flat, but his expression more teasing than upset. 

Caleb swallowed hard. “Uhh, sorry.”

“I have 3.95 GPA. What’s yours?”

“Umm, way lower than yours,” he admitted.

Nathan gave him a pointed look. “Then I can tutor you.”

“And what, fool around on study breaks?” Caleb wiped his suddenly sweaty palms on his jeans. 

“It sounds like a good plan to me,” the hockey player replied with a shrug. “Call it incentive.”

“Yeah, okay,” Caleb admitted, his heart picking up speed. “It sounds pretty good to me too.”

Nathan leaned over and kissed him. It wasn’t long before they were lying flat on the couch again. They kissed until Caleb’s lips were tingling and swollen, his cock hard and aching in his jeans. They kissed until neither of them could breathe, then stopped, gasping. They didn’t do much below the belt except grind and rub together, but it was so good Caleb could hardly stand it. He wanted more, but he was too intimidated to make a move, and Nathan didn’t seem to be in any hurry to either. So they kissed, and rubbed together, grabbing at each other, panting and sweaty and breathless. He wanted Nathan so bad he ached everywhere. He could have kept going forever, kissing and grinding until his balls either hurt so bad he had to stop or he came in his pants, but his phone ringing finally interrupted them. They shifted to the side so Caleb could dig in his pocket and he nearly dropped it when he saw it was his mom. 

“Mom?” he croaked when he answered the phone. Nathan pulled away like he’d been scalded and Caleb’s own hard on wilted so quickly he wondered if it would ever return. 

“Sweetheart, I thought I’d actually see you now the show is over. It’s seven thirty, are you planning to come home tonight?” she chided gently. She’d done theater in college and completely understood the time involved in putting on a production. She was, however, hopeful he’d be less busy once the show was over. 

“Crap. Yeah, uhm, I’m still at the school. I’ll leave right away, I swear.”

“Drive carefully,” she warned him. “No speeding and no talking or texting on the phone.”

“Yes, Mom,” he agreed. She was a nurse at the local hospital and after a thousand too many car accidents, she was a little paranoid about him crashing and dying. Most of the time he got it, but occasionally it drove him a little crazy.

He hung up and turned to Nathan. “Sorry, um, I have to get home now.” He felt awkward all of a sudden, real life and mothers totally bursting the cozy little bubble he’d been in where nothing existed but Nathan and him. He still couldn’t believe he’d spent the last couple hours making out with the star hockey player of the school. His cock stirred with interest so he quashed his thoughts. Well, at least his mom’s call hadn’t completely killed his dick.

Nathan ran his hand through his hair and reached for the baseball cap that had fallen on the concrete floor beside the couch, leaving a small dark smudge on one side of the white fabric he tried to brush off. “Yeah, I should too.” He glanced over at Caleb and gave him a small smile, looking at him through his lashes before he sat up, clutching the cap in his hands. “Are we on for tutoring tomorrow?”

Caleb nodded enthusiastically, his mouth too dry to form words. Nathan stood and for a moment, Caleb was eye to fly with Nathan’s jeans. “Yeah,” he croaked as Nathan turned away. 

There was no hiding the erection in his own jeans as he reached for his backpack and swung it over one shoulder. Nathan pulled on the sweatshirt he’d discarded earlier, stuck his baseball cap on backwards, then stepped close, his hands on Caleb’s hips. Caleb felt small, his head barely coming up to Nathan’s chin, but for once it didn’t make him feel weak. The hockey player’s big body felt so right against his. “I can’t believe this is happening,” he blurted out. “I keep expecting to wake up.”

Nathan smiled and leaned in, dipping his head so his forehead rested against Caleb’s. Caleb’s eyes closed and they stood there for several long moments. “I know it’s not a dream,” Nathan finally said, his voice soft. “This is the first time it’s ever felt real to me.”

He pressed his lips to Caleb’s quickly, then turned away, clattering down the steps as he turned his hat around. Before he disappeared from view, he gave Caleb one final half-smile. Caleb stood stock still for several long minutes before he could finally make his feet move. Backstage was deserted—Mr. Q had left already—and Caleb took a few minutes to turn off the lights and shut the door leading to the auditorium. He left through the side door and went out to the nearly deserted parking lot. The sun was low in the sky and there was a warm breeze in the air. Caleb was so buzzed from kissing Nathan he wasn’t sure he would have noticed if it was snowing though. 

Thankfully, the drive home was quick and he could pretty much go on automatic pilot. He parked his little beat up VW next to his mom’s newer one, and went in the house through the laundry room and into the kitchen. She smiled at him from the couch in the living room, setting aside her laptop. 

“Do you want dinner? I kept it warm in the stove. It’s enchiladas.”

“Sure, yeah,” he said distractedly. “Sounds good.”

She got up and walked over to him, tilting her head to look at him more closely. “Sweetheart, is everything okay?”

“Yeah, just a long day,” he replied, trying to keep the color out of his cheeks. He tossed his backpack on the chair next to the kitchen table and went to wash his hands. 

His mother was silent for several long minutes before she spoke. “What’s his name?”

“Huh?” Caleb jumped and water went everywhere. “Crap,” he muttered, dabbing at his shirt and mopping up the water on the counter with a dishtowel. “What are you talking about, Mom?” he asked, praying he’d heard her wrong.

“I asked what his name is.” Her voice was gentle but insistent.

He forced his expression into one of confusion as he turned to face her. Sometimes she was truly scary the way she always seemed to know what he was up to. She’d supported both of them as a single parent since his dad left and they’d always been close. She was tough, although her exterior didn’t show it. Barely five and a half feet tall and slender, Caleb had inherited her blonde, blue-eyed coloring. Her features were far more delicate than his though, and he had his dad’s nose and chin. Sometimes he hated that. He wanted nothing to do with the asshole who’d cheated on his mom and left her and Caleb without a backward glance when he was in elementary school. 

“Whose name?”

“The guy who put the smile and dazed expression on your face.” She tucked her chin-length hair behind her ear and gave him a knowing smile.

His cheeks colored. “Err, how do you know it was a guy?”

“You have a pretty wicked case of stubble rash,” she pointed out gently. His hands flew to his face, finally noticing the irritated skin around his mouth. 

“Shit.” She knew he was bi; she was the one he’d gone to when he realized he liked guys and girls, but admitting he’d been making out with anyone was mortifying. He disappeared into the tiny half-bath directly off the kitchen, staring at himself in the mirror as he laughed ruefully. Yeah, he hadn’t exactly been subtle. His hair was a mess from Nathan’s hands, his clothes were wrinkled, and the skin on his face was pink and raw. He could fix the hair and clothes but his face... how the hell was he going to go to school tomorrow looking like he’d been mauled?

“I’ll go get something to heal it right up,” his mom called and he nodded. She was right, he did look dazed. Even knowing his mother knew exactly what he’d been up to didn’t make the dreamy look go away and the stupid half-smile seemed like it might be permanent.

She returned a few minutes later and pointed to the closed toilet set. “Sit down, I’ll take care of this.”

“Yes, nurse,” he muttered and she swatted him gently on the shoulder. 

She held a bottle up. “This is witch hazel, with no alcohol. It’ll soothe the skin.” She squirted a little on a cotton ball and dabbed it gently on his skin. He closed his eyes, bracing for the sting but it never came. The liquid was cool and soothing. He was beginning to relax when she spoke again. “I know you’re trying to avoid the question but what’s his name?”

“Nathan,” he muttered, knowing there was no way he was getting out of answering. It was easier with his eyes closed.

“Nathan, huh? Does he go to school with you?”

“Yeah.”

The damp cotton left his face. “I’m putting some aloe vera on now.” Cool gel was dabbed on his face and he sighed with relief. “You aren’t talking about Nathan Rhodes, are you?”

Caleb’s cheeks flamed with color. “Maybe?” 

“No wonder your face looks like it’s been rubbed raw. He’s had stubble since your freshman year, I swear. I saw him and wondered how many grades he’d been held back.”

“He hasn’t been held back,” Caleb said testily, opening his eyes to glare at her. “He’s eighteen like me. And he’s actually really smart, I guess. He has a 3.95 G.P.A.”

“Yes, but he already looked like a man at about fourteen.” The skin tingled as the gel cooled, and he stared at his mother. “Are you two dating?”

He shrugged. “Kind of. Maybe? He’s not exactly out.”

Her lips thinned before she nodded. “Just be careful, Caleb.”

“I still have the condoms you gave me,” he protested. “But it’s not like we even got close! We just ... kissed.”

“Condoms are important,” she said calmly. “But I also meant for you to be careful of your heart. You should always protect your body, but sometimes you need to protect your heart, too.”

She showed him the lotion she brought and he agreed to slather it on as often as he could. “Tell Nathan to let his stubble grow a little longer so it won’t be so bad next time.” She went to step out of the bathroom but paused in the doorway. “And remember what I said, sweetheart. I trust your judgment, and I know you’re eighteen and headed off to college in a few months, but please be careful. I’m your mother and it’s my job to worry about these things.”
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Chapter Six 


Nathan - 2013
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Nathan went home after Lowell left the coffee shop, but he wasn’t able to sleep. Long after he crawled into bed, he lay in the dark, watching lights flash on the ceiling in strange patterns as cars drove past the apartment complex. He’d been so close, he’d had Caleb right there in front of him and he’d fucked it all up. He could still feel Caleb’s mouth against his, hesitant at first, but then so sweet until he pulled away. Nathan was sure a part of Caleb still wanted him, but how in the hell could he convince Caleb he was sorry for what he’d done in high school? And how could he prove he deserved a second chance? If Lowell wasn’t willing to help him—and he had to admit, if he’d been Caleb’s friend, he wasn’t so sure he would either—how was he supposed to find another chance to see Caleb? Nathan didn’t know where he lived, and with the theater season over, he couldn’t count on finding him at the Gilmore theater complex on campus. 

He tossed and turned all night, sleeping fitfully as he mulled possible scenarios over in his head. He awoke feeling worse than he had when he went to bed. He wanted to talk to Brent, but his door was still closed when Nathan got up. Since Brent rarely shut it except for when he was sleeping, Nathan decided to go to the gym instead, hopeful it would clear his head.

But even a hard workout didn’t improve his outlook. Things with Caleb seemed more and more hopeless. Brent was still asleep when he went back to the apartment, so Nathan showered and grabbed his books to go to the library. He shot Brent a text, letting him know where he was going and that he wanted to talk once Brent got up. 

The library was deserted—hardly surprising on a Saturday morning—but the quiet did nothing to calm him and he’d been there for several hours—futilely attempting to study but mostly thinking about Caleb—when he saw a possible solution to his problem. 

Sitting a few tables over was a blonde with purple streaks in her hair and more piercings than he could count. She was someone he’d seen Caleb talking with at the party the night before. Before he could second-guess himself, he scooped up his books and marched over to the table where she sat. “Mind if I have a seat?” he asked with what he hoped was a friendly smile.

Her head whipped up and she blinked at him for a moment. “Uhm, sure?”

“Thanks.” He plunked his books down on the table and sank into the chair across from her. “You know Caleb Stockwell, right?”

“Uhm, yeah. Why?”

“I need your help.”

She gaped at him for a minute. “I don’t even know you,” she sputtered.

He held a hand out, trying to reassure her he wasn’t quite as crazy as he seemed. “Sorry. Nathan Rhodes.”

“No, I know who you are.”

“Sorry, I don’t know your name.” He gave her a dimpled smile. He felt like a little bit of an asshole flirting to get what he wanted, but he was desperate.

“Oh, it’s Harper Bennett.” She tucked a lock of hair behind her ear, her cheeks turning a little pink. Her tone was combative though. “What the fuck do you want with Caleb?”

“We went to high school together and ran into each other at the party last night. I saw you talking with him and I thought maybe you could help me out.”

She pursed her lips and looked him over. “Yeah, he mentioned you went to school together. Didn’t sound like he liked you much. Seems like he doesn’t have very good memories of you and your jock buddies.”

Nathan winced. “Yeah, that’s kind of the problem. I want a chance to apologize, but I kind of missed the opportunity last night. Any chance I could get you to help me out?”

Harper leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms. Her tone was suspicious. “What do you want me to do, exactly?”

“I don’t want to bug him or anything, but I thought maybe if I ran into him after class and we had a chance to talk I could make things right with him. I regret what happened in high school.” His voice cracked as he thought about how much he’d hurt Caleb and he had to clear his throat before he could continue. “I want to tell him how sorry I am.”

Her expression softened. “That’s really nice of you.”

“We’ve been here for four years and I know I should’ve told him before now. Graduation’s only a month away. Please, Harper, I need your help. I don’t want to lose my last chance to apologize to him.” He’d get down on his hands and knees and beg if he had to.

“Uhm, we have Development of Theatre Art together Monday and Wednesday.” She shrugged. “I guess if you showed up after, you might have a chance to talk to him.”

He sighed with relief. “Perfect. What time and where?” 

Harper gave him the info and he thanked her with a hug which left her pink-cheeked and flustered. 

***
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Nathan was halfway home when he got a text from Brent saying he was up. But when Nathan arrived, Micah Warner, the baseball player Brent had been screwing since he and Nathan stopped sleeping together, was there too. 

“Uh, hey, guys,” Nathan muttered as he came in the kitchen to see them making out next to the open refrigerator. The sight left him with a strange feeling.

It wasn’t jealousy; he was happy Brent and Micah were having fun together, but it was a reminder that it had been a long time since he’d been close to anyone. And it made him miss Caleb like hell. He’d give anything to be kissing Caleb right now.

Micah pulled away with a jerk and wiped at his mouth. “Shit, you startled me Rhodes.”

“Sorry.”

Brent pulled out the milk and handed it to Micah before he shut the fridge door and leaned against the counter. “How’d it go last night?”

Micah looked between them. “What the fuck was last night?”

“It didn’t, Brent.” Nathan sighed. “And, Micah, I was trying to get back together with a guy I had a thing with in high school and it didn’t go well. He’s pissed at me.”

Micah folded his arms across his bare chest. Micah wasn’t exactly Nathan’s type, but he had to give Brent credit, his roommate had great taste in guys. He had dark hair and dark eyes, arms that put Nathan’s to shame, and from the low-slung boxers he was wearing, a tan that didn’t quit. Micah was fucking hot. He was also less than thrilled with the idea of either Nathan or Brent coming out, in case he caught any heat from it. “Please tell me you’re giving up.”

“I’m not,” Nathan said. “I found a friend of Caleb’s who helped me out.”

Brent smiled. “Who? The guy you talked with last night?”

“No, Lowell didn’t want to help.” He dropped his bag on the table and sat heavily in a chair. 

Brent turned away with a frown as he fixed a bowl of cereal. “Why do I recognize the name?”

“Lowell? He was in our Geo class freshman year.” 

“I remember him.” Brent grabbed a spoon and carried the bowl over to the table to sit across from Nathan. “Pretty, with pale skin and dark hair. Big eyes.”

Nathan raised an eyebrow as Micah stomped over to the table with his own bowl of cereal. “He’s a total flamer and an absolute jersey chaser.” Micah rolled his eyes.

“I’m pretty sure jersey chaser only applies to women,” Brent snapped.

“Well, Lowell Prescott’s the gay equivalent,” Micah said around a mouthful of cereal. 

“Besides, I think that’s only true if you go after a certain team or whatever,” Nathan pointed out. “Maybe jocks are just his type.”

“Whatever, he’s a slutty little twink who will bend over for anything in a jersey.”

Brent scowled at him. “Leave the guy alone.” Huh, apparently Lowell had left an impression on Brent. That was interesting.

“What does the twink have to do with your dude?” Micah asked Nathan after rolling his eyes at Brent. 

“Caleb and Lowell are friends,” Nathan explained. “I asked him for his help but he said he couldn’t. I don’t blame him. I wouldn’t trust me either.”

“So who’s helping you then?” Brent asked.

“Harper Bennett. I saw her at the party talking to Caleb and I guess they’re in a theater class together. I’m going to try to talk to him after, on Monday.”

“Good,” Brent said encouragingly. “I hope it works out for you.”

Micah’s spoon clattered against his bowl. “I don’t fucking know why you have to do this before graduation,” he groused. “If I get outed because of either of you ...”

Nathan sighed. “We’ve been through this before, Micah. I’m sick of hiding in the closet and I don’t care what happens if I come out. Brent’s the one most likely to deal with flak because of it, and he’s fine with it.”

“I’m tired of hiding, too,” Brent said. “You know this, Micah. Besides, it’s not like you and I ever do anything outside of the bedroom. No one even knows we’re really friends and they definitely don’t know we’re screwing. I think you’re being way too paranoid.”

“You’re not the one with a possible MLB career,” Micah shouted, shoving back from the table. 

Nathan rolled his eyes and got up, leaving the two of them to their fight. He was so tired of the drama between Micah and Brent. Micah wasn’t a bad guy but he was exceptionally paranoid about getting outed. Granted, with a possible future in major league ball, he had a good reason to want to stay in the closet, but it didn’t mean he had to be such a dick about it.

A while back Micah had suggested Nathan should join him and Brent in a threesome. Nathan had been tempted but considering the drama between the two of them lately, he was glad he’d stayed out of it. 

Nathan sighed as he shut his bedroom door. Christ, he just wanted to be out and stop worrying about all of this shit. So what if everyone knew he was gay? He was tired of hiding it, tired of making a choice every damn day to keep a part of him a secret. He’d done it for more than four years and it was exhausting. He was done with playing hockey for the Broncos, done with being the straight, uber-manly jock everyone expected him to be. All he had to do was repair the damage between him and Caleb and he’d finally be able to live the kind of life he’d been dreaming about for four years. He flopped down on the bed. If he could come home to Caleb every day, that would make life perfect. The first step was getting Caleb to listen to him. 

Easier said than done, he thought with a frown.
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Chapter Seven 


Caleb - 2013
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Caleb pushed open the outer doors of the building and stepped out into the spring sunshine. God, campus was gorgeous this time of year. His gaze roamed the lawn in front of the building. Students were everywhere, taking advantage of the nice weather. There were people on every bench and some spread out on blankets. Damn. He lost count of how many girls in short skirts and shirtless guys he’d seen today and he wasn’t complaining a bit. Harper asked him a question about class but he froze in his tracks when his gaze swept across a tall man standing by the sidewalk. 

“What the fuck?” he muttered under his breath. What the hell is Nathan doing here? He wondered. Caleb had never seen him anywhere around this part of campus. “I’m going to fucking kill Lowell for this,” he snarled under his breath as he stalked over to Nathan. 

Nathan’s face lit up, his blue eyes absolutely shining as Caleb closed the distance between them. Caleb felt a weird twist in his stomach at Nathan’s expression, but he clenched his jaw, refusing to let it sway him. “What are you doing here?” he hissed.

“I wanted to talk to you, Caleb. I hoped if I caught you after class you might give me a few minutes,” he said quietly. He was dressed in nice jeans and a shirt that made his eyes so blue it hurt Caleb to look at him. The hope in those blue eyes might be a part of that too, Caleb thought. He tried not to notice the length of the Nathan’s legs or the strong, sinewy forearms exposed by the rolled-up sleeves.

“I thought I told you how I felt at the party,” he said stiffly, aware of all of the people around him who were watching their interaction. Jesus, it was just like Friday night. He vaguely remembered Nathan saying he didn’t care if anyone found out, but he couldn’t really mean it. Could he? Nah, that was crazy. 

“And I don’t think you gave me a fair chance to apologize. Please, give me half an hour where we can sit down and talk. Sober this time.” Caleb’s resolve weakened at the pleading expression on Nathan’s face. How the fuck was he supposed to ignore that? The painful moments from four years ago seemed distant and dim all of a sudden. He glanced away, staring blankly at the spot to the right of Nathan. “I won’t kiss you, I swear,” Nathan promised and Caleb’s gaze jerked back to Nathan, shocked he’d say it aloud with so many people around. They were far enough away he didn’t think they could hear, but he couldn’t be sure. He was being awfully risky when he had so much to lose.

“That is a selling point,” Caleb retorted, lying through his teeth. Fuck, the thought of kissing Nathan sent his head spinning. The brief press of their lips together had brought back so many of his feelings. Not least of which was desire. He was pissed, but damn if he didn’t still want Nathan on some level. Nathan had only gotten more attractive over the years and with a clear, sober head, Caleb could grudgingly admit it. Despite the growth spurt Caleb had the summer before college and his first year at WMU, the Nathan still topped him by a few inches. What was he, 6’3”? 6’4”? He had the longest legs Caleb had ever seen and the thought of Nathan in his bed made him achingly hard. “But I’m still not interested in talking.”

Nathan’s expression fell. “What will it take, Caleb? What can I do to convince you?”

“Nothing,” Caleb said, trying to convince himself as much as Nathan. He didn’t like the way Nathan made him feel: mixed up and wanting. He thought he was long over the man, but apparently not if he was able to dredge up feelings like this again. Caleb couldn’t listen to Nathan’s pleading for another moment. His voice rose. “Didn’t you hear me on Friday? There’s nothing you have to say that I want to hear. Leave me the fuck alone!” He turned and jogged away, not caring what people thought. Maybe the public drama would convince Nathan to stay away. Nothing else seemed to.

He was shaking when he finally stopped at his parked car and climbed inside, pressing his forehead to the steering wheel while he tried to pull himself together enough to drive. He was back at his apartment and halfway up the stairs before it occurred to him he’d skipped class. 

“Fuck,” he swore as he trudged up the steps the rest of the way. “This is exactly why I never want to see that jackass ever again,” he muttered. His shaking fingers fumbled to fit his key in the lock. Drunk or sober, Nathan rattled him, and Caleb wasn’t sure he could withstand another encounter with him without making a stupid decision. 

He forced himself to calm down and spent the afternoon attempting to study, but the moment he heard Lowell’s key in the door, the anger returned. He scowled down at his laptop as he typed furiously on the paper he had due in a few days. 

“How was your day, sweets?” Lowell asked. When Caleb didn't look up or answer, he continued, “Mine was absolutely fabulous. Thank you for asking.”

“Yeah, I bet it was,” Caleb snarled, his head snapping up to glare at his roommate. “The hockey team must have had a blast with you at the orgy.”

Lowell’s mouth dropped open. “I’m sure they would have, but the closest I got to a hockey player is the butch chick who sat near me at lunch. She looks like she could be a defensive wingman.”

“I’d hate to think you sold me out for anything less,” Caleb said coldly. “What did it take? Nathan batting his eyelashes at you?”

“What in the name of Lady Gaga are you talking about you nutjob?” Lowell asked, flouncing over to the chair across from him and sinking down with a dramatic huff. “I haven’t spoken to your pretty hockey star since Friday. Untwist those nuts; it can’t possibly be healthy for you.”

“He’s not my hockey star,” Caleb retorted. He paused and narrowed his eyes, feeling the anger begin to leach out of him. “You didn’t tell Nathan my class schedule?”

“What?” Lowell scrunched up his face and shook his head. “Of course not. You told me you didn’t want to talk to him, and while I think you’re making a huuuge mistake, I care about you too much to go behind your back.”

“Shit, sorry.”

Lowell pursed his lips. “You should be. Now, are you going to tell me what happened?”

Caleb sighed and set his laptop aside. “Nathan was waiting for me when I got out of my Development of Theater Art class. He wanted another chance to apologize. I assumed you told him.”

Lowell shrugged. “Wasn’t me, sweets.”

“Who the fuck was it then?”

“No idea.” Lowell leveled him with a look. “But I have a feeling he isn’t going to give up.”

Caleb sighed again. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

Lowell’s voice was gentle. “Then why don’t you talk to him? You don’t have to take him back but he deserves a chance to apologize. What’s the harm?”

The harm? Caleb thought hollowly. Just the chance to break my heart again. He’d been a wreck last time, so depressed that his graduation and the summer following it had been a complete blur. His friends had been having the time of their lives and he’d been in bed with the blankets over his head. It had only been the change of scenery and the promise of a whole new life in college that finally pulled him out of the dark place. He never wanted to go back there. He couldn’t go back there. After his graduation in May he was headed to Chicago with a position lined up at a small theater there. He’d probably be waiting tables for years to pay his rent but right out of college it was a dream job and he couldn’t afford—financially or emotionally—to let Nathan derail his plans. 

Nathan didn’t deserve his forgiveness for what he’d done and nothing could make Caleb budge. Not Nathan’s pathetic attempts to get his attention or Lowell’s logical arguments in his favor. 

Caleb had to be strong. Even if his brain couldn’t stop whirling with memories of Nathan and the way their relationship began.
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Chapter Eight 


Caleb - 2009
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Caleb bolted backstage the minute his final class was over but Nathan was already there waiting for him on the couch when he skidded to a stop at the top of the prop loft stairs. “How the fuck did you get here so early?” he blurted out. Nathan lifted his head from the textbook he had his nose buried in and give him a brilliant smile. 

“I have an independent study for the final period this semester. I talked the advisor into letting me do it when all of the government classes conflicted with my A.P. classes. I’m finished with everything that’s required for the course, so I can just hang out last period and do whatever I want.”

Caleb slowly walked to the couch. “How the hell did I not realize you were so smart?” he blurted out, expecting Nathan to smile.

Instead, he shrugged, his mouth turning down at the corners. “People see what they want to, Caleb. I’m a big guy, I play hockey, I look tough, so they think there’s nothing else to me. I couldn’t possibly be smart or want to do anything but join the NHL and get my brains bashed in for the rest of my life.” There was no mistaking the bitterness in his tone.

“That sucks,” Caleb said quietly. “But I get it. I’m a guy in theater so they assume I’m gay. Whether it’s true or not, they think it is. I must be this total flamer or secretly want to be a woman or something. I must know fashion and want to spend every day shopping and decorating.”

Nathan snorted and sat up, making space for Caleb. He patted the cushion beside him and Caleb sank down onto it. “Somehow I can’t see that.”

Caleb looked down at his jeans and T-shirt. “Yeah, I’m not the most fashionable guy ever.”

“Maybe not, but you look pretty good to me,” Nathan said quietly. 

Caleb flushed and looked over at the guy sitting next to him. “You look good to me, too.”

Nathan reached out, grasping the front of Caleb’s shirt and tugging him forward until Caleb had to brace his hand on the couch before he ended up in Nathan’s lap. Their lips touched, softly at first, then more deeply. Nathan sat back, letting Caleb drape himself over Nathan’s long frame as they kissed. Caleb winced when a particularly deep kiss made his skin sting and he drew back. “Uhm, if we’re going to be doing much more of this, can I ask a favor?”

Nathan raised an eyebrow at him. “Sure, what do you want?”

“Could you not shave every day?” He flushed. “I had really bad stubble rash when I got home last night.”

Nathan reached up to brush his thumb across the skin next to the corner of his mouth. “Yeah, I can see it now that you point it out. Sorry.”

“My mom showed me some stuff to help heal it, but it won’t go away if it gets irritated over and over again.”

Beneath him, Nathan tensed. “Your mom knows?”

“That I was making out with a guy? Yeah. She’s cool. She doesn’t care.”

“No, I mean, about us? Like who I am?”

“Uh, yeah. I told her the guy’s name was Nathan and she figured it out. You’re the only one in the school.”

“Shit.” Nathan pushed him away and buried his head in his hands. 

Caleb’s heart sank, afraid he’d pissed Nathan off. “She’s not going to say anything.”

Nathan’s voice was trembling when he lifted his head and spoke. “You don’t get it, Caleb. I’m not like you. My parents would kill me if they found out. My dad would anyway, and the guys on the team ... I can’t risk it. I have too much to lose.”

“I wasn’t trying to out you, Nate, I swear,” he protested, his heart in his throat as he wondered if Nathan was going to stop wanting to come around. “You can trust me.”

Nathan’s grim expression softened. “I know. I just need to be sure you know how serious it is for me. I got a scholarship to WMU. I got two, actually. One athletic and one academic. I wanted to take the academic one in case I got injured and couldn't play anymore, but my dad made me take the athletic one. I can’t lose it. There’s no way I can afford school without it. And I know there’s no way they’ll accept a gay hockey player. Maybe it’ll be better someday but right now ...”

