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      What do a nerd, a jock, and a slacker have in common? Each other.

      When Auggie’s controlling father threatens to cut short his studies, it’s time to put his life in order. Add one cute nerd and one dedicated swimmer, and he has a new lesson to learn—how to love.

      Emory is all kinds of confused. He really, really likes Auggie but is also in love with his best friend, Casey. Then Auggie comes up with a plan to see if Emory and Casey share any chemistry, and nothing will ever be the same again.

      Casey lives for swimming and snuggling his best friend, Emory. Except Emory is in love with him, Auggie’s confusing him, and suddenly he has to confront his feelings and his sexuality.

      Three men and one conundrum. How can they all get the guy?

      Lessons in Chemistry is a slow-burn MMM college/university romance between an inexperienced nerd, an asexual jock, and the slacker who’s been around. There’s a fake date, first times, three guys finding their way in love and life, and a whole lot of snuggling.

    

  


  
    
      For everyone who is still finding themselves.

      Take your time.
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      I wake up with a hangover, cum-crust on my stomach, a naked guy in bed beside me whose name I can’t remember, and the sun shining. Life is good.

      The monotonous ring of my phone pierces through my headache. The guy groans and rolls over. I grope for my phone, my stomach sinking as I see the caller ID. It’s Dad. Well, of course, it is. I swear he has spy drones, so he knows exactly when to ring me to ruin my day. Okay, that’s dramatic and implausible. Maybe he has a sixth sense instead. I could ignore him, but that will only make things worse.

      “Hi, Dad.”

      “You’re not dead.”

      “Nice to hear from you too. How are you?”

      “I was wondering if something had happened, as you failed to turn up for another lecture this morning.” His voice is dry, with no trace of concern. If anything, it has an underlying note of ‘pissed off’.

      “I slept in.” Squinting, I pull my phone away from my ear to check the time. It’s one thirty. Oops. “Wait. How do you know I missed a lecture?”

      “After your poor performance last year, I asked the dean to monitor you closely.”

      And report back to Dad. Perfect. That’s fucking perfect.

      “You know what will happen if you don’t do better this year.”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose. How could I forget? I’m sure he’s going to remind me anyway in three, two, one—

      “I’m not going to carry on supporting you if you’re going to waste your life going to parties and getting drunk. You’ve got until Christmas to turn your grades around. After that, you’re coming home and getting a job.”

      “I hear you, Dad.”

      “But are you listening?”

      That’s debatable.

      “I’m cutting your allowance in half,” he says.

      “You’re… what?”

      “I thought that would get your attention.”

      “Does Mum know?”

      “She’s out of the country right now.”

      “But does she know?”

      “Yes. And she supports me in doing anything it takes to get you to stop wasting your life.”

      I’m not surprised. I shouldn’t have bothered asking. Mum always sides with Dad. Does she agree with him, or does she think being out of the country more than she’s in it gives her a pass on parenting?

      “I believe you have a lecture in one hour,” Dad says. “I suggest you go to it.”

      How does he know my schedule? Never mind. He has a hotline with the dean of the university. Of course he knows my schedule. I came to Leeds to escape him, but he’s doing his best to micromanage my life from two hundred miles away. Fuck, I hate him.

      “Christmas, August, or you’re coming home.” The line goes dead.

      “Bye, Dad,” I hiss before pulling my university schedule up on my phone.

      I’m doing a degree in pharmacology—Dad’s choice, not mine—so I have weekly lectures, seminars, tutorials, and lab time. All in all, twenty hours of my life are timetabled every week, and then I’m meant to spend at least that much time again on independent study. Not that I do, which is why I almost failed my first year and why I’m failing my second year.

      Dad’s right. I have a lecture at three, which just about gives me time to shower, get dressed, and make my way to campus. I would have been able to get there faster if Dad hadn’t taken my car away from me. It was the first casualty when my grades sucked during my first year. Dad had it towed one morning while I was asleep, the fucker. Now I’m stuck relying on public transport. I could stay put, wake my bedfellow up, and enjoy a lazy afternoon of sex. While that plan is a thousand times more appealing, I shouldn’t.

      I shake the guy’s shoulder.

      He slaps his hand over his face, rubs his eyes, and yawns. “What?” He has a deep voice, or maybe his throat is rough and in need of lubrication.

      I could lubricate his throat. With my cum. I sigh. Or not.

      “I’ve got a lecture to get to,” I tell him.