“I’ll swear my mom to secrecy,” Caleb reassured him. “And no one else knows. I won’t tell anyone, I promise.”

Nathan looked miserable. “I’m sorry; I feel like an ass.”

“I understand.” Caleb did understand. He didn’t necessarily love it; a part of him wanted to give a big fuck you to the rest of their small-minded school, but he didn’t feel like putting up with the harassment from everyone either. And Nathan had a lot more at stake than he did. “I ... I guess we should study.”

“Yeah, we probably should.” Nathan brushed Caleb’s hair out of his eyes. “I’m looking forward to the study break though.” 

Caleb grinned, relaxing. “Me too.”

They did study a lot. They also found every opportunity they could to fool around. Over the next few weeks the prop loft became their place. When Caleb told Mr. Q he was using the space for studying with a tutor, the teacher was thrilled and promised he wouldn’t let anyone disturb them. Nathan even managed to fix the wonky thermostat so they weren’t roasting every time they went up there. 

Caleb’s grades finally edged upward again and Nathan turned out to be really good at teaching him. And not just history and math. 

Nathan always seemed sure of himself when he touched Caleb, although neither of them had any experience. When Nathan gave him a furtive hand job—Caleb’s first—on the ugly old couch, Nathan had the foresight to cover Caleb’s mouth with his hand when he came, and he had wet wipes in his backpack to clean up with after. Caleb would have shouted for the whole world to hear and had a mess all over him if not for Nathan. Caleb found himself following Nathan’s lead and as they slowly began to explore each other, Caleb let go of the wariness he initially felt around Nathan. The hockey player was nothing like Caleb had imagined. He was so much better. 

“I’ve gotta get home,” Caleb protested one night as Nathan trapped him up against the cinder block wall, grinding against Caleb until he felt like he was going to come in his pants. Nathan’s lips were hot and wet against his throat, his stubble the right length to tickle and lightly scratch rather than scrape. 

“I know.” Nathan tugged at the collar of Caleb’s T-shirt, pulling it aside so he could get to his skin. When he sucked, Caleb’s knees buckled. Nathan’s grip on him tightened, steadying him. “Don’t want to let you go though.”

With Nathan wrapped around him, whispering sweet things against his skin, Caleb wondered how this had ever happened. He still felt like he was dreaming sometimes, sure it couldn’t possibly be real. His grip tightened on Nathan’s hair and he groaned, tilting his head for better access. “My mom’s going to kill me.”

It was like this every time, neither of them wanting to let each other go. His Mom had pretty much given up on the idea of Caleb getting home early but she hadn’t quite let go of her distrust of Nathan. 

Caleb knew she was suspicious of Nathan’s motives and didn’t like the hockey player being closeted. Well, Caleb didn’t love it either, but what was he supposed to do? Nathan had some very good reasons and Caleb wasn’t exactly shouting he was bi to the whole school either. 

“Mine too,” Nathan said, voice muffled against Caleb’s neck. “But at least she thinks I’m tutoring someone.”

“You are,” Caleb said, groaning when Nathan’s teeth nibbled at the muscle between his neck and shoulder. “You’re teaching me all sorts of things.”

Nathan chuckled and kissed the spot he’d bitten before lifting his head to look Caleb square in the eye. “I want to teach you more.”

Caleb’s stomach lurched with nervous anticipation. So far they hadn’t gone any further than hand jobs but damn, he really wanted to. He jerked off every night imagining Nathan sucking his cock. And one night, when he slid a finger in his ass and came until he saw stars and felt like his balls were going to turn inside out, he thought about Nathan fucking him. He wasn’t brave enough to make the first move though. He licked his suddenly dry lips. “Me too. I mean, I want you to teach me more too, but I’m ... kind of nervous.”

Did his nerves make him a pussy? He snuck a glance up at Nathan, surprised to see he didn’t look annoyed or disgusted. Instead, he nodded slowly. 

“I’m kind of nervous too,” Nathan admitted. “I just know I really like being with you, Caleb. I like you, a lot.”

“I like you too.” Caleb couldn’t look at Nathan right then, afraid he’d see how much Caleb liked him. How fast he was falling for the hockey player. And how much it fucking scared him.

Nathan’s arms tightened around Caleb as he pressed a kiss to the side of Caleb’s head. He didn’t say anything else for several long moments. They stood there holding each other and Caleb closed his eyes and let himself imagine they could stay in each other’s arms and pretend the rest of the world didn’t care about the popular hockey player and the awkward drama kid dating.

Because even though they’d never really talked about it, Caleb was sure that’s what they were doing. 

Weren’t they?
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Chapter Nine 


Nathan - 2013
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For a second time, Nathan was left staring after Caleb. Only this time, the man was completely sober as he walked away, crossing campus with a determined stride. Eager to get away from him. Nathan’s shoulders slumped as he let out a dejected sigh and wondered what the hell he should do now. “Well, I fucked up again,” he muttered to himself.

“Yeah, you did.” He whipped around to see Harper standing nearby. Her expression turned sheepish. “Sorry. I think I was supposed to reassure you it wasn’t that bad.”

Nathan mustered a half-grin for a moment before it fell. “No, it’s completely true.” He ran a hand through his hair, carefully styled earlier to impress Caleb. “I’m terrible at this.”

Harper played with her lip ring with her teeth for a moment. “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.” What did he have to lose? 

“When your name came up at the party, Caleb was pretty vague, but he made it sound like you bullied him. Is that true?”

Nathan looked around. This was too long a story to tell standing there, and he gestured toward the only unoccupied bench around. “Let’s go over there and talk. This will take a while.”

“Sure.”

Once they were sitting on the bench, Nathan began. “Caleb and I went to high school together. Things weren’t much different then. I was a hockey player and he was in the drama club, so our circles didn’t really mix. Caleb was ... well, a lot like he is now—but way less confident. I mean, on stage he was, but in class he kind of kept to himself. Not shy, but he stuck to his own little group of friends, you know?”

Harper nodded. “I think every school was more or less the same. I didn’t want to deal with the jocks and the popular kids and everyone else who called us freaks.”

Nathan winced and leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “Well, at first, I was one of those guys. The stupid thing is I like theater, always have. But being on the hockey team created a lot of pressure to act a certain way. For a while, I was one of those jackasses. I never physically bullied anyone, but words are just as bad, right? And I didn’t do a hell of a lot to stop the other guys. I dunno what made it hit home for me, maybe it was some article about some kid who killed himself because of being bullied, or maybe it was the way I kept noticing Caleb even when I didn’t want to, but all of a sudden it made me sick to my stomach to realize what we were doing. I tried to get the guys to lay off but I felt horribly guilty.” Nathan looked down, staring at his clasped hands where they dangled between his thighs. “I still do.”

“But there’s more to your apology with Caleb, isn’t there?”

He nodded, straightening. “I don’t want to say too much, it’s his call to talk about it with you if he wants to, but some stuff happened between us senior year of high school. I ... I cared about him and I did some terrible things to hurt him. I want to apologize to him.” He drew in a deep breath. “And I want to see if we can have another chance. Do things right this time.”

Harper’s eyes rose to her hairline. “So you’re gay?”

He only hesitated for a moment this time. “Yes.” It got a little easier to say every time. 

“Damn.” She scuffed her toe against the grass. “What about all of the girls you were rumored to have slept with?”

“Just rumors. There are girls I’ve kissed, fooled around with a little, but it’s never gone further. They got to be in the limelight, say they were with me—” he made a face “—but when I told them I was saving myself for marriage, they didn’t push it. Thought I was sweet and promised to keep my secret so the guys on campus wouldn’t give me shit about it. I felt like a fucking fraud for lying, but better than sleeping with someone I was just using for cover, you know?”

She nodded. “Well, looks like you have your work cut out for you then to get Caleb back.”

Nathan’s laugh sounded hollow. “Yeah, you have no idea.”

“There’s still something there though,” Harper said. “I would swear at least some part of Caleb still cares or he wouldn’t get so upset. If he didn’t still have feelings for you, he’d ignore you.”

“I hope you’re right.”

“Well, let’s figure this out then; what have you tried so far to win him back?”

“Mostly trying to talk to him, although I mistakenly tried to kiss him, which didn’t help things.” He could still feel Caleb’s lips on his, the moment when everything was perfect and back to the way it should be.

“Hmm, yeah. So, how “out” are you willing to get?” She made quotes with her fingers.

“Whatever it takes. I’m tired of hiding,” he said firmly.

“That makes it easier then. What does he like? If there’s stuff you remember from years ago, maybe you can surprise him with his favorite food. Something to show him you were paying attention then and you still remember. Write him a letter. Either way, make it romantic.”

Nathan mulled over the idea for a moment. “Good suggestion. I’ll have to see what I can come up with.”

“Look, I have to head to class, but give me your number and I’ll try to think of something else too.” They exchanged numbers and Harper patted him on the shoulder as she stood. “Good luck.”

“Thanks.”

With Harper’s number in his phone, he headed to his next class, mulling over the possibilities. He couldn’t stop the warm feeling spreading through his chest. Harper had given him hope again.

By the time he got home from class—long after dinner because Monday was his late day of classes—he had a list of ideas. Brent was sprawled on the couch watching a Detroit Tigers’ game and Micah was nowhere in sight. He turned down the volume on the TV and looked up at Nathan when he walked in. “How’d it go today with Caleb?”

Nathan made a face and plopped down on the other couch. “It went about the same as it did at the party. Nowhere at all.”

“Shit. Sorry, dude.”

He shrugged and unwrapped his sandwich. He picked up a sub and chips on his way home, too tired after class to bother to make anything. “I talked to Harper—the friend of his who’s helping me—and she came up with a few ideas. We’ll see.”

“I hope it works out.” Brent gave him a sympathetic smile. 

“God, me too.” They were silent while Nathan ate and Brent turned the baseball game on again. When he was finished he crumpled the wrapper and tossed it back and forth in his hands as he asked, “Hey, how’d things go with Micah the other day? I never got a chance to ask you.”

Brent rolled his eyes. “Micah’s a huge dick.”

“I didn’t ask why you were screwing him.”

With a snort, Brent muted the TV again. “It’s actually his tongue I’m with him for. The things he can do ....”

“Yeah, less fantasizing, more telling me what happened.” He didn’t want to think about Brent and Micah right now.

“He’s just freaking the fuck out about you coming out.”

“And you?”

“I’m cool with it. I hope you do come out. If it means you get the guy you want, go for it. It’ll be weird, but I’m sick of the lying too.” Brent had slept with a few of the puck bunnies but Nathan knew how much he’d hated it. “And tired of Micah’s drama too.”

“So stop sleeping with him and find a guy you actually like. If you don’t care about being outed, go to a bar or ask out someone in one of your classes.”

Brent groaned and scratched his stomach. “I’m too chicken. I don’t know how to be a gay dude.”

“Pretty sure it’s not much different unless you want it to be. You’re still you, you just happen to sleep with guys.”

“I know, but I’d still feel like an idiot.”

“I don’t know what to tell you then.” Nathan tossed the wrapper a little higher, juggling it between his palms. “You could ask Lowell out. He likes jocks and it sounded like he made an impression on you.”

Brent snorted but his cheeks turned faintly pink. “What the hell makes you say that?”

“You called him pretty the other day,” Nathan pointed out.

“He is pretty. What the hell else would you call him? He’s not exactly ruggedly handsome.”

“I’m not disagreeing. I just think it’s interesting he made such an impression on you.”

Brent flipped him off and turned the TV volume up. “Dude, this conversation is way too gay for me.”

Nathan rolled his eyes and pelted Brent with the wadded up trash as he stood up to go to his room. He’d let Brent get back to the game and stop bugging him about his love life. Nathan had his own to worry about.
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Caleb did his best to forget about Nathan for the next few days, but since he dreamed about him every night, he didn’t think he was very successful. He managed to hold it together during the day, but only because he had a huge final project in one of his classes demanding his attention. On campus, he was paranoid about running into Nathan again—or more accurately, Nathan finding him—but he was was nowhere to be seen. Caleb should have felt grateful but there was a small twinge of disappointment he tried to ignore. Lowell was surprisingly quiet on the subject although Caleb would swear he felt his roommate’s eyes on him when they were in the apartment, watching Caleb with an eerie intensity he found a little unsettling. As flighty and scattered as Lowell came off as sometimes, there was depth to his friend most people missed. Lowell knew exactly what Caleb was struggling with, but for once had decided to let Caleb keep it to himself. 

By Friday morning, Caleb was convinced Nathan had given up, so when he left the building after class, he didn’t look around to see if the hockey player was lurking anywhere. He smiled at the warm, sunny weather. Daffodils poked their heads out of the ground and it looked like nearly every student on campus was sunning on the lawn. Caleb was done with classes for the week and although he had a pile of homework, he was seriously contemplating taking one of the books he was supposed to read and plopping down in the sunshine for a few hours. 

He was lost in his own world, debating if he was hungry enough to go get food from the Union before finding a nice spot on the grass, when Harper elbowed him in the ribs. “Look, Caleb.”

She pointed to the bench next to the sidewalk and Caleb’s eyes widened when he saw what she was showing him. “Is that ... is that for me?”

Her tone was dry. “You are Caleb Stockwell as far as I know. Unless there’s something you haven’t been telling me.”

He blinked stupidly, too shocked to do anything but stare. There was a sign with his name propped up against the back of the bench and a small bag. He swallowed hard and stepped forward, hesitant. It was innocuous enough, a gift bag the exact same color as a grocery sack, but he had no idea what it contained. He didn’t have to look inside to know it was from Nathan. Even if he hadn’t recognized the writing on the sign, logic told him there was only one person determined to get his attention. 

There was no tissue in the bag and he took a deep breath and peered inside. In the bag was a can of pop—the same type they’d drunk in the prop loft the first time they kissed—and a baseball cap. As he pulled it out, he realized it was the exact same baseball cap Nathan had worn in high school. Not a replacement. Even after four years, Caleb recognized the dark smudge on the left side. It was ratty and worn, but memories came flooding back when Caleb looked at it. 

He set the bag on the bench and turned the cap around in his hands. His thumb traced the stitching on the embroidered Red Wings logo. Nathan had loved the hat, Caleb remembered. It had almost seemed like a lucky talisman, something he cherished. It had seemed as much of a part of him as his dark curls and long legs. So why was Nathan giving it to him? What did it mean? His stomach gave a weird little lurch he tried to ignore.

He picked the bag up again and peered inside. Between the can of soda and the side of the bag was a folded piece of paper. It took another deep breath for him to convince himself to pull it out and look at it. The cap dangled from his fingers as he read the note. 

Because I haven’t forgotten how you made me feel. -Nathan

Nothing more than a single, scrawled line and the name of the man who seemed intent on turning Caleb’s world upside down. 

His heart clenched and he rubbed absently at his chest. It was working. He didn’t know which way was up these days. He’d felt off-kilter since the damn party at Terry’s place. The urge to find Nathan tugged at Caleb, making him question his resolve to ignore him. He folded the note again and tucked it into his pocket, feeling like it was scorching his upper thigh. He turned the cap around and around in his hands for a moment before jamming it on his head. It fit, although it was clear it had molded to Nathan’s head in the years he’d worn it. He caught a whiff of scent, probably Nathan’s shampoo, the same clean, minty scent he’d used four years ago and memories rushed over Caleb. 

He could hear the echo of Nathan’s whispered words, feel the ghost of hands on his hips, and he was right back in the midst of falling in love with the hockey player who was nothing at all like Caleb had imagined. “This is the first time it’s ever felt real to me.” 

The spine-tingling feelings of first attraction prickled his body. He’d slept with men and women since then, but no one had made him feel as intensely as Nathan had. No touch had made him hard so fast, no kiss had made his heart flutter the same way. Was it the thrill of first love? The newness of a first kiss or the sheer intensity of being eighteen? Or, was it Nathan? Was it Nathan who brought out something in him no one else did? If he let Nathan apologize, forgave him, and gave him another chance, would it feel like the same? 

He wanted it so intensely his chest ached, but never far from memories of falling for Nathan were the memories of what happened after. The acute, shattering pain of finding out Nathan didn’t love him the way he swore he did. The weeks and months Caleb felt like he was in a fog, drowning in pain and confusion. The time spent picking up the tiny splinters of his heart and painstakingly piecing them back together to make himself whole. The first day he could feel and taste after months of foggy numbness of nothing.

No matter how much his skin prickled with the remembered pleasure of Nathan’s touch, he couldn’t do it. Couldn’t risk the horrible pain another time. The idea of being with Nathan again was tempting. But when Caleb remembered the way Nathan made him feel, the pain he’d caused far outweighed the happiness.

“Caleb,” Lowell said sharply. He blinked and the world came into focus as he shook his head to clear out the lingering cobwebs. Caleb stood inside the entrance to the apartment and realized he couldn’t actually remember the drive from campus to the apartment. Scary. He had a vague memory of grabbing the bag and sign and saying goodbye to Harper, leaving her staring after him, bewildered. 

“Huh?”

Lowell’s soft fingertips brushed his cheek; cool like always. “What’s wrong, sweetie? Did something happen?” Caleb laughed hollowly, staring at the thick, dark lashes that fringed his friend’s eyes. Blue, green, grey, he could never decide what color Lowell’s eyes were. Right now they looked grey, dark and narrowed; worried. “Talk to me, Caleb. Tell me what happened.”

“Nathan.” Caleb laughed and it sounded a little hysterical. “Nathan happened and I don’t think I can do this again.”

He realized he was shaking and some dim part of him realized how out of control he sounded. How off. Cool fingers continued to stroke his cheek. “Do what?”

“Love him.” The words left his mouth before he could stop them and dissolved into a teary laugh. He buried his head against Lowell’s shoulder, sobs ripping through him so fast he couldn’t stop them. “He wants me to but I can’t. I can’t do it.”

“Shh, sweetie. Let it out if you need to,” Lowell coaxed, pulling him closer, his slender arms strong as he held Caleb close. Caleb closed his eyes and followed Lowell’s instruction, letting the tears out, too exhausted to fight them. His emotions were too close to the surface, remembered pain fueling his current confused state. He cried for a long time, until they were no more than hiccups and a stomach ache. His eyes stung when he finally pulled back and he rubbed at them before looking Lowell in the eye. Caleb didn’t cry often, but the few times he had were on Lowell’s shoulder when his mother had found a lump in her breast his sophomore year of college. The terror of the possibility of it being cancer and the relief at finding out it was benign were more than he’d been able to handle alone. No matter how narrow, Lowell’s shoulders were always strong enough to support Caleb when he needed it. He knew he was lucky to have Lowell as a friend and he gave him a grateful squeeze.

As Lowell took his hand and led him over to the couch, Caleb realized he still held the bag and sign from Nathan in his hand. He let out a hiccupping laugh. Lowell sat and pulled Caleb down onto the couch next to him. Caleb tossed the items on the coffee table and took off the baseball cap, throwing it in the same general direction, and was vaguely surprised when it landed more or less where he intended. He turned and settled on his back with his head on Lowell’s thigh, realizing his roommate wore sweats. “Were you headed to Pilates?” He rubbed his hands over his face, trying to get his brain to start working properly. His voice was nasal and thick from crying and he felt like his head was buried in cotton.

“Yeah, but don’t worry about it.” Lowell waved off his concern and slid his fingers through Caleb’s bangs. “You need to talk and that’s more important.”

Caleb was too exhausted to argue. “I’m a hot mess.”

“This isn’t news, sweets.” Lowell smiled down at him. “Tell me what I don’t know. You saw Nathan again today?”

“Surprisingly, no. I’ve been bracing myself for it all week but he hasn’t appeared so I thought maybe he gave up. Harper pointed out this bag and sign on the bench outside of the building when we left Development of Theatre Art.” He gestured toward the coffee table. Lowell leaned forward and inspected everything briefly for a moment. 

“No note?” 

Caleb dug it out of his pocket and handed it to Lowell without a word. Lowell whistled softly after he read it and Caleb smiled. Lowell sounded like a bird when he whistled, all twittery and light. “What’s the significance of the can of soda?”

Caleb explained and Lowell nodded. “Hmm, good memory. What about the cap?”

“It was his favorite. He wore it all the time. Unless we were fooling around, he had it on.” He thought of the first time they made out, and the smudge on the side the side of the hat from when it got knocked to the ground. He hated the way the memory brought a soft, fluttery feeling to his chest.

“Hmm.”

“What does hmm mean?” Caleb craned his neck to look up at Lowell who resumed stroking Caleb’s hair. 

“It means he’s not going to magically go away,” Lowell said softly. “He’s given you something important to him. This is more than an apology for what he did then. He still loves you, Caleb. I suspected it the night we went out for coffee but now I’m sure of it.”

“He told you?”

“Not in so many words, but I could see it.” 

Caleb wanted to argue but Lowell was too shrewd of a judge of character for him to argue. Damn his psychology classes and brilliant brain. “That doesn’t change the fact it would be a bad idea.”

“Why?” Lowell’s gaze was probing.

There was a hitch in Caleb’s voice when he spoke. “Because loving Nathan almost broke me once.”

Lowell’s stroking paused, then resumed again almost immediately. “Why didn’t you ever tell me any of this?”

“Because I wanted to forget about it. If I didn’t talk about it, it didn’t happen.”

Lowell gave him a sad smile and ruffled his hair. “Doesn’t work that way, sweets.”

“I know.” His eyes closed and they were silent for a few long moments. Lowell kept playing with Caleb’s hair, soothing him. He felt himself relax; Lowell had always been able to calm him when he needed it. Once or twice Caleb had idly contemplated dating his best friend. The idea always struck him as ludicrous though. Neither of them were each other’s type. Lowell was the prettiest person he’d ever seen—male or female—but he didn’t appeal to Caleb in a sexual way. He loved Lowell, more than he loved anyone but his mom, but as a brother and a friend. Not the way he’d loved Nathan. 

“What do I do?” he asked hollowly.

“What do you want to do?”

“Ignore Nathan until the school year’s over and move to Chicago and forget about him.”

“Will you?”

“Will I what?”

“Forget about him. Or will you spend the rest of your life wondering what might have happened?” Lowell’s voice was soft, but as always, his honesty pierced right through Caleb.

“I hate when you’re right.”

Lowell bent over and kissed his forehead. “I know.” Gently lifting Caleb’s head, Lowell slid out from under him and settled him on the couch cushion. “Time for chocolate chip cookies and cheesy musicals.”

Caleb opened his eyes and propped himself up on his elbows as he watched Lowell glide toward the kitchen, somehow managing to look stylish in grey sweatpants and sleeveless shirt. He envied Lowell’s grace and calm sometimes. “Don’t you have plans this afternoon?”

“Nothing I can’t put off.” Lowell turned and looked at him from the doorway of the kitchen. Silhouetted in the sunlight, he looked too beautiful to be human. Caleb had met Lowell for the first time at a Halloween party, dressed as an angel, and the image stuck with him. The wings had suited him. “I’m here for you, hun,” he said lightly. “Later, there will be plenty of time to figure out what you’re going to do. For now, Operation Distract Caleb is underway.” 

What would he do without a friend like Lowell? 

Caleb managed a smile as he flopped back on the sofa, but it faded at the sight of the baseball hat lying on the coffee table next to the pop can. Something about the image took him right back to the first time he’d given Nathan a blow job. 
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“I swear you’re addicted to those things.” 

Caleb looked up from his history book and smiled at Nathan. He sat at the other end of the sofa, sprawled against the armrest. Caleb faced him, legs drawn up so he sat cross-legged. He’d kicked off his shoes a while ago and they’d been studying for at least an hour. “Probably.” He popped another handful of Skittles in his mouth and tried to smile at Nathan while he chewed. Nathan leaned forward, depositing his empty can on the makeshift coffee table they rigged up with a couple of milk crates and some boards.

Nathan grinned and grabbed the front of his shirt. “I like the way they taste too.” Nathan’s tongue slid between his lips, his tongue searching. Only Caleb didn’t think it was candy he was after. Caleb shivered at the thorough deliberateness, wondering if he’d studied enough for Nathan to let them fool around. The past few weeks had been friggin’ amazing. He and Nathan could hardly keep their hands off each other and his grades were finally in an acceptable rage. With only a few more weeks of school left, Caleb was on Cloud Nine. Of course, his friends were starting to wonder why he was never free and his mother shot him suspicious looks every day at the dinner table when she asked how things were going with Nathan, but he couldn’t complain. He was too damn happy to care. Nathan’s hand slid down his back and tucked into the waistband of his jeans as he pulled back a few inches. “Yeah, they definitely taste best this way.”

Caleb squirmed and reached between them to grab his book and toss it on the floor out of the way. He took off Nathan’s cap, flipping it onto the coffee table where it skidded to a stop beside the pop can. “Are you sure? I could let you test the idea again, if you want.”

Nathan groaned, but he didn’t argue when Caleb shifted their bodies so he was straddling the hockey player. “What about studying? Shouldn’t we—”

Caleb cut him off. “I’m good. I promise.” Caleb ducked his head and kissed Nathan again, letting his weight settle more heavily on the guy beneath him. He was panting when he finally pulled away and Nathan’s fingers tightly gripped the back of his upper thigh. Caleb kissed down over Nathan’s chin, letting his nose nuzzle the cleft there as he worked his way down. Nathan had let his facial hair grow in more and it was soft enough that it didn’t scratch Caleb’s face anymore. He smiled at the thought of Nathan’s concern for his comfort. He inhaled Nathan’s minty scent as he explored Nathan’s neck and collarbone. Most of the guys in school either smelled like they bathed in cheap body spray or they didn’t use any product at all and smelled like a combination of wet dog and B.O., but Nathan always smelled clean and sweet. 

“God, Caleb.” Nathan’s voice sounded strained and he tilted his hips away, reaching between them to adjust his cock. It always made Caleb flushed and giddy feeling when he thought about Nathan being hard for him. 

“You like that?” Caleb whispered. He didn’t know anything about talking dirty but he’d watched enough porn he should be able to give it a shot. Except he hadn’t counted on the embarrassment factor. 

Nathan’s response was a wordless groan as their bodies met again, but this time their cocks aligned, rubbing together through two layers of denim. Nathan’s hands landed on his thighs and Caleb’s eyes rolled back in his head as the grip tightened. As good as rubbing off together felt, he wanted more. A hand job at least, although for the last few weeks he’d been imagining what it would be like to give Nathan a blowjob. Feeling like a dork, he searched online for tips and wasn’t sure if they made him more confident or more freaked out. Either way, he wanted to try. He’d been wary at first, afraid Nathan was going to make fun of both his lack of knowledge and his eagerness, but it seemed like Nathan was equally inexperienced and eager. Being with him didn’t make Caleb uncomfortable anymore. He trusted the hockey player and his sweet smiles and gentle voice. He trusted the look in his blue eyes.

It didn’t matter that they couldn’t look at each other in the halls and no one could know about them. The stolen moments in the prop loft were enough. Caleb scooted back, dragging his hands down Nathan’s shirt, feeling the hard muscles underneath. 

Nathan’s eyes fluttered open and he gave Caleb a puzzled smile. “What are you doing?”

“Uhm.” Caleb clamped bottom lip between his teeth as he reached the waistband of Nathan’s jeans. “Just trust me.”

Nathan lifted an arm and let it fall above his head, his gaze curious. “Okay.”

Caleb carefully lowered to the floor so he was kneeling between Nathan’s spread thighs. Nathan’s lips parted, but he didn’t say anything as Caleb unbuttoned his jeans. Caleb’s fingers were trembling when he slowly slid the zipper down but he wet his lips at the sight of the bulge between Nathan’s thighs. He’d jerked Nathan off once, but Caleb felt dizzy at the thought of tasting him. His touch was tentative, but Nathan moaned when Caleb slowly caressed his cock through the stretchy black fabric. Caleb’s knees ached from the cold, hard concrete already so he grabbed the pillow they’d pushed off the couch earlier and situated it under him, not wanting anything to distract him from making Nathan feel good.

Caleb rose up a little and placed a kiss on Nathan’s flat stomach, the fine, dark hairs tickling his lips. He could smell Nathan now, not just the sweet, clean mint but another scent, one so musky and manly Caleb felt his cock twitch in his jeans. Holy shit, holy shit, holy shit, I’m about to give a guy a blowjob, he thought. He was so hard he felt lightheaded. He let his lips move down over the fabric-covered length of Nathan’s cock as he reached down to release his own. He didn’t push down his jeans, but the undone zipper and button was enough to give him a little relief and he groaned against Nathan’s skin.

He closed his eyes and blindly reached for the elastic band at the top of Nathan’s boxer briefs, tugging them down. Nathan’s hips tilted up, helping him wiggle them down to his thighs and he groaned when the gesture made his bare cock come in contact with Caleb’s lips for the first time. “Oh fuck,” Nathan said with a gasp.

Caleb smiled and looked up through his lashes at Nathan as he placed a kiss—this one much more deliberate—on the smooth length of his cock. Caleb tentatively reached his tongue out, licking the skin, and he was unprepared for the flavor. Sweet musk and something salty, which made Caleb curious to try more. He licked a stripe upwards, the clear liquid there a more concentrated flavor. Nathan squirmed under him, his hand tentative as it landed on Caleb’s head. “Shit.”

Feeling more confident, Caleb continued to explore with his tongue, wrapping one hand around the base of Nathan’s cock to pull it forward. He kissed all along the head, swirling his tongue around and around when he realized the motion made Nathan moan. He fit his mouth around Nathan and slid down as far as he could go without gagging. It wasn’t very far, but Nathan didn’t seem to be complaining. With his head thrown back and his eyes clenched tightly shut, Nathan appeared perfectly content to let Caleb do anything he wanted. So he did. 

Licking and sucking the tip of Nathan’s cock as he let the shaft slide through his fist, Caleb kept going until his jaw ached. He realized his own cock was trapped between his stomach and the couch and he rocked forward tentatively, feeling a jolt of pleasure go through him at the pressure. Nathan panted harshly, his whole body tensing under Caleb as he continued to move. Nathan pushed him away and he yanked up his shirt. He came with a hoarse grunt, come spattering up across his belly and chest. After he was done, he let out a low, drawn out groan and relaxed, his whole body going limp. 

He opened his eyes and they were heavy-lidded and so blue as he gazed at Caleb. “Shit, that was ...” He shook his head. “Amazing.” He reached down and stroked his palm slowly up his cock, his lips curling up in a smile. Caleb was so hard he ached but he smiled back.

Caleb watched, staring at the glistening come on Nathan’s skin as he wondered if he was grateful or disappointed that he didn’t have a chance to swallow. They were both virgins, so at least he didn’t have to worry about their health. He bent down and tentatively licked at a spot on Nathan’s belly, which made Nathan groan and his cock give an interested twitch. The taste was bitter and salty, the texture strange on his tongue, but he continued, intrigued by it and turned on at the idea of what he was doing. He pushed a little harder against the couch and the pressure was enough to send him over the edge, his balls drawing up tight as he shuddered and spurted, come seeping through his boxers as he pressed his forehead against Nathan’s hip. His teeth clamped down on his lower lip so he didn’t let out a sound as he came.

It took a moment for it all to sink in and when it did, he flushed knowing he’d given his first blowjob and come in his own pants. When he looked up, Nathan gave him another lazy smile and tugged at his shirt. Careful not to drag his clothes through the mess on Nathan’s skin, he tugged his jeans up and slid into the space between Nathan and the back of the couch, settling into the crook of his arm. 

Nathan’s voice was husky. “God, Caleb, I can’t believe you ...” He pressed his lips against Caleb’s hair.

Caleb bit back a smile, unable to look Nathan in the eye. “You liked it?”

“I don’t think like covers it. It was fucking amazing.” Nathan reached down and dug through his bag, pulling out a packet of wipes to clean up with. Caleb helped him pull up his pants, awkwardly because Nathan’s arm was still around him, and realized the come in his underwear was cooling and growing sticky. Nathan tossed the dirty wipes on the floor and turned back to Caleb. “You must be so hard. Do you want me to suck you off?” His voice cracked a little and Caleb wondered if Nathan was nervous. 

Caleb’s heart raced at the thought of Nathan’s mouth on him, but he chewed at his lip for a minute before he admitted the truth. “Umm, I already came.” He buried his head against Nathan’s shoulder and Nathan stroked Caleb’s hair, holding him close. 

“Wow. That’s hot. Next time then.” Caleb felt a jolt of anticipation go through him as he imagined it, grateful Nathan didn’t think he was lame for coming in his pants. “Need a wipe?”

“Yeah, please,” he said gruffly. Nathan watched as he cleaned up and they both re-dressed before they got comfortable again. It was close to time for them to go home but Caleb didn’t want to leave the warm circle of Nathan’s arms. Their legs tangled together and Nathan picked up the discarded bag of Skittles and shared them, popping a couple in Caleb’s mouth before tossing some in his own. 

“I’ll never be able to see these again without thinking about what you did,” Nathan said, crunching down on a mouthful of candy. “Without thinking about you.” They shared a smile and Caleb felt warmth in his chest when Nathan slipped an orange candy between his lips. His tongue darted out to touch Nathan’s fingertip and it made Nathan growl playfully. 

After the candy was gone, they made out for a while and Caleb floated home with the sugary-sweet taste in his mouth and the memory of Nathan holding him like he was something precious. 
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Nathan watched as Caleb spotted the sign with his name on it, worrying he might walk by without stopping. But after a moment’s pause, he walked to the bench and picked up the bag. Nathan was a short distance away, tucked around the corner of the building and was prepared to duck behind the brick if Caleb looked around for him. But Caleb seemed strangely focused. He was in profile to Nathan and there was a glimpse of a smile on his face as he looked in the bag. 

Realizing he was gripping the brick a little too tightly, Nathan eased up as he watched Caleb pull the note out and read it. Caleb’s forehead wrinkled and he stared at the note for a long time. Nathan held his breath while he waited for a reaction and let it out in a relieved whoosh when the note went in Caleb’s pocket instead of being crumpled on the ground like he half-expected. His heart skipped a beat when Caleb put the hat on and he wondered if Caleb understood the significance. He stepped out of his hiding spot, hoping Caleb would see him and be willing to talk, but he seemed focused on the gift. 

A few moments later, Caleb left without a single look around. Nathan joined Harper on the sidewalk as the small crowd of people who’d gathered nearby gave him puzzled looks. He wondered if any of them would approach him, but they dispersed, whispering to each other, and he turned to look at Harper. “How do you think it went?”

“I don’t know,” she replied, sounding baffled. “It seemed like he wasn’t even looking at me when he said goodbye, but I guess it’s a good sign he didn’t leave the gift here or throw it out.”

“I guess all I can do is hope,” Nathan said quietly. 

Harper looked up at him. “You really care about him, don’t you?”

He nodded. “I’ll never regret anything as much as staying closeted and fucking up things between us.”

“I really hope it works out for you. You need any more ideas from me?”

“No, I think I have it covered, but I appreciate it.” He gave her a grateful smile.

“Great.” She gave him a brief smile in return. “I’ll see you around, k?”

“Sure.”

Nathan spent the rest of the day planning his next move. He was distractedly playing around on his computer, compiling a playlist of songs later that night when Brent popped his head in the room. 

“You want to hit the bars with some of the guys on the team?”

Nathan shook his head. “Nah. I don’t think I’m in the mood, and I really don’t feel like playing straight tonight.”

Brent grimaced. “Agreed. I could use a drink though, so I’m headed out. I think Micah’s meeting me here after though, so head’s up.”

Nathan groaned inwardly. Fantastic, another night sleeping with headphones in, trying to ignore the two of them going at it. “So much for Micah being a huge dick.”

Brent gave him a sheepish smile. “I’m horny.”

Nathan rolled his eyes. “Do you know how long it’s been since I’ve had sex? I promise, you can survive without it.”

“But why when it’s available?” Brent laughed and gave Nathan a wink. “Besides, you could always join us.”

“Not a chance.” He turned back to his laptop and flipped his roommate off without even looking. Brent wasn’t serious anyway.

“See you tomorrow then?” 

“Sure. Don’t drink too much,” he said absently. But Brent was already gone.

Hours later, when Nathan heard the slam of the front door and the muffled laughter of two guys, he stuck headphones in his ears so he could continue working. He was too busy creating the surprise for Caleb to care if his roommate was getting laid. 

Nathan slept in late the next morning and Micah was gone by the time he finally staggered out of his bedroom. Brent was in the living room eating cereal and watching cartoons, and he managed a halfhearted wave when Nathan appeared in the doorway. Slouched on the couch wearing a pair of low-slung basketball shorts and a wife beater, he looked like he’d been run over by a train. 

“On a scale of one to ten, how hungover are you?”

“Fourteen,” Brent muttered. “Between the tequila and Micah pounding my ass, I kind of want to die.”

Nathan snorted. “When will you ever learn to listen to me?”

“Probably never.” Brent made a face at his barely touched bowl of cereal and sat up far enough to place it on the coffee table. “Sorry if we were too loud last night.”

“I invested in a good pair of noise-canceling headphones for a reason,” Nathan replied drily. 

“Did you get whatever you were working on done last night?”

“Yeah. I made some mixed CDs for Caleb. I probably stayed up later than you two to finish them. The wall wasn’t shaking anymore when I went to bed anyway.” Brent gave him an amused smile. “I’m guessing you aren’t feeling up to going to the gym with me.”

Brent groaned and flung an arm over his eyes. “Fuck no. I’m going to stay here on the couch and feel sorry for myself.”

“Have fun.” Nathan pushed off the wall. “Want a Gatorade?”

“Please. I swear, half the reason I’m so fucking hungover today is because I’m dehydrated from sweating so much. Whatever his damage, Micah is seriously a machine in bed.”

Nathan ignored the comment and walked into the kitchen for the sports drink. “Head’s up,” he called when he returned, and Brent lifted his head just enough to catch it in time. 

“Thanks, dude.”

“No prob. Feel better.”

He returned to his bedroom to grab his gym bag but a knock on the door startled him. 

“Can you grab the door?” he called out. A moment later, he heard Brent grumble and stomp toward the front of the apartment. When Nathan walked in the living room a few minutes later, he didn’t expect to see Lowell smiling at Brent who was stammering like an idiot. “Yeah, yeah, Geo was a great class. I—I mean it was lame, but totally easy, right? Did you like it? I thought the prof was—”

“Hey. Everything okay, Lowell?” he interrupted, dumping his gym bag on the floor.

A frown crossed Lowell’s pretty features. “Not really.”

“Caleb?” Fear spiked through him and he wondered if Caleb was hurt or sick.

Lowell’s expression softened as if he could read the fear in Nathan’s eyes. “He’s fine. Or at least not injured or anything. Your gifts really shook him up yesterday, though. I wanted to come talk to you about it.”

“Um, I should go,” Brent blurted out as he made a beeline for the bedroom. “Bye, Lowell.”

The puzzled look Lowell shot after him was at odds with the light tone he used when he called after Brent. “See you around, sweetie.”

Nathan cleared his throat, bemused by the vibes from both of them. “Sorry about Brent, he’s ... hungover.”

Lowell’s teeth gleamed white as he shot Nathan a smile. “I hate to see him leave but I do like watching him go. Especially in those shorts.”

Nathan grinned despite the lingering worry about Caleb. “C’mon, let’s go talk. You want anything to drink?”

“Do you have tea?”

Nathan made a face. “Uhh, nope. Water okay?”

“Sure.”

“Get comfy, I’ll be right back.” Nathan felt nearly frantic by the time he returned to the living room and handed Lowell a bottle of water, desperate to know what was going on with Caleb. “So what the hell happened yesterday? Caleb seemed pretty okay when he opened the gifts to me.”

“You were there?” Lowell gave him a startled look. “He didn’t mention it.”

“He didn’t know I was there.”

“Hmm. Okay. I don’t know what happened exactly, I just know he looked like a zombie when he came home and he barely made it in the door before he burst into tears. Mind you I’ve only seen that boy cry twice since we met four years ago and once was when he thought his mom had cancer and the other was when she got the all-clear.”

“Fuck,” Nathan swore. “My goal wasn’t to make him cry. I wanted him to remember the good times, you know?”

“I know.” Lowell smiled sadly. “He said loving you almost broke him once though. He said he couldn’t do it again.”

Nathan buried his head in his hands “How bad was it? How much did I hurt him then?”

“He hasn’t talked about it with me until now, but since it’s been four years and it’s clearly still raw, I think you hurt him quite badly.”

Nathan lifted his head to meet Lowell’s gaze and drew in a deep, shuddering breath. “Am I making a mistake? Should I let it go? I want him back but if this is hurting him ...”

“I’m hoping yesterday was him finally getting out all of the emotions he’s been bottling up, but I don’t know. I guess keep trying for now. If I think it’s more than he can handle, I’ll let you know.”

“Seems fair.” Nathan sighed and sat back. “How the hell did you figure out where Brent and I live, by the way?”

Lowell’s lips curved up in a wicked little grin as he batted his eyelashes. “Oh, sweetie, I have my ways. Do you know how many athletes go to this school? Trust me, you and Brent aren’t the only gay jocks I know, and there are plenty of bi-curious or in the closet gay boys who owe me a favor.”

Nathan shook his head and chuckled. “Do you only date jocks?”

“Who said anything about dating?” Lowell asked, incredulous.

“Fine, are you only attracted to them?”

Lowell shrugged. “I do have a type.”

“Huh.” 

Lowell rose, his movement so graceful Nathan wondered if he was a dancer. “Look, I should go. I just wanted to talk to you about Caleb.”

"I am glad you came by." Nathan let out a heavy sigh as they walked toward the front door. "Promise me you'll tell me if you think I should back off. I don't want to hurt Caleb. I want to make it better."

Lowell gave him a small smile. "I know. But I’m starting think you'd be good for him."

"I want to be but I feel like I’m fucking it all up."

"He doesn't trust easily. It took me a long time to get him to open up to me."

"But is that because I hurt him? Or is it something else?"

Lowell shrugged helplessly. "I don't know."

"It just makes me wonder."

Lowell reached for the door and Nathan grabbed his gym bag. "I'm headed to the gym so I'll walk you out."

“Thanks.”

Nathan was silent as they walked down the steps and into the parking lot. Lowell clicked his key fob and the lights on a black Porsche Panamera flashed.

Nathan let out a low whistle. "That's yours? What did you do, rob a bank?"

Lowell's cheeks turned faintly pink. "Family money."

"It's amazing."

“I do love it,” Lowell admitted, running a caressing hand over it. 

“Jesus, if Brent sees this he’ll come in his pants. I suspect he already has a thing for you, but this will tip him right over the edge.”

Lowell’s eyes sparkled. “You really think he’s interested?”

Nathan snorted and hiked the bag higher on his shoulder. “He doesn’t know what to do about it, but trust me, he’s interested. I’ve never heard him get flustered before.”

“Good to know.” The smile Lowell gave him was blinding for a brief moment, then fell, his expression growing serious. “I guess I shouldn’t even think about it until you and Caleb get things worked out though.”

“Do you really think we will?”

Lowell nodded. “One way or another. As his friend, my instinct should be to tell him to stay away from the guy who broke his heart, but ...”

“I hope eventually he’ll be able to see I’ve grown up since then and my priorities have changed. I shouldn’t have let hockey get in the way of being with someone I love. I shouldn’t have let ... well, let’s just say I made some incredibly stupid decisions because of what other people expected of me.”

Lowell’s one-shouldered shrug was eloquent. “Maybe it was for the best.”

That stung. All Nathan could do was stare at Lowell for a moment. “How can it possibly be for the best?”

“How many high school relationships actually last through college? Maybe this way you both got a chance to do the things you needed to do and grow up. You can get it right this time and make it last.”

Nathan’s heart soared at the thought. “I hadn’t considered that.”

“I’m not a huge believer in fate, but generally, I think things work out the way they need to. We get what we need, whether it’s what we want or not.”
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Chapter Thirteen 


Caleb - 2013
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Caleb braced himself as he walked out of class the following Monday, unsurprised to see another bag and sign waiting for him. He couldn't tell what the feeling in his stomach was. He wanted to believe it was frustration that Nathan wasn't stopping his determined assault, but he knew frustration wasn’t all of it. He refused to acknowledge the small thrum of excitement he also felt. Along with curiosity to see what was in the bag. 

The bag of Skittles made him smile as he pulled them out, although the smile dimmed when he remembered he hadn’t touched them in four years. It was stupid and childish, but any reminder of Nathan had been too much for him to handle. The wrapper crinkled in his hand and he heard the rattle of the candies as he slipped them back into the bag. He could almost taste them, and his heart beat too fast at the associated memory of sucking Nathan off for the first time. Worse than that, though was the lingering feel of Nathan’s arm around him and the way those blue eyes had looked at him. 

Then, he’d fallen so hard and fast he hadn’t had time to consider how things would end with Nathan. Even if Nathan had been the guy he’d seemed to be, someone he could trust, they could never have gone public with their relationship. It would have meant four years of hiding while they were in college, then, who knew how much longer until Nathan was ready to come out of the closet. Could he have done it? He wasn’t so sure. Maybe it was just as well their relationship had ended. Although he still didn’t understand what had happened at prom. Why Nathan had suddenly acted like he didn’t care about Caleb at all.

Caleb sighed and looked down again, reaching in the bag to pull out several burned CDs. He examined them, but other than an unhelpful scrawled Vol. 1, 2, and 3, there was nothing to give him a clue what they were about. He remembered talking about music with Nathan, in between the kissing and studying, but they had talked about many other things as well. 

The letter made him pause. He opened it, but it was too long for him to read right then and he wasn't sure how it would make him react. After his reaction the other day, he wasn't sure he trusted himself. The talk with Lowell had helped put things in perspective, but it didn't mean he was feeling ready to forgive Nathan. He glanced around, noticing the students lingering, staring at him. He wondered how out of it he'd been the time before and what kind of reaction they were expecting from him. For that matter, where was Nathan? He glanced around, half-expecting to see the hockey player lurking somewhere nearby, but he didn't see him. What exactly was Nathan's goal? Was he just trying to get Caleb's attention? Did he simply want to apologize, or was he looking for more?

He glanced around again, as if he'd find answers lurking nearby, but all he saw was Harper standing near him, her gaze inquisitive. "What did you get this time?" she asked. He showed her and she nodded. "What did the note say?" 

"I haven't read it yet."

“It seems like he’s really making an effort.” 

Caleb sighed. “Yeah.”

“I mean, I’d be pretty flattered if someone made grand gestures for me.”

“I suppose.” He made a face. “I don’t know what he’s getting out of this anyway. It’s not like he’s around. Hell, I don’t even know how he figured out where my classes are.”

If Caleb hadn’t been looking straight at Harper, and if he hadn’t know her so well, he would never have caught the brief flicker of discomfort that crossed her face. He frowned at her and cocked his head. “Wait a minute. Lowell swore he isn’t helping Nathan, but what about you?”

Harper played with her lip ring. “Uhm.”

“Goddamn it. Why? Why the fuck would you help him, Harper?”

“Well, he didn’t go into any detail about your past, but he’s clearly sorry about what happened before. He at least deserves a chance to apologize!”

Caleb crossed his arms over his chest and scowled. “You of all people though? Christ, Harper, I know we were never serious when we fooled around but we damn well are friends. At least I thought so.”

“Don’t get self-righteous with me. You never told me about your past with him.”

“I was trying to protect his privacy!” Caleb shouted. “I wasn’t about to out him and ruin his hockey career.” He winced when he realized how loud he’d spoken, and from the gawking students around, they’d caught every word he said. “Shit. Fuck! I didn’t mean to make it worse,” he muttered more quietly. “Christ, he’s going to be pissed.”

“I don’t think he will. Because when we talked in the library last weekend, he sounded more than willing to out himself.”

Caleb reeled at the words. “You have to be joking.”

“I’m not. Look, Caleb he seems like a nice guy who is sincerely sorry about what he did in the past. Whether you choose to forgive him or not is up to you, but at this point, you’re hurting yourself at least as much as you’re hurting him. And that’s childish.”

“That’s the problem with Nathan,” he said quietly. “He seems like a nice guy and you think you can trust him, right until he betrays you and breaks your heart.”

***
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Caleb forced himself to go to class and focus on school, but the letter from Nathan felt like it was burning a hole in his pocket. He would swear he could feel the heat against his thigh, sense the words scorching his skin. Would they be embedded on his leg when he took his jeans off later today? 

By the time class wrapped up, he hardly knew what it had been about. He glanced down at the half a dozen scrawled notes and realized he’d missed most of the review for the upcoming exam. He shoved his notebook in his bag with an annoyed sigh before trudging to the lot where his car was parked. 

He forced himself to ignore the letter until he was home and had made himself a quick dinner. After he’d choked down food, washed the dishes, and cleaned the kitchen, he realized he couldn’t stall any longer. He went in his room and shut the door, flopping down on the tan bedspread. 

His hands shook as he slid a finger under the sealed flap of the envelope, tearing it open messily. He swallowed the rising anxiety and unfolded the letter. 

Caleb,

I fucked this up in person, so maybe I’ll do better in a letter. Before everything else, I want to say I’m sorry. I’m sorry I didn’t have the courage to do what I wanted to in high school. I loved you. I know I told you, but do you remember the day I told you how I felt? God, I’ve never been so fucking scared in my life but I meant it, Caleb. Whatever happened after, I meant every word I said to you when I said I love you and I’ve never been happier than when I heard you say it back. 

Caleb closed his eyes tightly, fighting back the onslaught of memories the letter brought on. Fuck, he hadn’t thought about that day in years and he didn’t want to now.
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Chapter Fourteen 


Caleb - 2009
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The first crack in their happy little world happened completely out of the blue. Caleb stood next to Robbie’s locker trying to surreptitiously watch Nathan get books out of his locker when he felt someone ram into him. He jolted forward, barely catching himself before his head slammed into the locker door in front of him. 

“Queer.”

“Faggot.” 

Caleb didn’t have to turn around to know it was Jimmy and Pete, two of Nathan’s teammates. He ignored them, knowing no matter what he did or didn’t do, it would piss them off. Robbie winced and gave him a sympathetic look. 

“Didn’t you hear me, Cocksucker?” 

He felt a palm land flat against his back and he tried to brace himself but the shove sent him reeling into Robbie who grabbed him to keep them both from falling over. The voice behind him rose. “Oh look, the queers are making out in the hall. Disgusting.”

Caleb disentangled himself from Robbie and turned around, glaring at the bullies behind him. “Don’t you have anything better to do than harass me?” he asked coldly, feeling a whole lot less brave than he sounded. 

Jimmy scowled, his nose—broken several times in hockey games—adding to the menacing expression. “I think straightening out a little queer like you is a public service.”

Caleb felt exhausted all of a sudden, so tired of their bullshit and hate. Normally he kept quiet and moved along but this time, he couldn’t keep his mouth shut. “Jimmy, the only public service you could do is get plastic surgery. No one should have to look at your ugly mug.”

Jimmy snarled, and before Caleb knew what was happening, he was slammed against the locker, pain blossoming in his hip as it hit the padlock and in his head where it smashed against the metal vent. His feet dangled a few inches off the ground. “What did you say to me?”

Inches from Jimmy’s twisted, angry face, Caleb couldn’t help but think no amount of plastic surgery would ever fix it, but he wisely kept his mouth shut this time. “Nothing,” he muttered, closing his eyes. He was a coward who didn’t have the balls to stand up for himself. He hated that Nathan was there watching him get humiliated though. People were staring, they always did, and it wouldn’t take long for teachers to show up. At least it wouldn’t last long.

“That’s what I thought,” Jimmy snarled and slammed him against the locker again, making his teeth rattle. His eyes flew open when he heard Nathan’s voice, not coming from across the hall, but inches away.

“Leave him alone, Jimmy!” Nathan shouted. 

No, no, no, don't do this Nathan, don't risk it, he thought. But he felt relief when Nathan pried Jimmy's hand away and Caleb slid to his feet, struggling to keep his knees from buckling, and he was absurdly grateful for Robbie steadying him. 

"Go, Caleb," he heard Nathan say quietly, and he let Robbie pull him to safety. As he staggered away, heart pounding and body throbbing from the pain, he heard Nathan speak again. His voice was low and menacing. "Keep your hands off Caleb Stockwell, you hear me?"

Jimmy sounded sullen. "What are you, queer protector now, Rhodes?"

There was a long pause and it sounded like Nathan was gritting his teeth when he finally spoke. "I'm just looking out for you. If you get suspended you could fuck up your chance at playing for the Blackhawks someday." It wasn’t an idle threat—Jimmy was that good—but a suspension for fighting in school could fuck up his chances at playing in college which could lead to the big leagues. The whole school knew what his ambitions were. Caleb wasn’t sure if Nathan wanted to go pro, but he knew he’d earned a spot on the WMU team for next year. Nathan knew exactly how much Jimmy had to risk, but Nathan had plenty to risk too. Caleb should have felt relieved that Nathan had come up with a plausible reason for stopping the fight but he didn't. He was too worried about the consequences for Nathan.

"Are you okay?" Robbie asked and Caleb turned to his friend. Slighter than Caleb, he was every bit as much of a target. They'd known each other for years, gone to middle school and now high school together, and had even kissed at a party the year before. He was cute, with earnest blue eyes and blond curly hair, but he wasn't Caleb's type and he couldn't imagine falling for him like he had Nathan. Nathan, who had nearly risked everything for Caleb. It made him feel vaguely sick. Or maybe that was from getting slammed into the locker.

"Yeah, I'm okay." He winced as he became more aware of his injuries. He was going to be bruised and his head throbbed, but it was nothing he couldn't handle. "I think I'm going to skip last period though. I'll go up to the prop loft and hang out there for a while."

"Okay."

Robbie helped him up the stairs and settled him on the couch. "You need anything before I go?"

Caleb shook his head, fighting down the pain and nausea tearing through him. The final bell had gone off at least ten minutes ago so Robbie was already late to class. "I'm good. I'll take it easy, then head home."

"Call me tonight to let me know you're okay, all right? You hit your head pretty hard."

"Sure. Now go, you've done enough."

Caleb closed his eyes and was drifting off when he heard feet on the stairs. "I'm fine, Robbie," he said, exasperated. “I told you to go to class.”

He heard footsteps cross the floor, then the whisper of fabric close to him. He cracked one eye open. 

"Not Robbie," Nathan said quietly. "You okay?"

Caleb's eyes closed at the feel of Nathan's fingers stroking the hair at his forehead. "Yeah, I'm okay. You didn't have to check on me. You did enough."

Nathan's voice trembled. "No, I didn’t. God, when I saw your head hit the locker I wanted to kill Jimmy."

"He's your friend," Caleb joked.

Nathan's words were biting. "He's no friend of mine. Just an asshole teammate. He's not like you."

Caleb opened his eyes and gave Nathan a small smile. "I would hope not. I kinda thought I was the only one you made out with on this couch."

Nathan smiled and ran a hand through Caleb's hair. "You are, but that's not what I meant."

"Oh yeah?"

"You're the only one I can be myself with." Nathan leaned in and kissed him softly, but his hand brushed the back of Caleb's head, and made him hiss. "Shit." Nathan pulled back, his fingers gently exploring the spot. “You hurt?”

"I'll be okay." He tried not to wince when Nathan's probing fingers pressed a sore spot. 

"I thought you might have hit it pretty hard. No blood, but there’s a knot. Caleb, look at me." He glanced at Nathan and saw him frowning worriedly, his tone urgent. "Now look toward the light fixture for a second and back at me."

Caleb gave him a puzzled look and did as instructed. "What was that for?"