      “So?”

      “You’re in my house.”

      He rolls over and grins at me. “I’m in your bed. Skip your lecture.”

      Tempting. “I can’t. Sorry, but that means you’ve got to get out.”

      “I’m already up.” He pushes the quilt aside, showing me his raging hard-on.

      I whimper.

      “Want to help?”

      “No thanks, I need to take a shower.”

      I get out of bed and pick my way over discarded clothing to get to the door. Before I’ve even left the room, he’s rubbing one out. Noisily.

      I take a quick shower, brush my teeth, and then return to my bedroom to get dressed. The guy has finished jacking off and is lying on my bed, arms tucked under his head, cum all over his stomach, and a huge grin on his face.

      “You should have joined me,” he says. “You still can.”

      “I’ve got to go. And so do you.” I pick up his underwear and chuck it at him.

      “But your bed’s comfy. I could keep it warm for you.”

      I pick up his jeans and T-shirt and throw them at him too. “Get up.”

      He pouts and then uses my quilt to wipe his cum off his stomach before getting dressed. “Can I get your number?”

      “I don’t do repeats.”

      The guy doesn’t look cut up about it.

      We leave the house ten minutes later with a grunt goodbye. He turns right, and I go left to catch the bus.

      I make it to campus with twenty minutes to spare and grab something to eat from the canteen before making my way to the science building for my lecture.

      “Hey, you,” I say to a cute, nerdy-looking guy waiting outside the lecture theatre.

      I’ve seen him at every lecture I’ve bothered attending since the start of my first year, which isn’t many. He has short, golden-brown hair that’s got a slight wave to it, thick eyebrows, and a clean-shaven, square jaw.

      He blinks at me through black, thick-rimmed glasses, looking like a deer startled by the headlights of an oncoming truck. He points at himself. “Me?”

      “Yes, you. Woah. Your eyes are crazy blue. I mean, mine are blue too, but yours are on another level. Sorry. I got distracted by how cute you are.”

      The nerd’s face turns a bright shade of red, which makes his eyes stand out even more.

      “Did we have any reading for this lecture?” I ask as though I didn’t just embarrass the fuck out of him.

      “Umm, yes.” He takes a huge textbook out of his bag. It has about a million thin Post-it Notes sticking out of it in all directions. “Chapter twenty.” He flips to the right chapter and shows it to me.

      Not that I’m looking at the book. I’m still staring at his eyes. I’ve never stood this close to him before. “Sorry, I can’t get over how blue your eyes are. And the contrast between your eyes and that dark ring thing around them.”

      “You mean my iris and my limbal ring?”

      “Your what now?”

      “Limbal ring. It’s where the cornea and sclera meet and form a border around your iris.”

      I gape at him. “I have no idea what you just said. Did we have to know that for today’s lecture?”

      He smiles. A little U-shape appears at the right corner of his mouth. “No.” He taps the chapter title. “Today’s lecture is on cardiovascular pharmacology. We have an essay due too. Have you done it?”

      “An essay?”

      “Yes. Professor Richards set it two weeks ago.”

      “Oh. No. I must have missed that lecture.” Fuck. Yet more ammunition for Dad to berate me with.

      “Time to go in,” the cute nerd says. He stares at me for a moment longer, his eyes wary, and then enters the lecture hall.

      Despite an overwhelming urge to turn and run for the closest bar, I follow him inside, but whereas he goes and sits at the front, I find a seat in the back row. Doing so helps me avoid having to answer any questions. Not that Professor Richards makes a habit of picking on people. He only chooses students with their hands up. Guess who puts their hand up to answer every single question? The cute nerd.

      I spend more time watching him than paying attention. Not that it would do me any good if I did. The bits I listen to go in one ear and out the other. I don’t understand any of it. I don’t care how drugs affect the heart. This stuff is Dad’s passion, not mine.

      “August Cunningham.” Professor Richards’s voice snaps out the moment the lecture ends. “A moment of your time, please.”

      I traipse down the steps towards him while everyone else leaves, dropping their assignments into a box on their way out the door. Almost everyone else. The cute nerd hangs back, his rucksack looped over his shoulder as though he wants to talk to Professor Richards about something.

      “It was nice of you to grace us with your presence,” Professor Richards says in a stiff voice.

      Holy hell, does Dad have this guy on speed dial too? I know I’m far from the only student to skip more classes than I attend. It’s part of university life.

      “I notice you don’t have an essay for me.”