Nathan didn't answer. "Do you feel dizzy or sick to your stomach?"

"Uhh, no."

Nathan's long fingers grasped his chin. "Are you sure?" 

"Yes, I'm sure. What are you freaking out about?"

"Just wanted to be sure you don't have a concussion." Nathan's hands resumed their gentle stroking and Caleb closed his eyes again.

"It's not like you're a doctor."

"No, but I play hockey, remember. I've seen a few of them and they're nothing to mess around with." Caleb felt Nathan's lips pressed to his forehead for a moment. "I don't want anything bad to happen to you."

Caleb's chest felt warm all of a sudden. He didn't have words for how Nathan’s words made him feel, so he blindly reached out for Nathan's hand. Nathan clasped their hands together and they sat without moving until Caleb began to drift off. Nathan grasped him by the shoulder and shook. “Hey, you can’t sleep, Caleb.”

“Hmm? Why not?”

“If you do have a concussion it’s a bad idea.”

“I’m fine,” Caleb groused. 

“Will you humor me?”

“Fine.” He opened his eyes and looked at Nathan. “You look uncomfortable.” Nathan shrugged and Caleb patted the cushion beside him. “C’mon, come up here with me.” 

Caleb’s head throbbed when he sat up, but once they got settled, it subsided to a dull ache. He ended up with Nathan underneath him, his cheek pressed against the hockey player’s broad chest. Nathan spoke quietly, asking him questions and prompting him to speak. He grumbled a little, but it felt good to know Nathan cared. 

He almost didn’t mind the throbbing in his head when Nathan held him so close. He wasn’t in any hurry to get slammed against a locker again, but spending a few hours in Nathan’s arms after made it a lot more tolerable.

Since Nathan wouldn’t let him sleep, Caleb talked about his plans for the future and how he wasn’t sure if he wanted to try to make it as an actor or direct. 

“What about movies?” Nathan asked.

“No, don’t wanna do movies. Just stage.”

“I could never get up on stage.” Nathan slid his hands down Caleb’s back. 

Caleb grinned and kissed Nathan’s throat, trying not to be obvious as he sniffed him. Mint body wash, cologne, whatever it was Nathan wore smelled good, and Caleb couldn’t get enough of it. “I could never play hockey.”

“I love it.” Nathan sighed. “All of it. The speed, the feel of the ice under my skates, the thwack of the puck ... and the adrenaline, God, there’s nothing like it. ” Caleb could hear the passion in his voice.

“I feel the same way about the theater. My favorite moment is when I’m standing in the wings waiting to go on stage. The audience is out there; I can feel the energy from them and it makes my heart pound. When I step out the lights are so hot and bright and I can hardly breathe, but the minute I open my mouth, I’m someone else.”

“I like watching you on stage,” Nathan said as he roamed his hands across Caleb’s body. They slipped into the pockets of Caleb’s jeans and squeezed before moving up to his back again. 

“I’ve never seen you play hockey.” Caleb propped his head on his hand and looked down at Nathan. “I wish I had.”

“No big deal.” Nathan shrugged. “Have you ever skated?”

“Not since I was a little kid.”

“I wish I could take you to the rink sometime.” Nathan’s tone was melancholy. “I could teach you to skate.”

“I’d like that.” Caleb shifted and laid his head against Nathan’s shoulder.

“It’s so stupid. Why does anyone care?”

“Care about what?”

“That you’re a guy and I’m a guy and we, well, like each other.”

Caleb smiled against Nathan’s neck. “You like me?”

Nathan laughed, but he held Caleb a little tighter. “I ... I think I love you.”

Caleb’s head spun as he reared back and he wasn’t sure if it was the possible concussion or Nathan’s words. “You do?

Nathan swallowed audibly and nodded. “Yeah. I think I do.”

“Nathan.” Caleb’s voice broke and he pressed a kiss to Nathan’s lips. “I think I love you too,” he whispered. He wasn’t sure which of them moved first but they kissed and it was so good that when his head continued to spin he knew it was because of Nathan and not the head trauma.

Eventually, Nathan pulled away and tucked Caleb’s head against his neck again. 

“I don’t know why anyone cares how we feel about each other. I just wish they didn’t.” It hit Caleb all of a sudden: whatever this was with Nathan, it wasn’t going anywhere. It couldn’t. They couldn’t date, couldn’t go to prom, couldn’t be anything but a couple of guys who fooled around occasionally in secret. 

It was scary though, because he’d fallen for Nathan. Caleb knew he should stop seeing him. If he didn’t, he’d get his heart broken. He was lost in his thoughts when Nathan finally spoke. His voice was gruff. “I’d ask you out on a date, if I could.”

“Really?” There his traitorous heart went again, beating so fast it made him light headed all over again and he shifted so he could look Nathan in the eye, his cheek still pressed to Nathan’s chest.

“Don’t you get it, Caleb?” Nathan’s thumb brushed his cheek, his gaze earnest and hopeful. “I didn’t expect it when we first started this, but I’ve totally fallen for you. If I could, I’d take you to prom, I’d hold your hand at graduation. I don’t want this—us—to be a secret. I know it has to be, but it doesn’t mean I like it.” 

Caleb didn’t know how to respond, so he leaned in and kissed Nathan. It was the slowest, sweetest kiss they’d shared yet. Caleb trembled as Nathan held him tighter and for a long while they lay there silently, Caleb’s body rising and falling with every breath Nathan took.

“Are you going to prom?” Nathan asked, eventually.

“I hadn’t decided. A group of us were talking about all going stag. Robbie and Allison, and a couple of other people. You?” His heart clenched at the thought of seeing Nathan dancing with a girl.

“I hadn’t planned to, but I’m thinking I should.”

“Why?”

“Because I have an idea.”

“I’m not dressing in drag,” Caleb said dryly.

Nathan laughed. “Not what I was thinking at all. Besides, I don’t think you could pull it off. I know you’re a good actor but your body is too masculine.” Too masculine? No one had ever called Caleb that, but despite his shorter stature, maybe Nathan had a point. His jaw was fairly square and there was no hiding the Adam’s apple. Although he wasn’t broad shouldered and built like Nathan, his arms didn’t look like a woman’s and his hands certainly didn’t. “Besides, I’d rather see you in a tux than a dress.”

Caleb smiled and considered the idea of the tall, broad-shouldered hockey player in a tux. It was tempting. “Would you go stag?”

“Yeah. A couple girls asked me but I said I wasn’t sure if I could go. Made up some crap about college visits.”

“So what’s your idea?”

“We both go and find somewhere private to be together. I just ... I want to see you in a tux and hold you and pretend for five fucking minutes we can be a normal couple.”

The words thrilled Caleb and he nodded before he even realized what he was doing. “Yeah, okay,” he agreed. 

It wasn’t until Caleb was at home in bed that he realized they hadn’t fooled around at all. They hadn’t studied either, but Caleb was more or less caught up on what he’d missed during rehearsals for Guys & Dolls. They hadn’t done anything physical other than hold each other which was a bigger deal. He supposed it wasn’t cool that he was more excited about knowing Nathan cared enough about him to want to protect him and soothe him when he was hurt. But he didn’t care. He was riding high, knowing Nathan wanted to date him. Knowing Nathan loved him. Whether they could be a couple in public or not, knowing Nathan wanted it was enough. 
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Chapter Fifteen 


Nathan - 2013


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


Nathan pushed down the nerves threatening to make his beef and broccoli stir-fry dinner make a reappearance and stepped through the door of Metro Diner and Nightclub. It wasn’t officially a gay bar—there were plenty of straight people there too—but it was the only LGBT friendly bar within a thirty-mile radius. Then again, the west side of Michigan had never been a particularly welcoming area for gays. A wave of nerves hit earlier when Lowell texted him to let him know he and Caleb would be at Metro tonight and Nathan should show up too. Nathan had never stepped foot in a gay bar in his life and even coming to a place like this was a step into something completely new for him. If people on campus hadn’t already picked up on what was happening between him and Caleb, this would definitely be a strong clue that Nathan had been hiding the truth about his orientation all these years.

Just inside the entrance, he scanned the club. He knew it was divided into Metro nightclub on one side and the bar, 411, on the other with a kitchen/grill between the two. It was after eleven and the kitchen was still open. The walls were covered with old-time memorabilia, and as he walked further into the club he could see a dance floor. His gaze landed on a guy standing at the bar and he felt a jolt go through him. There were plenty of WMU students standing there but Caleb stood out.

Dressed in a skin-tight black V-neck shirt and equally form fitting black jeans, the sight of him made Nathan’s mouth water. With his hair swept back off his forehead, a hint of stubble at his jaw, and his biceps peeking out from the sleeves of his shirt, he was a far cry from the boy he’d been four years ago. Nathan had loved the boy, but the person in front of him was a man. A gorgeous man. 

A drunk man, Nathan realized as he approached. Caleb wasn’t falling down drunk, but even from a few yards away, Nathan could see him sway and clutch the bar top. He moved half a step toward him before realizing he couldn’t—or more importantly, shouldn’t—charge across the bar to rescue him. He needed to take things easy, let Caleb see him. Give Caleb a chance to approach him for a change. 

Nathan stepped up to the far end of the bar. It wasn’t packed, but there were half a dozen people between him and Caleb and he forced himself to look straight forward, trying to catch the bartender’s eye. It took a few minutes and he glanced around again while he waited. He saw a pair of girls swaying in each other’s arms, and a couple of guys dancing together. His gaze lingered on them for a while, envious of the comfort they felt being out. He was so damn tired of hiding, of not being himself. 

He looked away and caught a glimpse of a blond guy checking him out. He gave Nathan a flirty smile and looked like he might come over and talk if Nathan encouraged it, so Nathan looked away. He wasn’t here for anyone but Caleb.

“What can I get ya?” The bartender yelled and Nathan turned back to face him. 

“Vodka tonic, please.”

“Sure thing.”

The drink was cold and well-mixed, but Nathan sipped it slowly. The last thing he needed was a foggy head tonight. Through the crowd, he caught Lowell’s gaze and Lowell waggled his fingers in greeting. Caleb wasn’t paying any attention so Nathan waved back. “Good luck,” Lowell mouthed and Nathan gave him a wry smile. He needed it.

Nathan sipped his drink, looking around the bar and trying to appear casual when he felt anything but. He felt a soft, warm body press against his and he looked down to see a girl in a short skirt and nearly transparent top plastered against him. She blinked up at him as she asked, “Aren’t you Nathan Rhodes?” in a gushing tone.

“No,” he protested. “No, I’m not him. You must have me confused with someone else.”

She squinted at him like she wasn’t convinced, but apparently she was drunk enough to believe him and staggered off. Once she was gone, Nathan debated what he should do next. Thankfully, he didn’t have long to ponder. He felt fingers against his lower back and he recognized the voice in his ear. “What the hell are you doing here?”

He didn’t have to turn and look to know it was Caleb, but he did anyway. They were so close—their mouths inches apart—and Nathan could smell the tequila on his breath. He wanted to lick it from Caleb’s lips, taste it from his tongue, but he’d made the mistake once. He wasn’t going to do it again. “A friend invited me.”

Caleb scowled and pulled back, speaking loud enough to be heard over the music which, thankfully, wasn’t too loud. “Are you here on a date?”

“What? No.” Was it Nathan’s imagination, or did Caleb seem jealous? His heart fluttered at the thought. “The friend who invited me is male, but he’s”—Caleb opened his mouth and Nathan continued—“he’s just a friend.” 

“Oh.” Caleb frowned. “But you’re here. I mean, straight people come to Metro all the time, but probably not with another guy. Aren’t you worried about people wondering if you’re gay?”

“Thanks, but I do know where I am,” Nathan said dryly. “And no, I don’t care what anyone thinks. What are you doing here?”

Caleb made a face. “Lowell dragged me. Lowell’s always dragging me somewhere.”

“He does seem like a force of nature,” Nathan replied, grateful Lowell was on his side this time.

Caleb gave him a puzzled frown, his gaze flicking over Nathan’s body. “You aren’t worried about someone finding out the truth?”

“No. I told you before, I don’t care if anyone knows I’m gay,” he said calmly. “I’m done hiding.”

Caleb frowned, giving Nathan another puzzled look. “But what about hockey?”

Nathan shrugged. “Hockey is over and there’s no way in hell I’m letting it run my life anymore. I’m tired of not being myself.” Caleb stared at him blankly for a long moment like it wasn’t sinking in, so he changed the subject. “You know, I’m surprised you’re talking to me at all,” he admitted.

Caleb drained the rest of his drink and set it down on the bar, his bewildered expression turning weary. “I’m tired of being angry.” 

Nathan’s heart leapt. Finally. Maybe Caleb would listen to him now. “Will you give me a chance to apologize then?”

Smirking, Caleb leaned back against the bar, waving off his suggestion. “I have a better idea. I think you should fuck me.”

Nathan blinked at Caleb for a long moment, trying to process the words. “You what?”

“Look, you can stop with the letters and gifts. We both know what this is really about.”

He frowned. “What do you think it’s about?”

“Come on, Nathan, this is just a bunch of unresolved sexual tension between us. We never made it further than a blowjob four years ago, and if we fuck, we can get it out of our systems and go our separate ways.”

“Caleb, that’s not ...”

He couldn’t form any more words when Caleb stepped forward and let his fingertips graze against Nathan’s hip. He leaned in, speaking in Nathan’s ear as he shifted their bodies so Nathan was pinned between him and the bar. “You can do all the things you’ve been dreaming about for four years. First, I can suck your cock,” he said, exhaling the words against Nathan’s neck and sending a shiver down his spine. His fingers—hidden from view between their bodies—moved closer to Nathan’s fly. “I’d be a lot better than last time.” Remembering the last time was enough to make Nathan’s head swim. Caleb leaned in closer and Nathan shuddered when Caleb’s tongue, wet and warm, teased the sensitive spot below his jaw. “Anything you want Nathan. I can rim you, suck you, fuck you. Or you can fuck me. Don’t you want to know what it would feel like to come with your dick buried deep in my ass?” 

Nathan’s cock jerked and he bit back a groan when Caleb’s fingers brushed it. Even through the fabric, the touch was like a bolt of lightning, and Caleb’s proximity made logical thinking difficult. “Caleb,” he protested weakly, some instinct urging him to place his hand against Caleb’s chest and gently push away. But Caleb leaned in closer, his teeth and tongue doing wicked, wicked things to Nathan’s soft, sensitive skin. He’d wanted this, hungered for it for four years. It would be so easy to give in.

“I know you want me,” Caleb whispered, warm air from his mouth rushing across the wet skin on his neck and making him shudder. His fingers were clumsy as he fumbled with the buttons at Nathan’s fly, and it triggered a warning in Nathan’s mind. Caleb was too drunk to be making any kind of rational decision right now.

“I do, Caleb, but this”—he gasped when Caleb’s mouth moved lower and his teeth nibbled the juncture of his neck and shoulder—“this is a bad idea.”

Caleb’s grip grew firmer, stroking him through the denim when the buttons seemed to be too much of a hassle, just as he sucked firmly on Nathan’s skin. Arousal roared through Nathan and settled low in his groin, the rush every bit as heady as a winning goal. No, more so. Because no matter how many games he played, no matter how many he won, none had ever made him feel as good as simply holding Caleb. 

Clarity returned in the blink of an eye, rushing over Nathan as effectively as a bucket of icy water. He shuddered and felt his stomach drop when he realized that letting this turn sexual was the quickest way to lose Caleb. He might not win him back anyway, but hopping into bed while Caleb was drunk wasn’t going to solve any of their problems. He grasped Caleb’s wrists and gently pried them off his body, using his greater strength to push Caleb far enough away to look him in the eye. He knew it was the right decision even though every other instinct urged him to pull Caleb close. “No, Caleb.” His voice was soft, regretful. 

Caleb’s gaze was a little foggy and although his face twisted in a scowl, he didn’t fight Nathan. “Why not? I know you want me.”

“I do.” Nathan let out a shaky breath, the high from his arousal beginning to leach out of him. “I’ve never wanted anyone or anything else as much. Except for one thing.” 

Caleb's eyes seemed to focus as he tilted his head to the side. “What’s that?”

“More than one night with you.” He smiled sadly. “A relationship with you. In public.”

Yanking his hands out of Nathan’s loose grip, Caleb staggered back and crossed his arms. “You can’t say that.”

“Why not? It’s the truth.”

Caleb scrubbed hands over his face, muttering something too quietly for him to catch. “I don’t trust you,” he said when he lifted his head. 

Nathan flinched, feeling Caleb’s words more keenly than any pain he’d experienced playing hockey. They hurt more than the times he’d gone flying into the boards or when a particularly vicious check had separated his shoulder and forced him to sit out a few games. He stepped closer to Caleb and cradled his face in his hands. 

“I know you don’t. I’m sorry. That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you since ... well, since prom. I know I fucked up not telling you in the last four years. And I’ve wanted to tell you that since I saw you at Terry’s party. I know I hurt you, Caleb, and you have every right to be pissed at me.” Caleb tried to jerk away but Nathan gently held him in place. “One night of fucking isn’t going to fix it. Believe me, the thought is tempting, you have absolutely no idea how much I want you right now. But I don’t want to fuck you and get you out of my system. I want a chance to rebuild your trust in me. I want a chance to make things right between us and date.

“What do you say?” He brushed soft kisses along Caleb’s cheeks and whispered in his ear. “Will you give me another chance?” He sealed his lips over Caleb’s in the kind of sweet kiss they hadn’t shared in years. For a few heartbeats, he felt Caleb soften against him, his body going pliant and needy as their lips met in a hungry kiss. Then the world dropped out from under him when Caleb pulled away and shook his head. 

“You broke my heart once, Nathan. I was a stupid kid then but I’m a lot smarter now and I have too much to lose now to let you do it again.”

Nathan watched him walk toward the exit as his awareness of the people around him returned. He met Lowell’s anguished gaze; he looked torn between wanting to come talk to Nathan and wanting to go after Caleb. Nathan waved him away; Caleb needed his friend more than anything right now.

The thump of bass reverberated through his body as he glanced around, seeing the ring of curious people staring at him. Well, if he hadn’t thoroughly outed himself now, he didn’t know what would. It all came crashing down on him, the lies he’d chosen rather than come clean about who he was. The way he’d chosen to let his father and hockey keep him from a relationship with Caleb. His lies had cost him everything that mattered to him.

A guy, maybe the same one who had been eyeing him earlier, edged closer. “Are you Nathan Rhodes?”

Nathan stared at him blankly for a moment. The words left his mouth before he knew what he was shouting. It was loud enough for half the club to hear. “I am Nathan Rhodes. And I’m gay.”

At first, there was only the sound of the thumping club music but as he pushed through the crowd, a loud cry went up. Hands grabbed for him, but he shook them off and continued out the door and onto the sidewalk. By the time he got out there, Caleb was gone.

All Nathan could do was desperately hope Lowell had found him and was taking care of him. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Sixteen 


Caleb - 2013
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Caleb woke up with a dry mouth and pounding head. Hungover and humiliated, he wished he’d drunk either a hell of a lot less or a hell of a lot more. Less, because he could do without the throbbing headache or more so he didn’t remember what an ass he’d made of himself the night before. 

He remembered every word he and Nathan had exchanged at the club. Every excruciating detail. Christ, had he really said that to Nathan? Had he told him he wanted to suck and fuck him? Rim him? Caleb pressed a pillow over his face and screamed into it. Tequila rarely led to good choices, but he couldn’t imagine much worse than what he’d done. 

His traitorous heart leaped when he remembered Nathan’s hands cradling his face, begging him for another chance. He’d come so close to giving in, and at the moment he couldn’t decide if he was relieved or disappointed he’d had the presence of mind to walk away from Nathan. 

He flung the pillow out to the side and heard a muffled “Ooof”. He froze, realizing there was someone in the bed beside him. He could feel a man’s legs brush his and for one wild second he wondered if Nathan had somehow come home with him after all. He wracked his brain trying to piece together what had happened after he ran out of the club. 

“Why the fuck are you hitting me in the face with a pillow you asshole?” the guy muttered and shoved the pillow back at him. Lowell emerged from the nest of blankets and pillows and Caleb let out of a sigh of relief. Lowell he could handle; even if he wasn’t quite sure why his roommate was there, it wouldn’t be the first time they’d spent the night in the same bed. Platonically, of course. Lowell sat up, glaring at him, his nearly black hair sticking straight up and his normally sweet face twisted in a scowl. 

“Shit, sorry. Didn’t know you were in bed.”

Lowell fell back with a quiet whump and threw his forearm over his eyes. “I spent the whole damn night in here. You were acting like a raving lunatic when we got back from the club and I wasn’t sure what you were going to do.”

“Do?” Caleb lay back and wiggled to get comfortable. Lowell’s cold toes poked at him and he yelped and flipped onto his side, pinning Lowell’s thighs in place with his to stop him from doing it again. 

“You might not want to snuggle,” Lowell muttered. “You woke me up from a filthy dream about Brent and I’m hard as fuck.” 

“Sorry.” Caleb scooted his knee a bit lower. 

“You should be. At least in my head, he’s killer in the sack.”

Caleb chuckled. “Not about waking you up from your naughty dream. For last night. Sorry I made a total ass of myself and that you had to leave early and spend the night in here so you could babysit me. I know it’s not how you wanted to spend your night.”

“Well no, not even close, but at least I don’t mind waking up to you,” Lowell admitted. “Otherwise it’s a nightmare. I try so hard to sneak out after, but sometimes they’re so intent on cuddling.”

“You love to cuddle,” Caleb pointed out. 

“With you, yes. Not with the guys I fuck.” 

Caleb rolled his eyes, then decided it was a bad idea as he closed them and tried to settle his lurching stomach. He didn’t need to make himself feel sicker than he already felt. “Yeah, I know about your commitment issues.” Lowell never fucked the same guy twice and he certainly didn’t stay and cuddle after. Lowell was the poster boy for relationship avoidance. Lowell shoved him and Caleb flopped onto his back. He cracked one eye half-open when he felt the mattress dip beside him and sensed Lowell’s gaze on him. “What?”

“My commitment issues? Pot. Kettle. Black.” It should have been difficult to take Lowell seriously with his crazy bedhead and wagging finger, but his scowl was fierce. “Last night you walked away from a beautiful, sweet guy begging for another chance with you.”

Caleb groaned and flopped over on his side, facing away from Lowell. He buried his head in a pillow. “I made an ass of myself.” Of course, the pillow muffled the sound, but somehow Lowell managed to interpret the words anyway.

“You sure did, sweets, but I think you can fix it. I’m sure if you went to Nathan and apologized he’d take you back ...”

Caleb turned his head enough to speak clearly, not wanting another mouthful of fabric. “No. I told him we should fuck to get it out of our systems. That’s all this really is, you know—”

His words were cut off when Lowell grabbed his shoulder and shook hard. Caleb’s stomach and head protested. Vehemently. “Gonna be sick,” he muttered and ran for the bathroom. Thankfully, after a few moments of panicked heaving, everything stayed down and some deep, slow breathing and a tall glass of water calmed his stomach enough for him to continue. 

“Sorry,” Lowell said meekly from the doorway as the room finally stopped spinning. Caleb looked at him in the mirror. The fluffy hair reminded him a bit of a baby bird and he bit back a smile. He could never stay mad at Lowell for long.

“S’okay. What the fuck were you doing?”

Lowell crossed his arms over his bare chest. “Trying to shake some sense into you.”

“Huh?” He turned around to face Lowell and leaned against the bathroom vanity. 

“You seriously think fucking Nathan is going to get him out of your system? Sweetheart you are so head over heels for him it would only make the situation worse. I honestly didn’t think it was going to go this badly when I invited him last night—”

“Wait.” Caleb cut him off. “You invited Nathan? You were the friend who ... I can’t fucking believe it,” Caleb snarled and squared off in front of Lowell. “How the fuck could you betray me, you asshole? You are my best friend and you promised.”

Lowell scowled but he didn’t back up. “I thought you needed a chance to talk to each other. I thought maybe if you saw him again you’d realize you’ve been deluding yourself if you think you don’t have feelings for him. Except apparently your self-delusions run deeper than I thought.” Lowell flung up his arms in frustration. “You’re ridiculous.”

“And you’re a goddamn traitor,” Caleb shouted. “After all of the lip service about not helping Nathan, it’s nice to see where your loyalty lies. I hope he lined up the whole NFL to take you, because it better be something huge you sold me out for.”

“The NFL is football, you idiot!” Lowell shouted back. “Try the NHL, if you’re talking about hockey.”

“Whatever it’s called, I hope it was worth our friendship.” Caleb slammed the bathroom door shut and twisted the lock before stalking over to the shower. 

“You at least need to understand what Nathan did last night,” Lowell called out. “He came—” the rush of falling water from the showerhead drowned out Lowell’s words and Caleb was thankful. The last thing he needed to hear was about another attempt Nathan had made to get his attention. He wanted Nathan. So what? Nothing Nathan did would change Caleb’s mind. They were over and needed to stay that way. There was no point in digging at old wounds. All Caleb had to do was survive until graduation and he would be home free. He’d never have to hear or think about Nathan Rhodes again.

To Caleb’s surprise, after the long, hot shower, Lowell was nowhere to be found. The apartment was empty, and although Caleb felt a small twinge of relief, it worried him. Lowell wasn’t the type to run and he felt guilty at the way he’d exploded at his friend. He was still pissed, but a part of him knew Lowell thought he had Caleb’s best interests at heart. Caleb couldn’t understand why Lowell was so convinced him getting back together with Nathan was a great idea. Then again, he didn’t know exactly what happened at prom four years ago.

Restless, he paced the apartment and tried to ignore the nagging voice reminding him of the sincerity in Nathan’s eyes and the fact he’d turned down Caleb’s offer of sex. He could have fucked Caleb and walked away. Why the hell hadn’t he? Unless he’d really meant it ... but no, that was crazy. Maybe it was some kind of power trip to prove he could get Caleb to fall for him all over again? That didn’t ring true, but what did he know about Nathan after all these years? He’d trusted him once, only to be devastated. No, no, he’d made the right choice walking away last night. Hadn’t he?

After nearly an hour of jittery circles around the living room, he gave up and went in his room to pack an overnight bag. If Lowell and Harper were so convinced Caleb was wrong, there was only one person he could trust for an honest opinion: his mom.
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When he pulled in the driveway of the small brick house, he realized he hadn’t been back since Christmas. He’d been so busy this year, he hadn’t come home for Easter. She’d met him for lunch on campus once in March, but during Kiss Me, Kate, he hadn’t had time for anything lengthy. The house looked the same though, with a tidy lawn—neatly landscaped with a few flowers—and a blue front door. He came in through the garage and laundry room like always, and she met him in the kitchen. 

“Are you okay?” She frowned at him and Caleb dropped his bag and hugged her. “You sounded upset on the phone.”

“Just ... going through some stuff.”

She leaned back and looked up at him. It still freaked him out the he was taller than his mom now. “And you couldn't talk to Lowell about it? How is that sweet boy? He hasn’t been online much lately.”

She’d taken Lowell under her wing when she met him freshman year of college. Lowell’s parents were hands-off. Caleb had never met Mr. Prescott at all. The one and only time he’d met Mrs. Prescott he hadn’t been impressed. Caleb’s mom seemed to think Lowell needed more mothering. Lowell certainly hadn’t complained, and Caleb was happy to share his mom’s attention. Sometimes Caleb thought Lowell talked to his mom more than he did. “That’s part of the problem. Lowell and I are ... having a disagreement.”

She frowned and motioned for him to come forward. “I baked chocolate chip cookies. You sit down on the couch and start talking while I get some for you.”

He picked up his bag and felt his heart lighten as he walked to the familiar couch. “Yes, nurse.”

A dishtowel came flying out of the kitchen, missing him by a mile, and he laughed and flopped down on the couch. “Talk, Son,” she called out.

“Well, Lowell’s interfering with my love life.”

She paused and peered around the cupboard door she’d opened. “Love life? I didn’t know you were seeing anyone.”

“I’m not.”

“Oh.” She disappeared for a moment and he heard the clink of plates and the soft sound of a cupboard door being closed. “Is he trying to set you up on dates? I can see Lowell as a matchmaker.”

“Dates in general would be fine.” He sighed and suppressed the urge to scream. “Lowell’s trying to get me back together with someone I dated before.”

His mom frowned as she carried the tray of cookies and milk toward him. “I hardly think you’ve been celibate, but as far as I know you haven’t dated anyone in college.”

“I—I haven’t,” he admitted. “Not seriously anyway.”

She frowned and set the tray down on the oak coffee table. “So someone you, uh “hooked up with”?” 

He laughed at her finger quotes and attempts to be cool with the idea of him sleeping around. “No. Someone I dated in high school.”

“In high school, but that’s ...” Her eyes grew wide.

Caleb smiled thinly and sat up, reaching for a cookie. “Yeah, he’s trying to convince me I should give Nathan Rhodes another chance.”

He was glad his mother had already set the tray down because the shell-shocked look on her face made him worry she would have dropped it. As it was, she dropped heavily onto the couch and stared at him. “After the stunt he pulled your senior year? I don’t think so. What on earth is Lowell thinking? I know he’s a big sports groupie, but really.”

Caleb sighed and munched the cookie for a moment. “I ran into Nathan at a party a few weeks ago,” he admitted. “He tried to apologize, then he kissed me and I kind of ran off and freaked out.”

He went on to tell her the rest of the story—only mildly edited because he wasn’t about to tell his mother to her face that he’d told another man he’d rim him. Or fuck him. No need to go into details, and it wasn’t like she couldn’t read between the lines. He did tell her about the gifts and the letter though.

She was silent while he polished off the rest of the cookies and milk, frowning thoughtfully. “I ... I’m not sure what to think, sweetheart,” she said eventually.

“What do you mean?”

“I’ve hated Nathan for the better part of four years for how much he hurt you at prom, but ...” 

“But what? You agree with Lowell? What the hell?” Caleb’s voice rose and she shushed him.

“Listen. I’m not saying you need to take Nathan back, but I think for your own sake, you need to discuss what happened at prom with Nathan. He sounds sincere, and I don’t think you’ll have any kind of closure until you do.”

“What if I don’t want closure?” he muttered and sighed when he realized he sounded like a teenager all over again. “I’m not sure I can do it. I can’t risk him breaking my heart again.”

She frowned. “Do you honestly think you’ll make it through life without being hurt again? I can tell you this, Caleb, it won’t happen. Whether it’s from relationship problems, or the death of someone you love, or just plain life, you will get hurt again. I thought I would die when your father left us, but I had you and my job to consider and I pulled myself together. You did the same when you went off to college, but you haven’t dated anyone seriously since. Don’t you think it’s time you open yourself up to the idea of meeting someone again?”

He snorted. “That’s rich, coming from you. Dad cheated on you and left sixteen years ago and you haven’t exactly been falling all over yourself to date.”

To his surprise, her cheeks turned faintly pink. “It’s true I didn’t date while you were in school. I had no time or energy between my job and raising you.” She held up a hand when he opened his mouth to protest. “I made the choice. I’m not blaming you at all. But I have dated since you’ve been in college.”

“Who?” 

She blushed again. “Several men over the past few years, but recently, a respiratory therapist at the hospital. We met in January.”

“And you were going to tell me this when? Or were you going to wait until I was in Chicago to spring it on me?” 

“I was going to tell you once I was sure it was serious.” 

He pushed away the irritation and looked at her closely. Apparently just thinking about this guy made her smile and it was a good look on her so he forced himself to ignore how annoyed he was about her not telling him before now. Ugh, he was acting like a child and he needed to grow the fuck up. Of course his mom had a right to date, even if it was weird to imagine. “I’m sorry. I’m being a jerk, but you surprised me.”

“I know. I had planned to tell you a little less abruptly.” She gave him a sympathetic smile. “Look, you can only spend so much of your life being angry, grieving a lost relationship, and letting it affect your future. Avoiding Nathan for four years hasn’t helped you. I’m not suggesting you should jump into his arms and forget what he did. But maybe it’s time you talk to him and get some closure. If for no other reason, you should do it because no person should have such a large impact on your life unless you want them to. Talk it through, let him apologize, and forgive him, not for his sake, but for yours. If I hadn’t forgiven your father and let go of my anger years ago, I would have choked on it. Clear the air with Nathan and you can move to Chicago with a clear head and an open heart.”

Caleb sighed and nodded, feeling some of the anger slip away. Resignation at what he had to do settled over him. “I guess I should.”

His mom smiled and patted him on the knee. “You won’t regret it. For what it’s worth, I think both of your friends are coming from a good place. They want to help. Don’t take out your issues with Nathan on them.” He nodded. Most of the anger he had toward Lowell was gone already. “Now, are you planning to stick around for the rest of the weekend or do you need to head back to campus?”

“Yeah, I think I’ll stick around—unless you have plans.”

She smiled at him. “I’d like it if you stayed. I have some errands to run this afternoon, but I’m guessing you don’t want to go to the salon with me to get my hair dyed.”

“Uh, no, not really,” Caleb admitted with a smile. 

“Then watch a movie or take a nap or something. You looked wiped out. Nurses orders.”

“Yes, Mom.”

He gave her a kiss on the cheek and cleaned up the dishes before heading upstairs to his old bedroom. It was a guest room now, but his bookshelf was still there with the tattered paperbacks, photo albums, and yearbooks he’d collected over the years. He let his bag fall onto the bed as he walked slowly over to the shelf. He hadn’t thought about it in years, but as he pulled out his yearbook from senior year, he remembered the mementos from prom he’d shoved in there. He took a seat on the floor by the bed, letting the book fall open. Between those pages was a ripped up ticket to prom and a photo of Robbie, Allison, and him, all grinning. Before he saw Nathan. Before Nathan ripped out his heart and stomped on it.
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Chapter Seventeen 


Caleb - 2009
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After the umpteenth photo, Caleb had been convinced he was going to go blind, but he couldn’t stop the perma-grin on his face. His mother had fussed over him in his tux and taken a thousand pictures of him with his friends, but he’d finally escaped. 

Prom itself was incredibly cheesy, with badly DJ’d music, girls in trashy dresses, and guys trying to look cool in their penguin suits, but Caleb couldn’t suppress the thrill of excitement. Even if the chicken was rubbery and the under the sea theme clashed horribly with the dated decor of the banquet hall, he was at prom, and Nathan was somewhere waiting for him. Although, Caleb hadn’t seen him yet. 

He fiddled with the fork, squishing the leftover bits of bland red velvet cake from dessert. Allison bounced up to the table, laughing and dragging Robbie behind her, both of them flushed from dancing. 

“You want a turn on the dance floor?” Robbie asked. “She’s wearing me out.”

The three of them had all come together, and although Caleb liked dancing, he’d noticed Allison couldn’t take her eyes off Robbie tonight and figured he’d give them their space. It would be funny if his two best friends hooked up, but kind of nice too. They’d be good for each other.

“Nah, I’m cool.” Besides, he’d didn’t want to miss the text from Nathan. He was sort of surprised he hadn’t heard from Nathan yet. “Actually, I have to pee. I’ll be back later to dance with you, Ali.”

She grinned. “I’ll share Robbie with you, if you want to dance with him. We could have fun shocking the whole school.”

Caleb grinned wryly and shook his head. “Thanks, I’d rather not get the shit kicked out of me at my own prom.” He’d do it for Nathan, but not Robbie. Robbie was just a friend. Nathan was ... something else. He didn’t know exactly what Nathan was. 

They’d never talked about it but he was looking forward to spending the summer together. He imagined Nathan sneaking over to fool around in his bedroom while his mom was at work. He was still imagining it as he wound through the tables to find the back hallway where the bathrooms were located. His heart jumped when he remembered the convention center was attached to a hotel. Hotels meant beds and privacy and he desperately wanted both with Nathan.

Maybe Nathan could find a way to get them a room. He looked at least twenty-one. If he rented a room they could have some time alone together. They’d have to be careful to not get caught, but it seemed worth the risk. 

Thinking about being completely alone with Nathan made him a little nervous though. Would Nathan expect them to have sex? He knew what they’d already done so far “counted” as sex, but he couldn’t help but wonder what anal sex might be like. He was curious, really curious, but was he ready? His heart raced at the thought and he started to panic, wondering about condoms and lube and exactly how much it would hurt. But it was all pointless to worry about, he reassured himself. He trusted Nathan, and what was the point of freaking out when Nathan wasn’t even at prom yet. 

Where the hell was he, anyway?

When Caleb reached the bathroom, he was half-hard and quietly panicking about what might happen after prom. He pushed the door open and found a guy he vaguely recognized from his biology class fixing his bow tie in the mirror. The guy gave him a nod and Caleb returned it before making a beeline for the stalls. He didn’t actually need to use it; he just wanted a chance to text Nathan without anyone noticing.

Hey, where are you? He sent.

A moment later, his phone chirped with a text notification alerting him that his message failed to send. He stared at his phone blankly for a few moments. Even in the bathroom he had four bars and he wasn’t sure what it meant that Nathan hadn’t gotten his message. A small, cold feeling of anxiety began in the pit of his stomach. He slid his phone into his pocket and left the bathroom, winding his way back to the table.

As Caleb neared the table, he heard someone call out, “Rhodes!” and his head snapped up. Nathan swaggered through with an expression on his face Caleb had never seen before and his arm around a blonde girl. Caleb felt his stomach drop to his toes and he stumbled, catching himself on the back of a nearby chair. This wasn’t part of what they’d planned. Not at all.

“I’m here! The party can begin!” Nathan yelled, loud enough to carry over the slow song playing. He threw his arms up in the air, fists clenched, and the girl who was with him giggled and clutched at him while Jimmy and Pete hooted. Caleb watched a couple of chaperones make a beeline for Nathan and he frowned, utterly bewildered by the scene in front of him. Nathan seemed to sway a little as he walked the short distance to a chair and dropped into it, dragging the blonde—who Caleb could now see was Cara Sherman, one of the popular girls—onto his lap. He kissed her thoroughly and Caleb felt his stomach drop as he watched Nathan’s hands—those same hands that had held him so tenderly—pull her closer. 

Caleb’s world tilted on its axis as he watched. What the hell was going on? Nathan couldn’t really be interested in Cara, could he? This had to be for show. Except, why did he seem drunk, and why the hell was he making a spectacle of himself when the last thing he and Caleb needed was chaperones scrutinizing Nathan’s every move? None of it made sense, and along with the undeliverable text message, he was starting to doubt ... well, everything. He couldn’t make sense of any of it and he dropped heavily into his chair as his knees went watery and collapsed under him. He watched the kiss end as the chaperones reached Nathan and Cara. Caleb couldn’t hear them, but he watched as Cara climbed off Nathan’s lap, nearly flashing half the school in her short, tight dress. She pouted and Nathan crossed his arms over his chest, a bored, arrogant look on his face as he listened to the chaperones’ lecture. When the heated conversation finally wound down, the chaperones walked away without marching Nathan out of the building. It didn’t look like he was being kicked out. Probably just given a warning.

Caleb gritted his teeth, wanting nothing more than to stomp over and demand Nathan tell him what the hell was happening. Except, he couldn’t. Because no one could know about him and Nathan. His stomach felt queasy as he watched Nathan stand and take Cara’s hand, dragging her onto the dance floor. Caleb gulped down ice water and tugged at his bow tie, desperately wishing he’d never come. Confusion made his head swim, and all he wanted was to go home and forget about prom. Forget about the guy he’d fallen in love with. Because he didn’t recognize the guy with his hands so low on Cara’s hips it was nearly indecent. He wanted to run home and pretend like tonight was a bad dream.

Instead, he forced himself to stand and he joined Allison and Robbie on the dance floor. He needed to get closer to Nathan. Even if it broke his heart, he needed to know what was going on. It was another slow song, and they both looked a little put out when Caleb cut in but Robbie shrugged and stepped back, swaying by himself to some cheesy song that had been lame five years prior when it came out. Allison looped her arms around Caleb’s neck and he automatically put his around her waist. He looked over at Nathan and Nathan glanced over a moment later, his gaze sliding right across Caleb like he didn’t see him at all. There was no recognition; Caleb might as well have been a stranger.

Numbly, Caleb turned back to Allison and she gave him a quizzical look and leaned in to speak in his ear. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

“Nothing. I’m fine.”

The skeptical look she threw him was a dead giveaway she didn’t believe him, but he was grateful when she didn’t push. The cold, dead feeling in the pit of his stomach continued to grow as he looked back at Nathan and the pretty—if trashy—blonde. Caleb’s palms were sweaty as he rested them on Allison’s hips, but he could hardly feel the brush of her body against his.

All he felt was a frantic, clawing anxiety as all of his instincts told him something was very, very wrong. He was grateful when the slow song changed to something faster and he could separate from Allison. In the press of bodies around them, he, Robbie, and Allison danced in a little triangle, Caleb’s body moving on automatic pilot as he struggled to keep a neutral expression on his face. When he looked over, he saw Nathan, just a few feet away now, grinding against Cara. His stomach lurched and he had to look away as he imagined them together. 

What if ... what if they slept together after prom? 

He pictured Cara in the place that was supposed to be his, Cara sucking Nathan’s cock, Nathan whispering “I love you” to Cara. Queasy, Caleb staggered, stumbling back against someone. 

He muttered an apology but felt the hard grip of a fist on his shoulder and a voice snarling in his ear, “What are you doing, faggot?”

His stomach dropped to his toes when he was yanked around to see Jimmy at the other end of that fist, sneering at him. 

“Sorry,” he muttered. “I tripped, I didn’t mean—”

“I thought you queers were supposed to more graceful.” Jimmy snickered. “Come on, we’ve all seen you dance like a fairy you drama queer.”

“I’m sorry,” Caleb protested, wincing as the grip of Jimmy’s hand tightened the collar of his shirt and bowtie until it felt like they were strangling him. “I won’t do it again.”

“Leave him alone,” someone yelled. For one brief moment, Caleb’s heart leapt, thinking it was Nathan defending him, but his hope was quickly dashed as he realized it was only Robbie. “Fucking leave him alone, you asshole.”

“Defending your boyfriend?” Jimmy sneered. 

“We’re not dating,” Caleb muttered, squirming until he finally broke loose from Jimmy’s grip. Caleb wanted to protest that he wasn’t even gay, but Jimmy certainly wouldn’t understand the difference. He caught a glimpse of Nathan who was watching the whole exchange. The swirling lights from the DJ’s set up flickered over his face, revealing a hard, cold expression. What the hell did it matter anyway when the guy he loved seemed to have turned into someone else? Caleb swallowed and felt a sick feeling of resignation settle over him. He had no idea what had happened, why Nathan was standing by watching Caleb get harassed like he didn’t care at all. Caleb didn’t understand why Nathan had shown up with Cara or why he was acting like a stranger. He didn’t understand any of it.

“You know what? Fuck you, Jimmy. I do like guys so you better be careful.” He reached out, shoving against Jimmy’s chest with flat palms. Caleb had no chance of beating him when it came to height or weight, but he had the element of surprise and Jimmy stumbled back. “You might not want to touch me. The gay germs might be contagious,” he snarled. “Wouldn’t want to make you queer.”

He felt hate well up in him, ugly and twisted, and he looked at the ring of faces around him, all of the students eagerly waiting for a fight. Nathan, standing there casually, like any other spectator with his hand on Cara’s hip. Caleb shouted, “Fuck you. Fuck all of you and your fucking narrow minded bullshit.” He was close to tears and his heart felt like it would crack in his chest as he pulled in a ragged breath.

He caught one last glimpse of Nathan’s cold, indifferent stare and he whirled around, tears stinging his eyes as he blindly pushed through the crowd of people. He managed to slip by the chaperones rapidly descending on the mob of students and made a beeline out of the ballroom, feeling sick. A rush of fresh air through the open door at the end of the hall drew him toward it and he raced out the door, gratefully gulping down the air. If he puked, at least it would be outside, and maybe the fresh air would help. The warm, beautiful night seemed to mock him and he closed his eyes and he leaned his head against the brick wall, trying to pull himself together. How had everything gone to shit so quickly? What had happened to his perfect night with Nathan?

Sometime later he heard the slam of the door and hard-soled shoes against the pavement. He didn’t look up, assuming it was someone coming out to smoke. “Hey, that’s where you ran off to.” Nathan’s voice sounded loud and falsely hearty. Caleb jumped and opened his eyes, looking over at the hockey player. Nathan pulled a flask out of his jacket pocket and took a swig, the scent of whiskey mingling with his normal mint body wash and the warm night air. Well, that explained some of why Nathan was acting so weird; he was drunk.

“What the fuck is going on, Nathan?” Caleb hissed, wiping at his eyes. Nathan gave him a crooked smile and offered the flask to him, but didn’t reply. Caleb waved it off and glanced around. He grabbed the lapel of Nathan’s jacket and tugged him around the corner into the shadows. It wasn’t completely hidden, but no one from the parking lot could see them and if someone came out the back door, they couldn’t be seen. “I thought—I thought you were going to come alone,” he managed to choke out. “I thought we were going to—to be together tonight. I know we couldn’t be out in the open but why the hell did you come with Cara?” His voice trailed off at the look on Nathan’s face. It was distant, detached. The cold, searing arrogance reminded him more of Jimmy and Pete than the guy who had held him on the couch.

“You believed all the bullshit I fed you?” Nathan sneered at him. “Come on, Caleb, this has been fun but you didn’t honestly think I wanted to date you, did I? The blow job was nice but I pictured a girl the whole time. I’m going to take Cara to the room I reserved and fuck her tonight.”

Caleb’s heart plummeted as he blinked stupidly at Nathan. “What?”

Nathan’s tone was casual, his words slightly slurred, and there was a weird tightness to his voice. “I’ve been playing you this whole time. You didn’t honestly think it was true, did you? That I liked you and wanted to be with you?” He laughed and took another swig from the flask. “Jesus you’re gullible.”

“You’ve been ... you’ve been lying this whole time?” Caleb’s voice trembled. It felt like his heart was going to crack in two, and the rubbery chicken and bland red velvet cake threatened to make a reappearance. No, it wasn’t possible. Nathan didn’t mean what he was saying, did he?

“I fed you lines and you fell for it. Maybe I should have been the actor, not you.” Nathan scoffed and walked away, stopping before he reached the corner of the building. “You’re pathetic,” he said casually. “And if you try to tell anyone about what we did, I’ll have Jimmy and Pete remind you what a bad idea it is to mess around with someone like me. I know Jimmy would love to get his hands on you after the stunt you pulled tonight.”

“Why?” Caleb managed choke out. “Why did you do it?”

Nathan shrugged. “I was curious and I wanted to see if you’d go for it. You are a great cocksucker though. Thanks.”

He turned away and Caleb saw him clutch the brick corner. Caleb wondered exactly how drunk Nathan was right then. 

“Nathan, please,” he cried out, unable to believe all of the stolen moments together had been a lie. Nathan’s footsteps faltered but he continued around the corner and in a moment he was gone. Caleb sank to the pavement, tears streaming down his cheeks as he rested his head on his knees and sobbed. 
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Chapter Eighteen 


Nathan - 2013
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The tip of Nathan’s skates bit into the ice as he pushed off. In the dim light of the rink, the ice gleamed, the surface smooth and unmarred. He skated slowly at first, stretching his legs and settling in to the familiar rhythm. Despite the turmoil in his head, he forced himself to think of nothing but the feel of the ice under his feet and the movement of his body. With no crowd and no teammates, there was nothing but him, his skates, and the ice. His frantic thoughts slowed and the tension in his body eased as he made lap after lap around the rink. On one pass around, he retrieved the pucks and stick he’d placed there earlier and skated toward the goal at one end. He dropped the puck and lined up his stick, taking a slow deep breath before he drew his arms back. He hit the puck with a satisfying thwack and watched as it shot toward the goal. He did it over and over, the only break in his rhythm was when he ran out of pucks and had to retrieve them so he could start all over again. 

When his shots started to go wide and his arms felt too heavy to move, he cleared the ice. He leisurely skated to the goal line, found his position and took off. Over the years he’d run suicide sprints thousands of times. The conditioning drill was something he could do in his sleep, mindless, and the only thing that would exhaust him fully. Nathan accelerated as fast as possible to the first blue line and stopped before turning to the goal line and returning as quickly as he’d come. He did it again, but this time he went to the center red line before returning. Then to the second blue line. Then to the far goal line. He did it over and over, until his legs were shaking. He lost count of how many sprints he did; far more than any coach or his father had ever forced him to do. His knees almost buckled when he hit the rubber floor and he collapsed onto the bench and hung his head between his splayed knees. His clothes clung to him, damp with sweat, and he panted, trying to regain his breath. The season was over. Hell, his career as a hockey player was over, and yet he’d never skated harder in his life.

He was too tired to go any further so he sat there for a long time, staring out at the ice but not seeing it, thinking about his past. He’d started skating at three, taught by a father who’d never gotten over his failure to be a star player in college. He’d been on the team, but had spent most of it benched. His father hadn’t talked about it much—Nathan Rhodes Sr. hadn’t been a talkative man to begin with—and even less likely to rehash his failures, but Nathan knew enough. The man had bitterly resented his college coach for holding him back, and Nathan suspected somewhere deep down in the man, he’d thought he’d been robbed of a chance to skate in the NHL. He had certainly been a decent player, but Nate didn’t know if his father ever had a shot at going pro. Whether he had or not though, he was determined his son would succeed where he hadn’t. 

Except, Nathan had never been good enough. He was a solid player, good enough for college but neither talented nor driven enough to go pro. He’d argued with his father often enough about the issue, but Nathan was every bit as stubborn. That was the one thing his father had never managed to bully him into.

Although Nathan been proud to play for the Broncos and he’d enjoyed his college hockey career, a part of him wished he’d never taken the scholarship. Maybe if he hadn’t let his father push him into it, he wouldn’t have lost Caleb. 

He flinched at the thought. After hours of not thinking about Caleb, the reminder was painful. The physical exertion hadn’t done anything but delay the pain. Four years ago at prom he’d done something so horrible to Caleb he couldn’t turn back from it. He’d lost Caleb and no matter how many stupid little gestures he made, he couldn’t regain his trust. The conversation with Caleb at the bar tonight cemented what he’d feared for a while. He’d fucked up in a way he couldn’t fix.

The knowledge settled heavily over him as he admitted the truth to himself. He’d botched this, badly, gone about it all wrong. He’d lost his chance to be with Caleb, and even worse, he’d lost the chance to let Caleb know how sincerely he regretted what he’d done. 

In a way it was peaceful though, to finally let go of hope. He was calmer now, resigned. In a little over a week, they’d graduate and move on with their lives. Caleb would begin a future Nathan would never be a part of, and he was going to have to learn to live with it.

Nathan sighed and stood, muscles screaming in protest as he hobbled to the locker room. He unlaced the skates and gathered his gear. He didn’t want anyone to have to clean up after him, so he decided to shower at home. He turned out the lights in the locker room as he left, the echoing darkness such a sharp contrast to the way he remembered it—loud and filled with the energy of more than two dozen players.

Nathan knocked on the door of the maintenance office before peering inside. Sam snored at his desk, chin against his chest, dozing in front of a small TV playing ESPN highlights. He awoke with a jerk when Nathan called his name. 

“Huh?”

Nathan winced when he looked at the clock. He’d been there a lot longer than he intended. “I’m done here. Thanks for opening up the rink for me,” he said quietly, making a point to look away as Sam brushed the drool off his shirt. 

“Sure, no problem,” the older man said with a grunt as he stood. “Watched you out there for a little while. Looked like you needed the time on the ice.”

Nathan nodded and held out his hand, clutching some money he’d pulled out of the ATM shortly after he’d called Sam and asked him for the favor. He slipped the bills into Sam’s palm as they shook hands. “I did. Can’t thank you enough, man.”

Sam protested gruffly, “You don’t hafta—” 

“I do. I appreciate it.”

Sam nodded and stuck his hand in his pocket without looking at the money. Nathan had always liked Sam. He took good care of the rink, and he was at every hockey game Nathan had played at, cheering on the team. 

“Girl trouble?” he asked as Nathan headed to the door to let himself out. 

His steps faltered and he looked back at the older man, hesitating before he spoke “Uh, guy trouble.”

Sam didn’t hide the surprise on his face, but he nodded and scratched his head. “Hmm. Well, hope the skate helped.”

Nathan nodded. “It did.”

The old man gave him another puzzled nod and a half-wave as he walked out the door. 

The apartment was quiet when he let himself inside. Brent was home and his door was closed so if Micah was over, they were asleep. Nathan was grateful; he didn’t think he could handle hearing the two of them go at it at the moment. He dropped his hockey bag on the floor of the living room and trudged to the bathroom to shower.

He was mentally and physically exhausted when his head hit the pillow. But not too tired to think of Caleb or to remember what had led to the disaster at prom. The moment the walls around his carefully guarded secret came tumbling down.
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Chapter Nineteen 


Nathan - 2009
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Nathan locked his bedroom door and made a beeline for his desk. He carried the laptop over to his bed, feeling shaky with anticipation. His dad was at the hardware store and his mom had run out to get groceries. He rarely had time alone in the house and now that he did, he planned to take full advantage of it. He logged in and brought up his browser in incognito mode, typing in the porn site from memory. He had to be so careful not to get caught, but he needed to see it. Needed to remember there were other guys like him. Like him and Caleb. 

Nathan agonized over what to watch and finally settled on a video of two guys blowing each other. Maybe he could pick up tips about what to do. The blowjob Caleb had given him was so good and he wanted to make it as good for Caleb when he returned the favor. He felt weirdly nervous about it, but turned on too. He settled back against his headboard and set the laptop beside him as the video began. His eager, trembling fingers fumbled with the zipper on his jeans and he reached inside, rubbing his palm against his cock through his boxer briefs, already half-hard from thinking about Caleb and watching the guys on the screen in front of him.

Too eager to drag it out, he shoved his jeans and underwear down to mid-thigh. He groaned as he wrapped his hand around his cock and began to stroke, his gaze glued to the laptop. He cupped his balls in his other hand as he jerked himself, rolling them a little and tugging. He tightened his grip on his shaft, working his hand a little faster. His balls ached with the need to come already but he didn’t want it to be over too fast.

Nathan’s strokes grew longer, grip tighter as he let his thumb graze the head, smearing the drops of pre-come dribbling out. He hadn’t sucked off Caleb yet, but he wanted to. Remembering Caleb’s soft pink tongue tentatively licking him made him so hard he ached. God, he didn’t care how nervous he was about it he wanted to taste Caleb, wanted to make him feel good. He wanted to know how Caleb’s cock would feel in his mouth, wondered what kind of sounds Caleb would make. He let go of his cock and brought his thumb to his mouth, licking it off. The taste was strange and a little bitter, but he knew if it was Caleb’s he wouldn’t mind. 

Nathan let go of his balls and yanked his shirt up until it bunched under his armpits. He pulled out a big wad of tissues from the box on his nightstand and set them on the bed beside him. He leaned over and dug a bottle of lotion out from under his bed, squirting some into his hand. He had to bite the inside of his cheek to stifle a moan as he began to stroke, imagining the slickness of the lotion and the grip of his hand was Caleb’s mouth. He shifted on the bed, biting his lip as he felt his belly clench, balls drawing upward as his whole body tensed, poised to come. He didn’t even see the guys on the screen in front of him anymore. With his eyes closed, all he could see was Caleb. Caleb’s blue eyes peering up at him as he took Nathan’s cock in his mouth. His hand sped up as he imagined it, the slick sound of the lotion growing louder as he moved faster and harder. Pleasure raced up from his balls and he gritted his teeth to keep from moaning loudly as he came into the wad of tissues he grabbed just in time, jerking and shuddering with pleasure. 

He sagged back against the headboard and wiped his skin, discarding the tissue in the trash beside the bed. Damn, he couldn’t wait to get Caleb alone. Caleb didn’t know it yet but he’d rented a hotel room for after prom. His father had slapped him on the back with an ‘atta boy’ attitude when he told him he was using his emergency credit card—the one in his dad’s name—because there was a chick at school he wanted to hook up with. He’d felt a little sick about lying, but he’d do anything to have a chance to be alone with Caleb for a whole night. If Caleb didn’t want to, Nathan wouldn’t be mad, but he would be disappointed.

He was so lost in thoughts of touching and tasting Caleb he didn’t hear the footsteps outside of his door or the rattle of the knob. He jerked to attention when he heard his father’s voice though. 

“Junior, get your ass out here!” his father shouted. Wide-eyed, Nathan fumbled to zip up his pants with shaking fingers. “I told you to mow the lawn this morning and I expected you to have it done by the time I got back from the store.”

“Just a sec,” he yelled, panicking as he tried to pull himself together. He reached for the laptop, still playing the muted porn video of a man giving another man a blowjob. “I’ll be right there.”

There was an edge of frantic desperation in his voice. His fingers were shaking too much for him to close the browser window. He heard the sound of the lock being pushed open and his father stormed into the room. Nathan bolted out of bed and watched in horror as the laptop fell to the floor, landing on one corner before bouncing and settling upright, the screen clearly visible for a moment before it went black. He stared down at the now blank screen, praying his father hadn’t seen the video playing before the fall jostled the laptop hard enough to make it shutdown. The cheap interior knobs on the bedroom doors had small holes on the outside with push-button locks on the inside. All it took was a thin nail to pop the lock open and his father kept a nail on top of the door trim just for that purpose. He claimed it was for Nathan’s safety, but Nathan had always suspected it was because his father didn’t trust him. He was almost certain his father had searched his room before. Nathan knew his father wanted to catch Nathan doing something he wasn’t supposed to. And now he had.

His father’s hand gripped the front of Nathan’s shirt and shook hard enough to rattle his teeth. His face was red with rage and Nathan’s stomach sank. “What the fuck were you doing in here? Please tell me my son wasn’t in here jerking off to gay porn.”

“I wasn’t, I swear.” He sounded terrified, childish and unsure of himself. 

“That’s sure as hell what it looked like to me, boy.”

“I—I was jerking off, but I swear, it was a girl and guy,” he fibbed. “She just had short hair. That’s all.” 

Nathan Rhodes Sr. narrowed his eyes and glared at his son. “You better be telling me the truth. I won’t have a queer for a son.”

Nathan nodded and closed his eyes, terrified his father would see the truth in them. It was like he’d always suspected Nathan was gay. Nathan had been small, maybe six years old when his father ridiculed him because he’d thought it was funny to put on his sister’s Halloween costume. It didn’t matter that Nathan had only worn the costume once and had only been playing. He’d been a kid for Christ’s sake. It hadn’t meant anything. After, his father watched him like a hawk, lecturing him because his voice was too soft and he was too likely to cry over an injured animal. His father had pushed him even harder at hockey, claiming it would toughen Nathan up but nothing he did ever seemed to please the man. Nathan been dreading this moment since he first began to suspect he was gay. 

His dad gave Nathan one last hard shake and pushed him onto the bed. “I want you to hand your phone over to me and restart the laptop. I want to look at your texts and browser history.”

Nathan complied, anxious, but reasonably sure he’d covered his own tracks. He’d set his browser so it deleted his history every time it closed and he knew his father wasn’t computer savvy enough to go any further. So when it came up blank, he frowned, but didn’t say anything. And the texts from Caleb were innocuous enough. They’d never said anything that hinted at gender and Caleb’s name was in his phone as C.S.

His father narrowed his eyes as he scrolled through the message history. “Who are you talking about meeting at prom? Who is C.S.?”

Nathan’s heart jumped but he tried to keep his expression even. “Cara Sherman. The girl I was telling you about.” He looked down as if embarrassed. “I told you that’s why I wanted the hotel room.”

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw his father relax a fraction but his tone was still cold. “You better be telling the truth,” Nathan Sr. threatened. “I’m keeping an eye on you, boy. Don’t forget that the hotel room’s in my name. I bet I could convince someone there to report back to me. You don’t want to find out what I’d do if you’ve been lying to me.” He shook a threatening finger at Nate. “And if I find out some queer boy has been screwing with my son ...” An ugly sneer twisted his face. “It won’t be pretty.”

Long after his father left the room, Nathan remained sitting on the bed, numb and sick. He’d lied enough to throw his father off, but not enough for Nathan to continue things with Caleb. Christ, Caleb, what if his father had called the number he’d been texting and discovered C.S. was Caleb Stockwell not Cara Sherman? Nathan felt queasy at the thought of what his father would do to the guy he had fallen for. No, no, he couldn’t let it happen. He had to protect Caleb.

His palms were sweaty when he picked up the phone and blocked Caleb’s number. His voice trembled when he called a friend and got Cara’s number. She was more of an acquaintance than a friend, but he knew she’d broken up with her boyfriend recently and didn’t have a date to prom. He called Cara next and just like that he was taking Cara Sherman to prom. He did everything in a daze, feeling like he was sleepwalking, but urged on by the fear in his stomach that told him he needed to do everything he could to keep Caleb safe.
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Cara was giggly and excited the next day as he picked her up at her house, but he couldn’t manage much more than a grim smile when his mom—along with all the other moms—made him pose for pre-prom pictures. Pete had rented a limo and they squeezed in there. 

Nathan drank steadily on the ride to prom, trying to ignore Cara’s choking perfume when she touched him and snuggled close. He tried not to think about Caleb waiting there for him. He imagined his father’s eyes on him as he walked into prom and played the part of the boisterous jock with a pretty girl on his arm. He almost threw up when he saw Caleb’s face. The hurt there gutted him, so he grabbed Cara and kissed her, gagging on the sticky taste of lip gloss and the feel of a girl he didn’t even like in his arms. 

A voice in his head protested at what he was doing and he wondered why Caleb didn’t see through his act. But it was better this way, right? Caleb had to believe it. It was the only way Nathan could keep his dad from knowing about him. If he hurt Caleb’s feelings tonight, it would keep him safe. He had to hold onto that. It wasn’t long before the alcohol hit him hard, making his head swim and everything seem surreal. He blinked, trying to clear his vision, but everything remained hazy so he closed his eyes, bent his head and laid his cheek against Cara’s hair, stiff and sticky from too much hairspray.

When the slow song ended, Nathan stood upright, trying to keep the blank mask on his face as he glanced over at Caleb. His stomach lurched when Caleb stumbled back into Jimmy. Nathan recognized the look on Jimmy’s face and he wanted to grab Caleb, haul him to safety, but he could do nothing as Jimmy grabbed Caleb and shook him. He couldn’t stand to see Caleb getting hassled; standing by and doing nothing tore him apart. He was terrified Caleb would get hurt, but he never expected what happened next. He watched in dazed horror as Caleb outed himself. For a brief moment—there and gone so quick he wasn’t sure he felt it at all—he wanted to step forward, take Caleb’s hand and tell the school that Caleb wasn’t the only one. He wanted to shout that he loved Caleb, not the girl he was pretending to be with, but he couldn’t do it. He was too much of a coward.

Nathan’s stomach dropped to his toes, lurching queasily as he watched Caleb exit the dance floor, leaving a stunned school in his wake. Nathan fought the urge to rush after him. Now that Caleb had come crashing out of the closet, he couldn’t so much as talk to Caleb in public, much less go comfort him. Then again, after tonight, maybe Caleb wouldn’t want to talk to him. 

He tried to convince himself it was for the best. He was doing the right thing, he had to believe it. So why did it feel so wrong?

Struggling to place one foot in front of the other without weaving, he crossed the room—away from the direction Caleb ran—and dropped into an empty chair at his assigned table. A fast song was playing and everyone returned to dancing. Cara was occupied with her friends, and he gulped down cold water, trying to make his rolling stomach calm. He forced himself to wait as long as he could, but after a while he couldn’t ignore the pull to go after Caleb. 

For a while he wondered if Caleb had left completely, but eventually he found a waiter who had seen a blond guy in tux heading out the hallway at the back and Nathan followed. He figured he could always claim he got turned around if someone caught him talking to Caleb. But no one noticed him. Caleb didn’t even notice as Nathan stood there for a long moment, watching him. Caleb’s eyes were closed as he leaned against the building, and even in the faint light coming from the parking lot, Nathan could see wetness on his cheeks. Nathan braced his hand on the brick, feeling a wave of dizziness wash over him, the whiskey and regret making him nauseated. 

He had to take a couple of deep breaths before he could force words out of his mouth, and he almost broke when he saw Caleb wipe his eyes, the hurt in them so clear it tore right through Nathan. 

He was so drunk he hardly knew what he was saying, but he knew it was awful. He said things he wanted to take back the moment they left his lips, but they worked. They put the distance between him and Caleb that he needed. He was so drunk he could hardly think straight and all he could do was trust his gut that cutting Caleb out of his life was the only way to keep his father from going after both of them. 

As he delivered the parting shot, he felt his heart break. Even if he didn’t remember the awful things he said, he knew he’d never forget the look on Caleb’s face. Like Nathan had kicked him in the teeth. 

At the last second, he nearly caved, nearly turned back to Caleb to tell him it was all lies. All of it. He loved Caleb. He loved him so much it felt like he was carving himself up inside to keep him safe. Instead, he staggered to the bathroom and threw up until there was nothing left.

In the morning, he woke up with a pounding head, lying next to Cara in the hotel room bed. His only consolation was that they’d both passed out fully clothed. He had no idea if his father had followed through on his threat to check up him. His heart ached worse than his head, and his dry eyes stung with suppressed tears. What had he done? Had he really pushed away the only guy he’d ever let himself get close to?

Knowing he’d done the only thing he could think of to protect Caleb from his father’s anger was all that got him through the next few weeks of school and graduation. His resolve weakened when he saw Caleb getting picked on. When Nathan watched Jimmy and Peter slam Caleb into lockers and humiliate him while he stood by doing nothing. When Caleb’s huge blue eyes stared at him, vacant of all emotion. Caleb was like a ghost those last few weeks of school. He didn’t seem to feel the pain or register the insults. It was like someone had sucked all the life out of him and left an empty shell.

No, not someone, Nathan. It was Nathan who had done that to the guy he loved, and he felt his heart clench like there was an imploding black hole threatening to consume everything in him. Maybe that’s what Caleb felt like. Maybe soon Nathan would feel as hollow as Caleb looked.

There were times he wanted to take it back and tell Caleb the truth. But his father never gave him an opportunity. Despite Nathan’s stalling, he pushed his son to invite Cara to dinner so he could meet her. So Nathan took Cara to the movies, walked her to class, pretended like he wasn’t dying inside every time he kissed her. Always, in the back of his mind, was the fear of what his father would do if he found out the truth. Although Nathan’s father had never hit him, Nathan was terrified he would if he found out what Nate and Caleb had done together. If he learned how they felt about each other. And he was terrified that his father would do worse to Caleb if he blamed him for corrupting his son and ruining his future hockey career. So every time Caleb’s hollow-eyed gaze swept over him in the hallways, Nathan forced down the guilt and regret and told himself he’d done the right thing. 

But as Nathan threw his graduation cap in the air and watched his classmates hug each other, celebrating, he felt sick at the sight of Caleb trudging away. All Nate wanted was to hold Caleb again and tell him how sorry he was. But it was too late. 
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Chapter Twenty 


Nathan - 2013
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Nathan sat up, the memory of Caleb’s hollow-eyed grief making him feel sick all over again. He scrubbed at his face as the memory slowly retreated. Christ, what had he been thinking? Did he honestly think a few stupid gifts were going to wipe away the things he’d said to Caleb at prom? The memories of prom itself were hazy, and he couldn’t seem to remember exactly what he’d told Caleb, but Caleb’s shattered, bewildered expression would never go away.

Of course Caleb didn’t trust him. He had no idea everything that took place at prom had been a lie or why Nathan had done it. Nathan had hurt Caleb enough; it was time to let it go. He wanted another chance with Caleb more than anything else, but it wasn’t just about him. He was starting to believe letting Caleb go was the best thing for him. Caleb seemed happy now. It made him feel sick and hollow to think about Caleb with someone else, but Nathan needed to accept that he wasn’t the best person for Caleb. Maybe he never had been. 

He fell asleep with the thought whirling through his mind and was unsurprised to wake up feeling no better than when he’d gone to sleep. He lay in bed, struggling to convince himself to get out of bed. Nathan was still lying there staring at the ceiling when he was startled by a knock on the door. 

“Yeah?” His voice came out rough and hoarse. 

“Can I come in?” Brent roommate called through the door. “You need to see something.”

Nathan glanced down at his bare chest and pajama pants and wondered if he should put on a shirt. He laughed softly to himself when he realized Brent had done a hell of a lot more than see him half-naked before so why the hell was he worried about modesty? “Sure.” 

Brent pushed open the door. “Get your laptop. You need to take a look at the Bronco’s fan forums.”

Nathan frowned and grabbed his laptop from the floor next to his bed. “Okay.”

Brent took a seat on the edge of the bed as Nathan pulled up the fan forums. Generally, he tried to avoid them; it made him uncomfortable to hear people discussing the team and him in particular. This morning, the boards were active, all discussing the news of his coming out. There were even a couple of blurry photos of him with Caleb at the bar from the night before. They weren’t particularly clear, but there was no denying it was Nathan in the pictures. 

He swallowed hard, feeling a little light-headed. “Holy shit.”

Brent gave him a small smile. “How does it feel to be out?”

Nathan shook his head. “I—I don’t know. Good, I think, but weird, you know?”

Brent nodded. “I’m sure.”

He was quiet for a few minutes while Nathan checked his social media. “Jesus, you should see the number of emails and Facebook notifications I have.”

“I’m surprised your phone isn’t blowing up.”

Nathan frowned. “Yeah, me, too.” He got up and set the laptop on the desk so he could dig his phone out of the pocket of the pants he’d discarded on the floor. It was nearly dead and the number of missed calls was unreal. It had been on silent, so he’d missed them all. He plugged it in, leaning against the desk as he went through the messages. 

“From some of the comments of people who saw what went down at Metro, I’m guessing it didn’t go well with Caleb,” Brent said as Nathan half-listened to a message from someone he didn’t know tell him he was going to hell for his sinful lifestyle. He frowned and deleted it. 

“No, Caleb doesn’t trust me, and I think I went about this all wrong.” The next message was from a teammate telling him he was cool with it if the rumors were true. That was a nice surprise. He’d already discussed the possibility of coming out with his coach, who had been supportive, but he felt bad that he hadn’t warned most of his teammates. Last night hadn’t really been planned though.

“That’s what you get for listening to a girl for advice.” Brent snorted. “Dude, the little gifts and letter aren’t going to cut it. You have to take action, man. Make a big gesture.” Nathan was only half listening to Brent as he moved on to the next message. He tried to quiet Brent so he could hear the message better. It was from a reporter from the Western Herald—the campus newspaper—asking him to call her back about an interview.

He ended the call without deleting the message and leaned against his desk. “Holy fuck, Brent. A reporter from the Herald wants to feature me for the Senior Athlete Spotlight. I’m sure they want to talk to me about my coming out.” He shook his head. “This is totally surreal.” 

Brent’s eyes widened and a huge grin crossed his face. “That’s it, Nathan, that’s your big gesture.”

“Huh?”

“Dude, that’s how you can prove to Caleb that you’re sorry. Do an interview with the reporter and come out officially. Tell the world how you feel about Caleb.”
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Chapter Twenty-One 


Caleb - 2013
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Caleb spent the rest of the weekend with his mom. He didn’t know if it was because he was cowardly and was afraid to go back to campus and face Lowell, or because being home seemed to put things in perspective. It had been a long time since he’d let himself think about prom, but now that he’d started, he couldn’t stop. The problem with memory, though, was that it was fickle. It changed with time and he wasn’t sure if he was remembering things the way they actually happened. At the time, Nathan’s drunken jock actions had seemed completely believable, but looking back they seemed almost ludicrously cartoonish. An over the top caricature of what a jock should be like and nothing like the guy he’d spent hours with in the prop loft. Nothing like the guy he’d seen lately. Something didn’t fit and niggling questions lingered. Nothing about the way Nathan had acted or what he said to Caleb the night of prom made sense. Caleb mulled over the memories repeatedly, but he couldn’t seem to make the pieces fit. 

When he talked about it with his mother again, all she said was, “Talk to him. That’s the only way you’ll find closure.” 

He didn’t have an exam on Monday so he spent Sunday night at his mom’s house and drove back to campus on Monday morning. He left the windows down as he sang along to the radio, glad he’d gone home. He felt lighter and he knew what he needed to do. First, he’d apologize to Lowell, then he’d talk to Nathan. He wanted to know the truth about what had happened at prom. He wasn’t sure what would happen after, but it was time to lay the past to rest, one way or another.

Lowell wasn’t home when Caleb got back to the apartment. Most of Caleb’s classes had final projects or papers which had already been completed and turned in and he didn’t have an actual sit-down final until Wednesday. Lowell, however, had exams throughout the week. Caleb felt like a total shit for being such an ass to his best friend. Was he really so stubborn he’d been willing to screw up his friendship with Lowell because he didn’t want to deal with his past with Nathan? Christ, he was an idiot.

Caleb attempted to study while he waited for Lowell to return. When he did, Lowell froze inside the entrance to the living room. “I wasn’t sure you were coming back,” Lowell said softly. He rarely raised his voice but the quiet hurt was worse than any shout.

“I spent the weekend with my mom. I needed some perspective.” Caleb set his textbook aside. “She says ‘hi’ by the way. She misses you and sent cookies home with me for you.”

Lowell smiled faintly. “I’ll message her later to say thanks.”

“She’ll like that.” Caleb stood and crossed the room to stand in front of his friend. “I’m sorry about what a dick I’ve been lately. Things with Nathan are really fucking with my head but it’s not an excuse. I know you were doing what you thought was best.”

Lowell nodded, his lips twisting in a funny frown. “Look, I appreciate the apology, but before you say anything else, I think you should see something. Before we clear the air I want you to know what Nathan did. I know you’re tired of me meddling, but this is important.”

Caleb nodded and followed obediently when Lowell tugged on his sleeve. He felt weirdly nervous as he took a seat on the couch next to Lowell. 

“First of all, when you left Metro, Nathan made a pretty huge gesture. I don’t know how it happened exactly, but Nathan yelled out who he is and that he’s gay. It was right as I left to find you, so I’m not sure what happened after. But in the last couple days, it blew up everywhere, Caleb. All over campus, on Facebook and Twitter, on the fan boards. There’s even a couple of pictures of the two of you together.”

Caleb stared at Lowell in shock, but Lowell was busy doing something on his phone. “He’s out? Like, out out?”

Lowell handed over his phone and pointed at the screen. It was an article on the campus paper’s site featuring Nathan. He skimmed the parts about Nathan’s hockey career but paused when it came to the parts about his sexuality. 

“I’ve always been gay, known it since high school, I just wasn’t brave enough to be open about it,” the handsome hockey player explained, pushing his dark curls off his forehead. There are certainly female hearts breaking all over campus at the news.

Rhodes shared that his biggest regret is not coming out sooner which kept him from a relationship with Caleb Stockwell, a WMU Senior theater major. 

“We dated secretly in high school but I let my fears ruin a good thing. I spent my entire high school and college career hiding who I am. It’s mentally and physically exhausting. Worst of all, I made decisions that hurt Caleb. He’s an incredible guy. I know the choices I made hurt him and I’ll regret them for the rest of my life. I love hockey, but I love him more.”

Caleb read those few lines several times before he swallowed hard and looked up. His voice was faint. “He laid it all out there, didn’t he?” Lowell nodded. “I’d already decided I was going to talk to him and hear his side of what happened at prom, but this ... this changes things.”

“It’s still a good place to start.”

Caleb nodded, still shell-shocked. “Can you forgive me for being such an ass to you?”

Lowell grinned, the smile lighting up his face. “Of course.”

“You’re a good friend, Lowell.”

He smiled and patted Caleb on the knee. “I know, and you don’t deserve me, but for some reason I keep you around.”

With a laugh, Caleb put his arms around Lowell and pulled him in for a hug. “True.”
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Resolving his issues with Lowell was the easy part; approaching Nathan was much more difficult, and Caleb wasn’t quite sure how to go about it. When he asked his roommate for advice, Lowell admitted that he had Nathan’s number and he thought Caleb should start there. Lowell sent a text asking if Nathan was home and got a prompt response. The good news was that Nathan was home, the bad news was that there were reporters camped out in front of the apartment complex. Caleb was shocked.

“Be glad he’s not going pro,” Lowell said drily. “ESPN would be out there. His college career is over and Nathan’s from a relatively minor college team. It’ll die down.”

Caleb sighed and began pacing. Now that he’d made the decision to talk to Nathan, he was impatient. “Maybe I should call him instead.”

“That’s not a conversation you want to have over the phone. Give it a couple of hours,” Lowell coaxed. “I seriously don’t think the reporters will hang out there all night. C’mon, you can help quiz me, sweets. I have a final tomorrow and I’m freaking out.”

Caleb was reasonably sure his friend was lying. Lowell was a friggin’ genius and always did well in his classes, but he appreciated the distraction.

By the time Nathan let them know the reporters had cleared out, Caleb was a wreck. He drove to Nathan’s apartment complex with sweaty palms and a churning stomach. When he stepped out of his car, it was dark out, the air heavy and damp, like a storm was approaching. He told himself not to be stupid—it was May in Michigan, after all, and perfectly normal weather—but his pessimistic side made him wonder if it was a metaphor for the evening. 

He shifted his weight from foot to foot and wiped his sweaty palms on his jeans as he worked up the courage to ring the bell. Brent opened the door, nodding at him, but all Caleb could manage was a faint, “thanks” as he crossed the threshold. All he could focus on was the sight of Nathan who stood in the entryway to the living room, dressed in jeans and a V-neck shirt. Caleb felt his pulse leap in his throat. Had he actually looked at Nathan lately? Seen him through eyes not clouded by anger? 

Nathan had his hands in his back pockets and Caleb could see the tightness in his posture as Caleb approached. A few dark curls hung over one eye but the rest stood on end, like he’d been running his hands through it. His expression was serious, sober. He looked good. Tense, but so good.

Caleb spoke first. “Hey.” It came out as a whisper, soft and tentative, not at all like he’d intended.

“Hey.”

Caleb was dimly aware of the front door closing behind Brent. They were alone now. He crossed the distance to Nathan, stopping a few feet from him. Nathan’s expression was too blank for him to read, his blue eyes never leaving Caleb’s.

He cleared his throat and took a deep breath. “I’m sorry.”

“What are you sorry for?” Nathan shook his head, his stiff body language softening. “I’m the one who needs to apologize to you.”

Caleb nodded. “Maybe, but that’s what you’ve been trying to do for weeks now and I haven’t let you. That’s what I’m sorry about. It was stupid and childish of me, and I’ve been so damn stubborn. I’ve been so angry at you since prom. It was hard to let go of those feelings.”

Nathan stepped half a foot closer. “That’s why I want to apologize to you. I said awful things to you, I lied, and I hate that I hurt you. I hate that I let my father have so much power over me.”

Caleb pushed his hair out of his eyes and looked Nathan in the eye. “What does your father have to do with this?”

Nathan’s lips tightened before he walked across the living room. Caleb followed, staring at Nathan’s tense frame as he stood in front of the window, staring out at the parking lot below. Caleb was startled when Nathan finally spoke. “I don’t know if you realize what he was like.”

“A homophobe?” Caleb offered.

“Yeah, but that’s only part of it. He was a frustrated former college hockey player who resented the fact he didn’t go pro. He taught me how to skate when I was three. The thing is, I loved hockey, I still do, but there are so many decisions I made because of his expectations.” Nathan shook his head and craned his neck to look at Caleb. “I stayed in the closet in high school and college because of him. I sacrificed so much so I could play hockey and for what? For him? I don’t know if I’m angrier at him, or at myself.”

“I still don’t know what that has to do with prom. You said you lied to me. Why? If it wasn’t true, why would you tell me you were using me?” The hurt in his voice came through loud and clear and he didn’t try to hide it. He wanted Nathan to know how badly it had shattered him. 

Nathan closed his eyes for a moment. “Is that what I said? It’s kind of a blur. I was so fucking drunk. It was the only way to get through it.”

“Of course, the words I’ll never be able to stop hearing are ones you can’t remember.” Caleb’s tone was bitter and Nathan turned, taking half a step toward him before pausing.

“Christ, I’m sorry.”

“You fucking broke my heart at prom, Nathan. Don’t you get it? And for what?”

“To keep my father from hurting you.”

Caleb flinched, jerking back. “Hurting me? What the hell?”

“The day before prom he caught me jacking off to gay porn. He only got a glimpse of it and I tried to convince him one of the people in the video was a girl with short hair but he ... I think he was suspicious. He went through my texts—”

“Fuck, he found what we sent to each other?” Caleb asked, appalled. “I mean, we were careful not to give anything away but ...”

“Yeah. I knew it was possible he would find them, so you were in my phone as C.S., and I had to convince him they were from Cara Sherman. I don’t know for sure anymore, but at the time I honestly believed he would hurt you. I know he would have blamed you for corrupting me.”

Caleb snorted. “Corrupting you? Hardly. Neither of us knew what the fuck we were doing.”

“That’s how he would have seen it,” he said in a grim tone. “There was no way his son could be gay, so if he was fooling around with a guy, it had to be the other guy’s fault.” He took a slow, deep breath and let it out on a shuddering sigh that made Caleb’s palm itch to reach out and touch him. Reassure him. Where did that impulse come from? Caleb wondered as Nathan continued.

“My dad didn’t hit me, but he was controlling and emotionally abusive. He pushed me around sometimes, got a little rough. I thought maybe finding out about us would tip him over the edge into more serious physical violence. I couldn’t risk him taking it out on you. I thought if I took Cara to prom, if I threw suspicion off there being any guy in my life, it would be safer.”

Caleb nodded, finally beginning to understand. It still hurt though. God, it hurt, even after all these years. “Fine. I can accept that, but why lie to me, Nathan? Why pretend like you’d been using me? It doesn’t make any sense. If you’d told me the truth, I would have understood. It would have hurt, but we could have stopped seeing each other. I would have understood.”

Nathan sighed, his shoulders slumping. “I knew I wouldn’t be able to end things and stay away from you if you still wanted me. I would have gotten sloppy, texted you, begged to be with you. Done something that would get us caught. I was in panic mode and I didn’t have a plan when I went to prom. I was going to show up with Cara so everyone would believe I was seeing her. I didn’t know how to end things with you. I thought about telling you the truth, but I didn’t trust myself to stay away after. I kept drinking and the more I drank the more sense it made to end things in a way that would make you hate me. I didn’t think it through, Caleb.” Nathan’s voice was raw. “I was desperate.”

“Do you have any idea how you made me feel? At the time, it didn’t make sense that you would like me. You were too ... popular, too attractive. I didn’t have the confidence to believe someone like me could deserve someone like you. So when you showed up with Cara and told me you were using me, it ... it made sense in some weird way. I began to doubt every moment we’d had together, and I was too torn up to think it through and question it.”

“You thought you weren’t good enough?” Nathan choked out, stepping closer. “Caleb you’ve always been an amazing guy. So talented and funny. When we started talking, I felt like you were the first person in years who actually understood me. Who saw me for who I was, beyond just being a hockey player. Christ, do you know how much I wanted you? I’d never felt like that about anyone. Hell I still haven’t. I’ve been with a grand total of two people: you and Brent. And Brent never made me feel the way you did.”

Caleb’s smile was sad, bitter. “I believed every word of what you told me. Robbie and Allison found me outside after you left. They took me home and I barely got out of bed for weeks. I spent the whole summer depressed. I felt like you’d ripped my chest open and stomped on my heart. If I could have just disappeared ... I would have. I wasn’t in a good place.”

Nathan stepped forward and Caleb’s breath hitched when Nathan cupped his chin in his large, warm hand. “I’m sorry, Caleb. I hate that I hurt you. It’s not an excuse, I know, but I was eighteen, stupid, and scared out of my mind about what my father would do. I’ll understand if you can’t forgive me, but I’ve spent every day of the last four years regretting what I did. I may not have remembered the exact words I said to you but I never forgot the look on your face.”

Caleb looked up, and although his breath caught at the sincerity in Nathan’s voice and on his face, it didn’t erase all of the anger. “Then why didn’t you do something before now? We’ve been at the same school for four years, Nathan. If you’d wanted to, you could have found me before now.”

Nathan’s hand dropped and Caleb was surprised by how much he missed the warm touch. “I wasn’t ready to come out. I couldn’t ask you to hide in the closet. I actually saw you around campus a few times and you seemed fine, like you were completely over me and happy. I thought ... I thought I’d missed my chance. I wanted to be with you but I knew I couldn’t come out and it didn’t seem fair to ask you to hide. Plus, if I started spending time with you, people would put the pieces together.”

Caleb nodded slowly before asking a question he’d been wondering about for a while. “If you hadn’t seen me at Terry’s party, would you have ever apologized?” 

“I don’t know.” Caleb flinched at the honest words but let Nathan continue. “Hockey was over. With my dad gone and you right there ... it seemed like the perfect time.”

“Wait, what do you mean about your dad being gone? Did your parents get divorced or something?”

Nathan shook his head. “He died. Last fall.”

Caleb gasped. “What happened?”

“Heart attack. It was sudden.”

“Are you ... how you do you feel?”

Nathan turned back to face the window. “I don’t know. It’s been six months and some part of me is still in shock. I have these days where I feel like he’s still around, still judging me for every decision I make and when I realize he’s gone I feel relieved. Which makes me feel guilty. I know it’s stupid. He was a jerk.” Nathan’s head fell forward, hitting the glass with a quiet thud. “But he was my dad, you know? He wasn’t spouting homophobic crap all the time. He taught me how to play hockey and how to swim. We went to Red Wings games together.” His tone was melancholy, and without thinking, Caleb reached out, slowly rubbing Nathan’s back. Nathan let out a shuddering sigh and turned his head to look at Caleb, temple pressed against the window. “I’m so fucking sorry. I shouldn’t have let him control my life. I shouldn’t have let him keep me from you. I’m not asking you to date me again, I just want to know, can you forgive me?”

Caleb was silent for a long moment before he nodded and felt the remaining tension and anger leach out of him, leaving him tired and a little sad. “We were stupid kids, Nathan. You fucked up, but I don’t want to stay pissed at you forever. You can’t go back in time and fix it, but we can both let it go. I ... I forgive you.” The words felt better than he expected. So did Nathan standing so close. He leaned in, resting his cheek against Nathan’s upper arm. He felt as much as heard the sigh of relief, then a gentle pressure against the top of his head. It felt like a kiss. 

He wanted it to be a kiss. And that fucked with his head. When had he gone from hating Nathan to wanting to be close to him?

“Thank you,” Nathan whispered. “It’s more than I deserve.”

“Can you forgive me for being so stupidly stubborn?” Caleb asked, breathing in the scent of laundry detergent and the minty fragrance that hadn’t changed in four years. The familiarity ripped into him, leaving him vulnerable. “The way I’ve treated you the last few weeks ...”

Nathan shifted and put his arms around Caleb. His heart rate picked up, responding to the feel of Nathan holding him close. He couldn’t look up, could only stare at Nathan’s throat, at the slice of skin bare above the collar of his shirt and the jut of his Adam’s apple. His stubble was dark against the white of his throat, red in one spot from the irritation of a razor. He was so focused on that he was startled when Nathan finally spoke. 

“I went about it all wrong, begging you to take me back when I hadn’t even apologized for what I’d done. You had no reason to trust me. I wasn’t even out then.”

“But you are now. I saw the article.”

Nathan nodded and Caleb watched the movement in his throat when he swallowed. “I hope what I said was okay. I wasn’t sure if you’d be upset about me mentioning you by name. I did it because I wanted you to know I’m not hiding anymore, Caleb. I’m not ashamed of being gay and especially not of my feelings for you—” His words cut off abruptly and Caleb finally lifted his eyes. Nathan’s expression was conflicted. “I shouldn’t have said that. I’m sorry.”

Caleb tried to force air through the tightness in his throat. “You really still have feelings for me?”

“They’ve never stopped. Brent was ... well he was the only guy I trusted. He’s a friend and someone I had fun getting off with, but he’s never made me feel like you did. Like you do.”

“The puck bunnies?”

“Girls who were happy to let people assume something happened between us so they could ride on my fame. I kissed them, fooled around with them a little, that’s about it.” Nathan sighed. “Damn it. I promised myself if you’d talk to me, I wouldn’t even bring up the idea of being together again. I wanted the opportunity to apologize. Just ignore what I said.”

Tempting, but Caleb wanted to know the truth. “But you do still want to be with me?”

“More than anything in the world.” Nathan let out a heavy sigh. “But, Caleb, I’ll understand if you don’t want to. I wouldn’t blame you. I don’t expect anything from you, you know? If all we do is clear the air between us ... I can live with it.”

Caleb was silent for a long moment, sifting through all of the emotions swirling through him. More than anything, he felt relieved. It was a relief to not be angry at Nathan any more, to have forgiven him for the stupid decision he’d made four years ago—apparently to protect Caleb. Did it still sting that Nathan hadn’t simply told him the truth? Yes. But he didn’t hate Nathan for it anymore. They’d both been kids, and it was their first relationship. On top of Nathan being closeted and dealing with his father, well, it was no surprise it ended badly. Four years gave him a little perspective now that he understood what happened. Where there had been so much hate and resentment, there was only a calm, quiet sort of regret for the way things had transpired. Mingling with those feelings was something he had a harder time understanding however.

It felt good to be held; Nathan’s arms were still wrapped around Caleb’s hips, thumbs through the belt loops of his jeans. Caleb’s hands circled Nathan’s upper arms, the skin warm against his palms. It felt surprisingly natural, like prom and everything after hadn’t happened. But they couldn’t go back; it was impossible to erase the past, wasn’t it? The thought was surprisingly painful.

But what about a fresh start? He wondered. God, that’s tempting. Is it possible though? Can I let go of the past and give Nathan another chance? Caleb let himself imagine what it would be like to start again, get to know Nathan—not who he was four years ago but who he was now—and date. Openly. 

The attraction certainly wasn’t gone, his racing heart would attest to that. His words came out slowly. “I do still want you.”

Nathan looked at him quizzically. “Want sex? Because as tempted as I was at the bar the other night, I don’t think I can, Caleb. If you don’t want a relationship because you can’t trust me, or you don’t have those kinds of feelings for me anymore, I’ll understand. I’ll ... learn to live with it. But I can’t pretend like I don’t want more. If we got in bed right now, I’d want a hell of a lot more than a fuck.”

“I want ... I think I want more too.” Caleb was surprised to realize how true the words were. It was scary, contemplating the idea of trusting anyone—much less Nathan—again. But there was something so huge between them that it would be stupid not to give it a try. Because if it worked, it would be so good. So, so good. “We don’t know each other anymore... we’ll have to start from scratch there, but yeah, I think ... I think I want to try.”
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Chapter Twenty-Two


Nathan – 2013
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Nathan’s movements were clumsy as he unhooked his thumbs from Caleb’s belt loops, his hands shaking as he lifted them to cradle Caleb’s face. “Oh, God, really?”

Caleb nodded, his expression solemn, a little anxious. “Really.”

“I must be dreaming.” Nathan let out a strangled laugh, hopeful and disbelieving all at once. “I never thought you’d ... I thought I’d be lucky if you would forgive me but this ... it’s ... damn.” He smoothed Caleb’s hair back from his face. “The idea that you could want me and be willing to try again ... I don’t even know what to say.”

“Maybe ... don’t say anything.” Nathan froze when Caleb reached up, pulling his head down. He didn’t want to close his eyes, didn’t want to stop looking at the determined, hopeful expression on Caleb’s face, but they closed involuntarily as Caleb pressed their lips together. Nathan let out this funny sound, half-sigh, half-sob. He was terrified he’d do something wrong and it would end. His heart pounded in his chest and he moved nothing but his lips as Caleb tasted him. The kiss was hesitant, every bit as tentative as their first. 

He let Caleb lead and when Caleb’s tongue softly touched his lips, he parted them. Nathan was still half-afraid he’d wake up and find out this had never happened. For a few heartbeats he held back, then reached for Caleb, pulling him close as Caleb deepened the kiss and groaned. He couldn’t get enough. Caleb forgiving him was a dream, but this was beyond anything he’d dared hope for. He held Caleb tighter, deepening the kiss, needing to reacquaint himself with the taste and feel of him. It was almost overwhelming. He pulled back and whispered, “Caleb,” against his mouth and felt him shudder. Their lips parted for a moment and he rested his forehead against Caleb’s. His chest ached and his whole body felt tight like it did before a game: anticipation crawling across his skin, nervous and eager all at once.

Nathan had been cradling Caleb’s face in hands and he slid them down, dragging his thumbs over the pulse thrumming in his neck. It beat quickly, eagerly. 

“Thank you,” Nathan whispered. He lightly touched his lips to the corner of Caleb’s lips before trailing across his jaw and down to rest over the thin skin on his neck. Now he could feel the pulse against his lips, fluttering, reminding him this was real. “Is this crazy?” he whispered, pulling back to look at Caleb. His hair was a mess, his lips damp, and his eyes needy. 

“Probably.” Caleb smoothed his hands over Nathan’s chest. “God, you feel good.”

“So do you.” Nathan slid his hands down to Caleb’s low back, pulling him closer. “I don’t want to stop touching you.”

“So don’t.” 

Caleb’s words hung in the air as they stared at each other. 

“It’s not too fast?” Nathan asked after a few heartbeats.

“Maybe? Probably. Fuck, I don’t know. I need to feel you again. I know we can’t erase what happened before, but I want something new to replace those memories.” 

“Yeah, okay.” His heart racing, Nathan took Caleb’s hand, pulling him through the apartment and into his bedroom, shutting the door behind him. The room was dark, the only light coming from his desk lamp. In the dim glow, Caleb’s expression was eager and apprehensive. Nathan pulled him onto the bed and wrapped his arms around Caleb, shifting so they were on their sides. He ran a thumb across Caleb’s cheek, frowning. “You look scared.”

Caleb chuckled. “I am.” He leaned in to kiss Nathan briefly and their legs tangled together. “A little.”

“We don’t have to.” He wanted to though. Oh God, he wanted to.

“Shh.” Caleb nudged Nathan onto his back and he went willingly. Propped up on his elbow and hovering over Nathan, Caleb brushed their lips together. “Just kiss me.”

Nathan did. He closed his eyes and forced himself to stop worrying. He let go of the past, let go of the worry they were rushing this. He sighed, threaded his fingers through Caleb’s hair, and kissed him again, tasting him, teasing him. Nathan felt almost sick with excitement, but he tried to slow his eager hands, savor the moment. 

Caleb slid a hand under Nathan’s shirt; it made him shudder, feeling the warm palm against his bare skin. His touch felt familiar and yet, so much was different. How much time had he and Caleb spent together before? At the time it had seemed like so much—although never as much as they wanted of course. In reality, it had only been about a month and a half of stolen moments after school where they got to know each other. Where they first explored what it was like to be with another guy. Caleb tugged at Nathan’s shirt and he reluctantly pulled away, his lips tingling from the kiss. He ripped the shirt off and let Caleb push him onto his back, straddling him. Automatically, Nathan’s hands moved to Caleb’s hips as he lowered onto Nathan’s thighs.

Nathan stared up at Caleb as he ran his hands across Nathan’s chest, exploring it. The tickling sensation made him shudder. He couldn’t stop looking at Caleb, trying to take in and catalogue the changes. Caleb was different now; jaw squarer, chin more prominent, shoulders wider. His lips were as full as they’d always been, almost pouty, but contrasted with his masculine features it was striking. The light was too dim for him to see how bright Caleb’s blue eyes were but he could see the darker ring around the outside of the iris and the thick fringe of his lashes. 

“Take your shirt off,” he said and Caleb smiled, reaching behind his head to tug it off as Nathan watched, rapt.

“You have chest hair now,” he blurted out as Caleb’s torso was bared to him. 

Caleb paused for a second, his shirt half-off as he gave Nathan a small smirk. “Yeah?” He ripped it off completely and flung it on the floor before straddling Nathan on his hands and knees. “That okay?”

Nathan laughed. “It’s good. I like it. I was surprised by it is all.” Caleb didn’t have a lot, just a light sprinkling across his upper chest. Caleb had been a gorgeous guy, even in high school, but now ... Nathan reached up, sliding his hands up Caleb’s arms, admiring the lean definition. “I get to discover you all over again.”

Once he reached Caleb’s shoulders, he moved down to his chest, liking the way the hair lightly tickled his palms. In high school, Caleb had been slight, now he was sinewy. His torso was long, the muscles of his chest and abs sleek and sculpted. It made Nathan crazy, made him want his lips all over Caleb’s warm skin. Everything about Caleb was warm looking, from the golden, sun-kissed streaks in his light brown hair to the tan of his skin. “You’re gorgeous.” 

Caleb flushed and ducked his head, his hair falling over his eyes. “Like you should talk.” Caleb sat back and ran his palms across Nathan’s biceps. “Hockey does a body good.”

Nathan laughed but the sound became a hiss as Caleb moved to his chest, brushing his thumbs over his nipples. He struggled to breathe as Caleb went lower, palms smoothing down his sides and hips, thumbs teasing the sensitive ridge of bone and the hollow underneath. Nathan’s breath hitched. “Oh. Caleb.” 

“You like that?”

“Yeah.” Caleb continued to explore, tracing the skin at the top of his jeans, making him shiver. Nathan liked the weight of Caleb pressing down on his thighs, liked the teasing, tickling touch. He liked looking up to see the guy he’d dreamed about for years. 

Nathan sat up and kissed Caleb deeply, delving into his mouth with his tongue and making him groan. “I’ve missed kissing you,” he whispered against Caleb’s lips. He felt starved for touch like this; he couldn’t get enough. He wrapped an arm around Caleb and shifted back to rest against the headboard. Caleb knelt over him, knees on either side of his hips, and Nathan ran his hands along the smooth expanse of his back. 

“I didn’t let myself think about you,” Caleb admitted, his eyes sad. “It was easier to pretend it never happened, pretend you didn’t exist. Pretend I didn’t care, when it was the complete opposite.”

“I’m sorry,” Nathan whispered.

“I know.” Caleb stroked his hair and brushed his lips against Nathan’s forehead. His eyes closed as Caleb touched his lips to Nathan’s cheek, his eyelid, sliding his fingers against Nathan’s jaw. “But I don’t want to think about the past right now. I want to think about this.” He whispered against Nathan’s lips. “About us. There is an—an us, right?”

“Yes. God, I want there to be.”

Caleb pressed closer, and the feel of their bare skin rubbing together made Nathan moan. Their kisses deepened and Nathan ran his hands up and down Caleb’s spine. A gentle tug on Nathan’s hair made his cock twitch, and he gripped Caleb’s hips, pulling him down onto his lap. He’d been so lost in reacquainting himself with Caleb’s touch and taste he hadn’t allowed his mind to go any further. To imagine what else they might do. Now he couldn’t stop. He slid his hands lower, reaching down to cup Caleb’s ass. 

Caleb groaned, his breath going ragged as he pulled back far enough to unbutton and unzip his jeans. “How can you go so slow?”

Nathan’s hands slid under Caleb’s jeans, burrowing under the stretchy fabric of his underwear to feel Caleb’s bare skin again his. “I’ve waited four years to touch you. I want to enjoy every minute of this.”

They were both hard now and they ground together, moving in unison as Caleb began to rock over him. Nathan kissed down over Caleb’s stubbled jaw, feeling the rasp of their whiskers together. Heat built, slicking their skin with sweat, and Nathan’s finger slipped between Caleb’s ass cheeks, brushing his entrance. They both froze.

His lips against Caleb’s throat, Nathan closed his eyes, drawing in a ragged breath. “Do you want...?” His voice trailed off, the question hanging in the room. 

“Do I want you to fuck me?” Caleb shifted, pushing back against his hand. “Fuck, you have no idea. I want you so deep in me you’re all I can feel.”

Nathan flushed and pulled back, unused to Caleb being so open. “I seem to remember you were the hesitant one before.”

Caleb looked away, frowning. “A lot can change in four years.”

Nathan winced at the reminder that while he might have only slept with Brent, he had no idea what Caleb’s history was. His hands slid out of Caleb’s jeans. “Have you ... dated much?”

“Dated? Not really. I didn’t quite trust anyone enough to open up,” Caleb admitted. “But yeah, I’ve slept around some. Women and men.”

That stung. Hearing that Caleb hadn’t been able to trust anyone and knowing it was because of what he did hurt far worse than thinking about Caleb sleeping with other people. “So you are bi?”

“Yes.” Caleb’s tone was a little defensive. “Is that a problem?”

“No, of course not.” Nathan resumed stroking Caleb’s back with his fingertips. “Just curious.”

“Sorry. Maybe I’m a little touchy about it. You get these people acting like if you’re bi, you’re indecisive or unwilling to admit you’re gay. It’s frustrating.” Caleb’s gaze flicked over his face. “You’ve never been with a woman?”

Nathan shook his head. “Not beyond kissing, a little fooling around. It never felt right. After I kissed you the first time, I knew I was gay. Fucking Brent confirmed what I already knew.”

“How did the rumors about you and Brent start?”

Nathan chuckled, shifting as he settled back to get more comfortable against the headboard. “We got careless. We shared a hotel room at an away game, which no one thought anything about because we were roommates, but we forgot to put away the condoms and lube. Mark, a teammate, stopped by the room—he needed to borrow a phone charger or something stupid—he saw them and made a crack about us being gay. Brent managed to play it off. He told Mark we’d had a threesome with some totally wild chick we met at the bar. The shower was running in the bathroom because I’d been about to get in, but he lied and said she was in there. Better to be kinky than gay, right? We got away with it, but Mark watched us closely after and we started to hear rumors around campus. It seemed too risky so we both made sure to be seen out with girls, and I decided it wasn’t worth the stress just to get laid and I broke it off. Brent’s been fucking this closeted baseball player since.”

“Did you want to date Brent? If that had been an option, I mean.” Caleb didn’t quite meet his gaze.

Nathan let out a short bark of laughter. “God, no. He’s a good friend and I care about him, but I never wanted to date him.”

Caleb’s expression was contemplative as he traced his index finger along Nathan’s shoulder, dipping down to run along his collarbone. The skin there prickled with sensation. “I never loved any of them. I never used anybody, but it was just sex, you know?”

“I know.” He wasn’t sure he liked the thought of Caleb being with “them” but he didn’t exactly have any room to complain.

Caleb’s gaze met his. “Are you jealous?”

“No.” Nathan thought for a moment. “Maybe a little. It shouldn’t matter, but yeah, a part of me wishes there hadn’t been anyone else, which is hypocritical of me.”

“I thought about it at prom, you know? About us getting a room and being together. I didn’t know if I was ready for you to fuck me, but I still wanted to be with you.”

Nathan sighed. “I had a room. I reserved it before my dad caught me. It didn’t matter if we did nothing but hold each other all night, but I wanted to spend the night with you. I was going to ask you if you wanted to go to the room with me at prom. Then my dad caught me jerking off and everything went to shit. Instead of holding you, I woke up fully dressed in bed with Cara Sherman. I don’t know if the hangover or losing you hurt more, but I felt like I wanted to die.” Nathan’s voice was bitter and he closed his eyes for a moment, unable to look Caleb in the face. “God, I’m so sorry.”

“I don’t want to keep rehashing the past. You don’t have to keep apologizing.” 

Nathan opened his mouth to argue, but Caleb silenced him. He moved off Nathan’s lap and lay on the bed, tugging Nathan down beside him. They lay on their sides, looking at each other. “Nathan, if you have something you want to get off your chest, then say it. I’ll listen. But we wasted four fucking years. I let it make me angry and bitter. I allowed it to control my life, and now that I’m not mad anymore, it feels so fucking good to let it go. I don’t need you to apologize to me over and over.” Caleb ran a hand lightly across Nathan’s chest and he shuddered. “Saturday, I went to see my mom. I was pissed at Lowell for meddling again and I needed to talk it over with someone. It’s funny, I went there thinking she’d take my side but I was wrong. She told me to talk to you.”

“She knew what happened?”

Caleb nodded. “Yeah. And I think she was at least as pissed at you as I was after prom, but do you know what she told me this weekend? She told me to stop living in the past and move forward. She told me I was letting what happened with you hold me back, and she’s right. To be honest, when I came to talk to you I didn’t expect we’d work through it and want to be together again. I hoped I could move on and forget about you. I don’t want to make the mistake of living in the past to screw things up for me again.”

Nathan nodded. “Yeah, good point. It might take me a little while though.”

“Okay.” Caleb leaned in and kissed him slowly, deeply until Nathan finally let go. Caleb was right; they could rehash it all until they were blue in the face but it wouldn’t change the past. At some point they’d have to talk more, discuss what their plans for the future were, but for now, he wanted to feel Caleb in his arms. 

He pulled Caleb closer and felt the bite of Caleb’s fly against his stomach. They kissed again, but this time it was deeper, needier. He tasted Caleb’s throat, bit at his collarbone, licked a path down to his nipple. It was brown and flat, tightening as he teased it with his tongue. Caleb gasped, throwing his arm up over his head and arching his back as he gripped the pillow. “Fuck, Nathan!” Caleb swore as Nathan gently took the nipple between his teeth, nibbling.

Nathan smoothed his hand down Caleb’s side and Caleb shuddered, clutching at Nathan’s shoulder, his fingers biting in. Nathan switched to the other side, hovering over Caleb as his mouth followed the path his hand had taken. He tasted the skin over Caleb’s ribs, licked the vein at the crest of his hip, nuzzled his nose into the soft hairs below his navel. Caleb’s jeans were open—unbuttoned and unzipped—and Nathan slowly moved down to the top of his underwear. Caleb’s skin smelled soapy, with the faintest hint of musk. Nathan sat back and Caleb’s gaze never left his as he stripped Caleb. Caleb kicked the jeans and underwear off and Nathan shucked his own clothes before pausing to drink in the sight of Caleb naked in his bed. 

Nathan’s breathing grew shallow, eager anticipation flooding his veins as he imagined everything he would do to Caleb. There was a crooked smile on his face and Nathan loved seeing it. Even more than he wanted to fuck Caleb, he wanted to make him laugh, make him smile. Caleb drew a hand across his belly, resting on his hip as if posing a little. “Are you just going to look, or...?” Caleb teased.

Nathan grinned. “I’m going to do a lot more than that.” 

He bent down and licked a trail from the root of Caleb’s cock to the tip, his tongue lapping at the salty-sweet taste there, tearing a strangled groan from Caleb’s lips. He looked up and Caleb’s eyes were closed, his chin tilted back, his chest rising and falling quickly.

Nathan kept his gaze on Caleb as he slid Caleb’s cock into his mouth, taking him in as deep as he could; although the length was average, he was thick. Caleb’s breath hitched when he hit bottom. Nathan closed his eyes as he began to move, feeling Caleb’s fingers touch his hair. Caleb whispered his name and encouraged him to move, threading his fingers through Nathan’s hair and tugging a little. He let out a soft cry when Nathan pulled back, suckling on the tip, teasing the slit with his tongue. Nathan repeated the motion, swallowing him down, then backing off to tease the head. He liked the taste of Caleb, the weight of his cock against his tongue, and the needy way Caleb gripped his hair.

Nathan hadn’t had a chance to do this when they were together before and he was greedy for it, desperate to make Caleb come, hear him shout Nathan’s name. Caleb writhed under him, his hips bucking, and he finally gripped Nathan’s shoulders, stopping him. Nathan looked up, slowly sliding his mouth off with a lingering swipe of his tongue. Caleb shuddered, then sat up and propped himself up on one hand. He rifled through Nathan’s hair, looking down at him tenderly. Nathan pressed a kiss to Caleb’s thigh, liking the feel of the soft hair against his lips. 

“I want you to fuck me.” 

Nathan shuddered at the thought and spoke against Caleb’s thigh. “Grab stuff from the nightstand.”

Nathan took the lube and condom from Caleb and dropped them on the bed, settling on his side as he reached for Caleb. Caleb turned, sliding closer and they lay with their legs intertwined, kissing deeply. 

“Please, Nathan,” Caleb whispered and Nathan fumbled for the lube. H his fingers shook as he popped open the cap and slicked them. He reached down between Caleb’s legs and heard him gasp at the cool, wet touch. Nathan brushed Caleb’s balls with the back of his hand and Caleb threw a leg over Nathan’s hip to give him better access. Gently, Nathan slid his fingers across Caleb’s entrance and teased the soft, puckered skin there. Caleb closed his eyes and hissed when Nathan pushed forward, but when he relaxed, Nathan’s finger easily slipped inside. Their gazes met and Caleb’s was open and trusting. It made Nathan’s chest ache in the best of ways.

Nathan took his time; it was awkward using his left hand and the last thing he wanted was to hurt Caleb. So he dragged out the prep, teasing Caleb, making him pant and moan. Nathan watched Caleb’s face as he slowly pushed three fingers inside him. He wanted Caleb like this always, raw need on his face, hiding nothing. Caleb’s hair was damp against his forehead by the time he begged Nathan to fuck him.

Nathan’s movements slowed and stopped as Caleb ripped open a condom. They shifted on the bed so he could sheath Nathan’s cock and smoot lube all over it. Time seemed to slow as Nathan pushed Caleb on his back and positioned himself between his legs, hooking an arm around his left and bracing a hand on the bed. He hesitated and Caleb looked up at him, his smile slow and sweet, like the boy Nathan known four years prior. “Please.”

Nathan pushed in slowly and it was every bit as good as he’d ever dreamed. Better, because he hadn’t imagined Caleb’s lips would part as he breathed through the stretch, or that he’d grip Nathan’s arm so tightly his fingers went white. Nathan hadn’t known what kind of sounds Caleb would make as Nathan’s cock pushed deeper inside. He’d had no idea how much better it would feel to know the man he was inside of was someone he’d loved once and knew he could fall in love with again. His heart hammered in his chest as he pushed forward the rest of the way, seating himself fully. He could see and feel the tension in Caleb’s body and he stopped, letting him adjust. Caleb took a few deep breaths, then his eyes opened and he looked up at Nathan. “God that feels good.”

Nathan groaned and let Caleb’s leg fall to the bed. He grabbed a pillow, carefully stuffing it under Caleb’s hips before he leaned forward, stretching to kiss him briefly before he braced both hands on the bed beside Caleb’s ears. He moved slowly at first, afraid he’d come too fast otherwise and there was something so intense about staring into Caleb’s eyes as he moved that he felt a shiver run up his spine. 

Sweet, slow strokes grew deeper, harder as he watched Caleb’s reactions, knowing he’d hit the right spot when Caleb closed his eyes and tilted his head back, jaw clenching. He felt Caleb’s hands, hot against his skin as he ran them up and down Nathan’s back, whispering, “faster,” as he thrust back. Nathan groaned when Caleb drew his left leg up, foot flat against the bed, and rocked his hips, tightening around Nathan’s cock. Nathan sat back, grabbed both of Caleb’s legs, and hooked them over his shoulders, pressing deeper. Caleb froze, his fingers digging into Nathan’s arm and Nathan stilled. 

“You okay?”

“Yeah.” Caleb’s voice was hoarse. “Right there. God, do that again.”

Nathan drew back slowly and pushed in again, deep. Caleb cried out and Nathan sped up, his head down as he moved hard and fast, watching Caleb grab his own cock and jerk it. Caleb clenched around him, crying out, and Nathan’s gaze lifted to watch Caleb’s face. Caleb went rigid against him, clenching tightly, and he felt wet heat splash his belly. The tight grip around his cock made him crazy, but it was the expression in Caleb’s eyes that made him go careening over the edge. He couldn’t look away. Pleasure rolled up from the base of his spin in hot surges as he emptied inside Caleb, coming apart at the seams.

Nathan managed a few more erratic thrusts as he felt Caleb shudder beneath him with small, quivering aftershocks of pleasure. When he couldn’t take any more, he lowered Caleb’s legs to the bed and collapsed with a groan. He pulled Caleb with him, rolling them over so Caleb was draped on top of him. Sweat covered their skin and Caleb’s release was slick between their bellies. Nathan eased out of Caleb, feeling the wet splat of the condom against his inner thigh, too content to deal with at the moment. He closed his eyes and wrapped his arms tightly around the other man, letting out a deep, shuddering sigh of relief as he pressed his lips to the top of Caleb’s head. 

He’d wanted to be with Caleb for four years and had been sure he’d lost any chance of making it happen. Whatever it took, he was going to fight to keep Caleb in his life. He wasn’t sure how to bring up the future though. Instead, he held Caleb and closed his eyes, his throat aching with suppressed emotion. 

At eighteen, he would have sworn he was in love with Caleb. Looking back now, he wasn’t so sure. It was hormones and attraction coupled with a developing friendship for sure, lust, infatuation. At the time he’d believed he was falling in love with Caleb, but had he known what love meant at eighteen? At least, it hadn’t been the kind of love that would last. 

Did he love Caleb now? No, but he could. So easily.

He sat up and looked at Caleb who gave him a sleepy grin as he rolled over and grabbed tissues to wipe his stomach clean. Fuck it. Nathan was too tired to worry about their future and what being in love really meant right now. He wanted to pass out, content knowing Caleb was sleeping in his bed tonight.

Nathan cleaned up and disposed of the condom. By the time he clicked off the light and pulled the covers around them both, Caleb was out cold. Nathan kissed the back of his shoulder and decided he’d worry about what came next in the morning.

He awoke to an empty bed.
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Chapter Twenty-Three 


Caleb – 2013
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Nathan was snoring and taking up at least two thirds of the king-size bed when Caleb awoke. What college student has a bed that massive? He wondered, then remembered he was in bed with a 6’4” hockey player and smiled goofily to himself. The snoring and bed hogging were probably going to get very old, very fast, but if it meant sharing a bed with Nathan, Caleb could learn to live with it. 

Holy shit, I’m in bed with Nathan Rhodes, he thought. His inner teenager had a moment of giddy pleasure before he sobered as he remembered he was in bed with the guy who’d broken his heart once too. Caleb turned onto his back, careful not to disturb Nathan. He felt like his head was spinning. He’d meant what he said the night before; he was done being angry at Nathan for what he’d done at prom, and a good chunk of the way things had played out after were Caleb’s own fault. Caleb was the one who hadn’t even questioned Nathan’s ludicrous actions. He was the one who hadn’t let go of his anger at Nathan for four ridiculously long years. And he was the one who had refused to let him apologize.

As much as Caleb had tried to convince himself he’d been over Nathan, clearly he hadn’t been. Not that there was anything wrong with the casual relationships he’d had over the years, but looking back he realized never giving anyone a chance to get close was a little ridiculous. And—if he was being honest with himself—hopping into bed with Nathan immediately after forgiving him was pretty telling. Yes, he’d been angry at Nathan for four years, but he’d been fooling himself when he’d tried to convince himself he didn’t care. 

He rolled onto his side again and watched the slow rise and fall of Nathan’s breathing. He felt a weird lump in his throat as he remembered the look on Nathan’s face as he told Caleb about why he’d lied to him. At the time, Nathan had been living with the pressure of his father’s expectations, the fear of his threats to hurt Caleb, and just plain being, well, a teenager. They’d both been stupid kids in their first relationship. Not that twenty-two was so damn old, but Caleb knew he’d grown up a lot in the last four years; Nathan had clearly done the same. Maybe their high school relationship had ended worse than most but was it any big shock that they’d fucked it up under the circumstances? 

It was going to take a little time to adjust to the idea that he and Nathan were together now. He was going to have to learn to forgive Nathan for basically calling him a pathetic experiment and remember that however badly Nathan had fucked up he’d done it because he cared about keeping Caleb safe.

It didn’t change the fact that Nathan had hurt him, but it did change how Caleb felt about what happened. And how he felt about Nathan. More than anything, it felt good to go let go of all the anger and finally feel hopeful again. 

Nathan shifted on the bed, his bare leg brushing against Caleb’s and Caleb smiled to himself. A part of him wanted to lie in bed with Nathan for the rest of the morning. Hell, maybe the rest of the day, but first he needed to empty his bladder.

Caleb carefully got out of bed, trying to avoid disturbing Nathan, and tugged on a pair of boxers. Opening and closing the door quietly, he went in search of the bathroom. 

He found one down the hall and took a moment to piss, wash his hands, and flatten his mussed hair. He swiped some mouthwash from the bottle sitting on the counter and was lost in thoughts about waking Nathan with a cool, minty blowjob when he pushed open the bathroom door and came face to face with Brent Cameron.

“Oh, hey.” Caleb swallowed, feeling a flash of discomfort as he realized he was dressed in nothing but boxers in a stranger’s apartment. Sure, it was Nathan’s too, but that didn’t make the situation any less awkward

Brent nodded at him. “Morning. So you guys ... uh, worked it all out?”

“Uh, yeah. We did.” That’s why I’m standing mostly naked in your hall, Caleb thought.

“Good, good.” Brent scratched his chest. “I’m glad. Nathan’s a good guy, and I know how tore up he was about things getting fucked up between you in high school.”

“Yeah, it was ... a lot more complicated than I realized,” Caleb said. 

“You want some coffee?” Brent asked. “I made a pot, and Nathan’s probably going to sleep like a rock for a few more hours. I know he’s been sleeping like shit lately.”

Well that made Caleb feel awful. He was the reason Nathan had been sleeping so badly. Before hearing Nathan’s story he might have felt gleeful that he’d caused Nathan a little bit of angst in return for all of the hurt Caleb had gone through, but there was no pleasure in the thought now. 

It was also a weird reminder that Brent actually knew Nathan far better than Caleb did. Hell, he’d fucked Nathan a hell of a lot more than Caleb had. For a moment, Caleb idly wondered who’d topped. For that matter, he wondered if Nathan ever bottomed, and then felt a weird mix of arousal and jealousy at the thought of Nathan and Brent together. Ugh.

“So, coffee?” Brent prompted.

Caleb let out a self-conscious laugh. “Yeah, clearly I need it,” he said as he followed Brent down the hall. “I’m not awake either.” He hadn’t paid any attention to the apartment the night before but it was nice. Nothing fancy, just the standard tan carpet and boring white walls of most of the rental housing around and filled with furniture from Ikea and Target, but unlike some guys Caleb knew, Nathan and Brent kept the place clean, and at least attempted to hang a few things on the walls. 

“Cream? Sugar?” Brent asked, and Caleb blinked at him, realizing he was standing in the small, sunny kitchen, lost in his thoughts. Brent chuckled. “Damn, did Nathan fuck you stupid?”

Caleb bit back a laugh as he accepted the large WMU mug that Brent patiently held out to him. “Um, probably. It’s all kind of ... weird. I went from hating him to ...”

“Fucking him?” Brent supplied, sliding the container of sugar and carton of creamer along the counter toward him. 

“Well, yeah.” He’d done a completely one-eighty about how he felt about Nathan. Hate and resentment had turned to forgiveness and attraction. Except, the attraction had never left, just been buried, and he thought maybe a part of him had always been hoping he’d have a reason to forgive Nathan. It felt strange to not carry the weight around anymore. Shit, he was going to have to tell his mom she was right. And explain that he was giving things with Nathan another shot. And deal with Lowell’s “I told you so’s”. 

He thought of the way Nathan’s arms felt around him and decided it was worth it.

Caleb set the mug down and added sugar, staring into the black coffee as he stirred it in. “And you know, standing around having coffee with his roommate—who I know he’s fucked.”

“Are you jealous?” Brent asked and Caleb looked up at the disbelief in his tone. “Cause Nathan and me ... we were never a couple. We fucked mostly because it was convenient and kept us from outing ourselves—although that only sort of worked. Look, my point is, at any point in the last four years he would have dropped me in a heartbeat if you’d said you wanted him. I never cared about him that way. Nathan’s my teammate, my best friend, and yeah, for a while we screwed around, but that was it. I’m not secretly in love with Nathan, dude.”

Caleb laughed, feeling ridiculous as he splashed cream into his coffee. Nathan had reassured him of the same thing the night before. Why was it so hard to believe? Caleb had fucked plenty of people without falling in love with them. Why should Nathan and Brent be any different? “Sorry. This is all just ... messing with my head.”

“I get that.” Brent shrugged. “And look, if you want me to put pants and a shirt on I can, but come on, we’re gay dudes. Aren’t half-naked guys running around kind of one of the perks?” 

Caleb nearly choked on his first sip of coffee. “Uhh, sure.”

“Mic—” Brent bit the word off, abruptly. “Uh, I mean, the guy I’ve been fucking is always wandering around the apartment in boxer briefs, so we’re pretty used to it around here. Then again, with a body like his, I’m not sure I would bother to get dressed either.”

“Yeah, fair enough.” Caleb remembered that Nathan had said something about Brent screwing a closeted baseball player, and he idly wondered who it was. Mike Thompson was on the team, but he had a face like someone had used it for batting practice, was built like a tank, and had a female fiancé, so Caleb kind of doubted he was who Brent was hooking up with. Ugh, why the fuck did he even know—or care—who was on the baseball team? Lowell. Of course it was because of his roommate. 

After hooking up with a baseball player a few years back, Lowell became obsessed with baseball. If hockey was his first love, baseball was a close second. No, scratch that, cock was his first love, but hockey and baseball were second and third.

Who was the baseball player Lowell had hooked up with anyway? Caleb was pretty sure his last name was Warner, but what was his first? Mitchell? No, Mitchell Warner didn’t sound right. Micah. That was it! Micah with the great smile and great body ... Holy shit, Caleb thought. Is that who Brent is talking about? Not Mike, but Micah. He snickered to himself. Lowell would be green with envy. Speaking of his roommate ...

“Shit, I should have texted Lowell last night,” he muttered. 

Brent gave him an amused look over the rim of his coffee mug. “I’m sure he figured out why you didn’t come home.”

“Yeah, true.” As he sipped the coffee he felt himself relax a little. Yeah, this situation was a little weird, but Brent seemed like a decent guy. Once he finished his coffee he could go back to the bedroom and wake Nathan up. Maybe they could screw around for a bit and even spend the morning together if Nathan didn’t have an exam.

Brent spoke. “So were you and Lowell ever ...”

“Ever?” Caleb stared at him blankly for a second before it clicked. “Oh no. God no. I love Lowell, but he’s like a brother to me. That would be weird.”

“Fuck, I thought you’d left.” A low, raspy voice to Caleb’s left startled him, and he turned, splashing some of his coffee on his hand. 

“Left? No, of course not.” Caleb discarded his mug on the counter and absently wiped the coffee off his skin. “Why would I leave without ... Oh!” He realized what Nathan must have thought. 

Caleb stepped closer to Nathan, and he caught a glimpse of Brent wearing a concerned expression as he left the kitchen. Caleb was grateful for the privacy and he turned back to focus on his new boyfriend. Nathan’s voice was hoarse, his posture hunched as he jammed his hands in the pockets of his jeans. 

“I thought maybe you’d changed your mind or that last night was ... a way to get me back or something.”

Caleb blanched and reached for Nathan, grazing his fingers across his bare shoulder. “No, Nathan, I’d never—Look, yeah, the other night at the bar, the idea crossed my mind,” he admitted. “I’m not sure I actually would’ve gone through with it, but I considered it. But last night ... I wasn’t ... I meant everything I said and did.”

Nathan sighed and closed the few inches between them. Caleb felt a brush of warm skin against his own. It made the hairs on the back of his neck stand up and he shuddered. “I did too.”

“I got up to use the bathroom and ran into Brent and he offered me coffee. I figured you’d sleep for a while so ...”

“It’s okay,” Nathan said with a shrug that made his muscles move in a distracting way. “It’s going to take a while for us to adjust.”

“True.”

They stared at each other for a few moments and Caleb shifted nervously, not sure what was supposed to happen next. Damn it, he should have stayed in bed with Nathan and skipped the coffee and talk with Brent.

“Do you want to go back to bed?” Nathan blurted out. “I don’t have an exam for a couple more hours.”

Caleb smiled; relieved his exam wasn’t until the afternoon. “Yeah, I’d love that.”

He followed Nathan to his bedroom, eyeing the long, taut muscles of his back the whole way. Seriously, did anyone wear shirts in this apartment? Not that he was complaining exactly. Nor did he complain when Nathan stripped his jeans off and crawled into bed naked.

I could get used to this, Caleb thought as he slid between the sheets, which smelled like Nathan and sex. Nathan’s head hit the pillow next to him and Caleb scooted closer, inserting his knee between Nathan’s thighs. Nathan draped an arm around him, sliding a hand across Caleb’s bare back. It made him shiver and press a kiss to Nathan’s jaw. 

“You want your shirt?” Nathan asked, but he didn’t sound particularly thrilled by the idea.

Caleb chuckled, already beginning to feel sleepy. “Nah. You can keep me warm.”

Nathan smiled and pressed his forehead to Caleb’s. The gesture reminded him of the version of Nathan he’d known in high school. The sweet one. The guy he actually seemed to be. Caleb was going to have to forget about the one who said awful things to him at prom. That guy wasn’t the real Nathan and Caleb had to learn to trust him again. 

His eyes drifted shut; Nathan’s soft smile the last thing he saw before he slipped into sleep.

***
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Caleb awoke to the feel of those same lips against the back of his neck and the blaring of an insistent alarm. Nathan reached over him, stretching to reach the clock and hit it with a slap. Caleb groaned as he felt the hard press of Nathan’s cock against his ass. 

“Morning,” Caleb muttered into the pillow. It felt like he’d just fallen asleep. “Again.”

“Morning.” Nathan kissed his neck and slid a hand along Caleb’s torso. Caleb flipped onto his side to face Nathan, and he felt a rush go through him at the sight of Nathan’s blue eyes and mussed hair. Nathan was his. “So what now?”

Nathan glanced at the clock. “Now I get up and go take the final I didn’t study for last night and you go do whatever you have to do today.” He gave Caleb a quick, chaste kiss. “And, hopefully, you’ll come back here later tonight.” The edge of vulnerability in Nathan’s tone made Caleb reach up and brush the tangled dark curls off his forehead so he could see his eyes better. 

“Sorry about your exam.” Caleb smiled. “But I’m not sorry I came over. Or that I stayed.”

“Me either.” Caleb let out a surprised yelp as Nathan slid forward and flipped Caleb onto his back, kneeling over him and resting his palms on the mattress beside his shoulders. “I have a four-point-oh in the class, anyway. I can bomb the exam and still be fine. It’s not like it’ll drop me from the Dean’s List.”

Caleb smiled up at Nathan. “You’re on the Dean’s list? Jesus, you always were too damn smart.”

Nathan laughed but sobered quickly. “Do you want to come over tonight?”

“Hell yeah.” Caleb’s voice was husky, and the way Nathan looked him over made him flush. “I’ll even bring my toothbrush.” 

***
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As Caleb kicked off his shoes, he mentally crossed his fingers, hoping Lowell wasn’t home. 

“You have to tell me everything.”

Aaand there he was. Not that Caleb didn’t expect to be interrogated by his roommate, but he’d hoped he’d have time to shower and put on clean clothes first. He rolled his eyes and turned to face Lowell, who wore pajamas and a pleading expression. 

“Nathan and I talked. He told me the whole story about what happened and I forgave him.”

One of Lowell’s artfully sculpted brows rose. “And you crashed on his couch?”

“What do you think?” Caleb shot Lowell a look, but it didn’t seem to faze him. 

“Come on, give me details! What’s his cock like? I’ve waited four long years since I saw him in Rocks for Jocks to find out.”

“Massive,” Caleb said with a straight face. “So big even you couldn’t take it. I may never walk again.”

“Oh, blow me,” Lowell said, his expression turning crestfallen. “I deserve the details for helping get you two together, you know.”

“Circumcised, I’d guess around seven or eight inches, and with a very nice girth. And if you ever let on that I told you, I’ll deny it until I’m blue in the face, okay?”

Lowell’s eyes gleamed. “Balls?”

“You have no sense of boundaries, do you?” Caleb asked with a sigh. “Nice balls, but I didn’t get a chance to inspect them thoroughly. Maybe tonight. Not that I’m going to run home to tell you the details, you little perv.”

Lowell’s expression softened. “So you guys are together now?”

“No, I just fucked and ran and figured I’d try it again,” Caleb joked. 

Lowell put his hands on his hips. “Caleb Martin Stockwell!”

Caleb gave him a sheepish look. “Sorry. Yeah, we talked through everything and I forgave him. I—I didn’t expect it, at all, but we decided to give things a shot.”

“Start. At. The. Beginning.”

Caleb crossed the room to the couch and took a seat. Lowell followed and wrapped his arms around his up-drawn knees, resting his chin on them. His wide eyes made him look like a child about to be told a fairy tale. “So, when I got there, Brent left and Nathan and I talked.” 

Lowell listened with rapt attention until he finished the story.

“So what happens now?” Lowell asked when he was done.

“Um, what do you mean?”

“With you and Nathan.”

“Uhh, I’m going back tonight and we’re going to start ... dating, I guess. You know we’ve never actually been on a date before.”

“No—” Lowell said, a flicker of concern crossing his face “—I mean, do you know what he’s doing after graduation?”

Sudden, abject fear made Caleb’s stomach drop. “Fuck.”

Lowell’s smile was sympathetic. “You hadn’t considered that?”

“No.” Caleb’s voice was hoarse. “I just ... I hadn’t thought beyond being with him again. I never considered what was going to happen after graduation. I guess ... I guess we need to talk about that, huh?”

“Yeah, I think you should.” Lowell’s tone was soft, almost gentle, but it still made a shiver run down Caleb’s spine as he wondered what the future with Nathan held.

***
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When he knocked on the door to Nathan’s apartment later that day, he had an entire speech prepared. He planned to discuss the future with Nathan right when he got there, before he could chicken out. But kissed him before he could get a word out. And when they fell on the bed, making out and rubbing and groping, he forgot everything he’d wanted to say. By the time Nathan begged Caleb to fuck him, Caleb could barely remember his own name. There was just the desperate, tearing need to get inside him, everything else be damned. 

Once again, reality far surpassed anything he’d imagined as a curious, horny teenager. By the time they both groaned out their pleasure and collapsed on the mattress, Caleb was convinced they’d practically reinvented sex. He’d had plenty of partners, but the long, beautiful lines of Nathan’s body felt like they belonged under Caleb’s hands. 

“Fuuuuuuuck,” Nathan muttered into the pillow. He was sprawled on his stomach, breathing heavily. He turned his head to smile at Caleb. “Hi, by the way.”

“Hi.” Caleb chuckled, reaching out to caress Nathan’s sweaty back. “We did kind of skip that, didn’t we?”

“Mmmhmm. Not that I’m complaining.”

“Me either.” 

Caleb sat up and Nathan rolled over with a tortured sounding groan. “Fuck, I’m gonna feel that for a while.”

Frowning, Caleb looked away, reaching for the tissues on the nightstand. The box was empty, so he grabbed his discarded T-shirt instead. “Too rough?”

“Hell no.” Nathan stretched, and for a moment Caleb couldn’t look away from the rippling muscles of his abs and chest. Christ, he was going to need to mop up his drool along with the come. He forced himself to look away and pulled the condom from his sensitive cock, wincing as his thumb brushed the head. “Just been a long while, you know?”

Caleb wiped himself off then used a clean corner to do the same for Nathan who gave him a sweet smile and yawned. The smile made Caleb’s stomach churn as he settled on the bed beside Nathan. Shit, he couldn’t wait any longer. It would be too easy to slip under the covers and fall asleep next to Nathan before waking up to do it all over again. With graduation looming, they had to talk about what came after.

Caleb chewed his lip for a moment before he spoke. “Maybe—maybe I should wait, but I think ... I think there’s something we need to discuss.”
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Chapter Twenty-Four 


Nathan - 2013
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Concerned by Caleb’s serious tone, Nathan turned to look at him as he shook off the post-sex sleepiness. “Okay.”

“What are your plans for the future? I heard you aren’t going pro, but ...”

“Oh,” he said, relieved it was nothing more serious. “I was thinking about that too. Yeah, I’m done playing. A few minor league teams scouted me but I told them I wasn’t interested.”

“Why?”

They shifted and Nathan sat up, propping himself on one elbow so he could look at Caleb. He pushed Caleb’s hair out of his eyes and smiled sadly. “I gave up so much for hockey. For my father. It’s time I live my life. If I’d taken their offer, I would have had to stay hidden. I couldn’t do it. I’m not a good enough player to get away with coming out. If I were the next Wayne Gretzky or Mario Lemieux, that would be one thing, but I’m not even close. I’m a solid, mid-level college player with no drive to make it to the pros. I want a different life.”

“So what are your plans?”

“Honestly, I don’t know yet. I want to teach and I have two offers at different schools.”

“I didn’t know you wanted to be a teacher.”

“Yeah, I’ve wanted to for a long time.”

“What are the positions like?” Caleb asked.

“Well, the one is pretty cushy. It’s for a prep school. I’d be hired as an assistant coach for the Varsity hockey team, and teach history. They were pretty aggressive recruiting me; I guess they were impressed by my playing for the Broncos.” Nathan rolled his eyes. “It’s a sweet deal though, the pay and benefits are great, classes are small, and I’d teach four classes with an extra planning period just for coaching.”

“That does sound like a good deal,” Caleb said. “What about the other one?”

“The other is with a school in a much rougher area. The pay is way lower, the classes are huge, I’d be teaching five classes, and they barely have a hockey program—I’d basically be starting from scratch and working with a total shit budget—but they are absolutely desperate for teachers. I could make such a difference there.”

“That’s a tough choice then.” Caleb looked away. “Are either of them around here?”

“No. I couldn’t find anything. There are next to no teaching jobs here in Michigan, unfortunately.” Nathan grimaced. That was what scared him. He had no idea what Caleb’s plans for the future were. “The prep school is near Minneapolis, and the other one is a small school on the south west side of Chicago.”

Caleb laughed and Nathan tilted his head to look at him, perplexed. 

“Chicago? Really?” Caleb asked.

“Yeah.”

“That’s amazing.” Caleb sat up and grinned. “Chicago’s where I’m headed. This little theater in River North hired me to assistant direct.” 

Nathan stared at him in shock for several long moments. “You mean we ...”

“We can do this, Nathan,” Caleb said, his smile so wide it made Nathan’s heart beat faster, but it quickly fell, replaced with worry. “I mean, if you choose that school. The prep school sounds like a way better job and I wouldn’t blame you if you go for it.”

Nathan nodded. “It is a better job. On paper it’s perfect. But if you’re in Chicago, there’s no question which one I’ll pick.”

Caleb hesitated. “Nathan, I can’t ask you to do that.”

“I’m offering. Caleb, I chose hockey over you once. I’m not going to pick a job over you this time.”

“You’d do that for me?” Caleb’s voice sounded thick and Nathan had to swallow past a lump in his throat when he replied.

“Caleb, I’d do anything for you. I know it’s too fast to say I love you again, but I am falling for you so hard. Again.” He let out a small, rueful laugh. “And there’s no way in hell I am letting a job come between us. Yeah, we could do the long distance thing between Minneapolis and Chicago, but I don’t want to. Not when I have to a chance to really see where things will go between us.”

“That means a lot to me,” Caleb whispered. “That you’d choose me.”

“I’ll always choose you.” Nathan leaned forward and kissed Caleb softly. There was something different in the kiss this time, tentative and hopeful. He drew back, smiling at Caleb, wanting him to understand that he wasn’t going to have any regrets walking away from a cushy job at a prep school. “Besides, there’s a lot to be said for the school near Chicago. I could really make a difference to the kids there. After my dad died, I had kind of an epiphany. I don’t want to be anything like him. I want to do something that’ll really make a difference. Building a hockey program and teaching gives me a chance to change the jock against geek bully mentality so many schools have.”

Caleb’s worried expression faded completely, replaced with a sweet smile. “That does sound amazing.”

Nathan let out a shaky laugh. “I’ll call the school in Chicago tomorrow and turn down the one Minnesota then.”

“You’re sure?”

Nodding, Nathan leaned in to kiss Caleb. “I’m sure. We can make this work, Caleb.” He stared at Caleb for a long moment. “I’m not naive enough to think that after four years, we can pick up where we left off, or that we won’t have any issues, but at least we have a chance.” He brushed his thumb across Caleb’s cheek and smiled. He wasn’t afraid of hard work or making a few mistakes. All he wanted a shot at a relationship with Caleb. The one he’d been denied before. He’d loved hockey, but being with Caleb was so much more fulfilling. No goal, no win, no trophy would ever compare to having Caleb in his arms and knowing they had a future ahead of them. “A chance is all I want.”

The End
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Flustered and irritated by the reaction, Brent pushed Lowell’s hand away and crossed his arms. "You're nuts if you think I'm taking you with me on this road trip."

Lowell's lips curved upward in a playful smile. "Oh, sweetheart, that's what you think."

The smile and words only served to make Brent angrier. He looked back at Nathan, feeling used. “Have you all just been cooking up this plan while I’ve been gone?”

“We’ve been talking about it for a couple of weeks, yeah,” Nathan said softly. “Trying to figure out the best solution.”

“What the FUCK? You couldn’t be bothered to mention this when we talked on the phone?”

Nathan’s uneasy look deepened. “I thought it might be better if we discussed it in person.”

“You could have fucking called me and said, ‘Hey, can we meet up? I need to talk about the trip with you.’ Don’t I at least get a say in what happens with the next two months of my life? Jesus, you guys are unbelievable.”

Nathan opened his mouth but Lowell spoke first. “Look, Brent, I get that you’re pissed, but you don’t have a lot of options at the moment. Frankly, you’re between a rock and a hard place right now, and I’m your only solution. Either you cancel your trip and lose money, which sucks. Or you change your plans and go by yourself, which also sucks. Or you take me. I also suck, but in much more enjoyable ways.” Lowell winked.

Brent gaped at him for a moment. Lowell stepped forward and put his finger under Brent's chin. "Unless you’re offering to do something useful with that gorgeous mouth, I suggest you close it."

Brent's mouth snapped shut fast enough to rattle his teeth. "What the fuck are you talking about?"

Lowell's eyes twinkled. "Well, there's this thing gay boys do, it's called—"

"I know what sucking cock is," Brent yelled, confused and annoyed by the pretty twink with the big gray eyes who always made him feel off-kilter and out of control.

"Good to know, sweets; good to know."

“And make all the jokes you want, but this isn’t fucking funny. My whole summer is ruined.” Brent turned to Nathan. “And you. You’re a complete traitor. You’re right though. I have no choice but to put up with him.” He jerked a thumb to indicate Lowell. “So fuck you, Nathan. If you think I’m going to forgive you for saddling me with that cock-hungry twink for two months, you have another thing coming!”

Nathan made a sound of protest. Brent scowled and held out his hand to Lowell, ignoring Nathan completely. “If I’m stuck with you, then we’re taking your car. And hand over the damn keys. I’m driving.”
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