      I rub the back of my neck. “I wasn’t here when it was set. Flu.” I fake cough.

      Professor Richards presses his lips together. He takes a sheet of paper off his desk. “I’m giving you a one-week extension.”

      I glance at the paper, which has the essay question and some suggested reading material on it. “Umm, thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” He gestures to the door.

      I scrunch the paper into my bag, probably to be forgotten about, and then take the steps two at a time. I pause at the door and glance back at the cute nerd. He’s talking to the professor. My guess is he’s asking a question. He looks at me and gives me the slightest of smiles before focusing on the professor once more. I grin and walk out the door. The cute nerd likes me.
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      The door to my flat clicks open. I glance out the window. When did it get dark? The door thuds closed. I check the time. It’s nine thirty. No wonder I’m tired. I push my glasses onto my forehead and rub my eyes. I’d lost track of time doing university work. Not my university work but rather a better breakdown of the essay topic that Professor Richards had given us and a more specific list of reading material, right down to page numbers. Don’t ask me why, but the panicked look in August Cunningham’s eyes made me want to help him. Not that I know him. I didn’t even know his name until Professor Richards shouted it after this afternoon’s lecture.

      “Hey, Em.”

      I turn on my swivel chair and smile brightly. “Hi. How was training?”

      Casey, my flatmate and best friend since primary school, leans against my doorframe. I always leave my door open when it’s okay for him to come in, which is most of the time.

      “Tiring, but great.” The exhaustion on his face tempers the shine in his eyes.

      I close the books I was using, shut my laptop, and go to my bed, sitting with my back against the wall. Casey joins me, snuggling against me, with his head on my chest and his eyes closed. He loops his arm over my waist. I stroke his short, dark brown hair. He smells of chlorine and the cheap nondescript shower gel they have in the showers at the swimming pool. He does two training sessions on Mondays. One first thing in the morning and one in the evening, with lectures in between.

      “How’s your day been?” His voice is soft and sleepy.

      “Oh, you know, the same as always. Although I did have a strange encounter.”

      Casey glances up. “What kind of strange encounter?”

      “A guy talked to me.”

      “Um, why is that strange?”

      I push my glasses up my nose. “Let’s put it this way. If my life was an American high school movie, he would be one of the cool kids.”

      “The cool kids?”

      “Yeah, you know? The ones in the films who are gorgeous and know it.”

      “You thought he was good-looking?” Casey’s voice has a slight wobble to it.

      I open and close my mouth a couple of times. “Yes, in a scruffy kind of way.”

      Casey frowns.

      “He had dark, messy hair, which was falling in his eyes. It looked like he hadn’t shaved for a week.”

      “What colour were his eyes?”

      “A dark sapphire blue.”

      “That’s a lot of detail.”

      I scowl. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Do you like him?”

      “I don’t know him.”

      “I imagine if you fancied someone, you’d notice a lot of details about them. Like their hair, their eye colour, and the length of their beard.”

      My scowl deepens.

      “I still don’t understand why a guy talking to you was strange,” Casey says.

      “Because the cool kids never talk to nerds.”

      Casey chuckles. “It’s a good thing your life isn’t an American high school movie. But if it were, he would probably have asked you out.”

      I snort. “Yeah, only because his idiot friend would have dared him to or made a bet with him or something. I’ve seen all those films.”

      “So have I. You make me watch them with you. According to them, we shouldn’t be friends, but we are. Did he ask you out?”

      “Oh, god no, nothing like that. He wanted to know if we were meant to do any reading for the lecture.”

      “That’s not strange at all. That’s a normal thing to do.”

      “Guys like that don’t talk to me.”

      “Um, why not?”

      I shrug. “They just don’t.”

      “You’re confusing.”

      “And yet you’re still my friend.”

      My adorably gorgeous, ultra-cuddly, straight best friend.

      “That’s because you give good hugs.” He squeezes me.

      Casey hasn’t always been this cuddly. He liked giving hugs, but this kind of full-body hug didn’t happen until last year. Now we end up like this whenever he gets home from swim training.

      “Did you help him? The cool kid, I mean.” He raises one hand to make air quotes.

      “I told him we had reading and an essay due. He might have popped a blood vessel at that news. Our professor gave him an extension, so now I’m putting an essay guide together for him.”

      “Now I’m even more confused.”

      “Why?”

      “You said you don’t know him.”

      “I don’t.”

      “But you’re going out of your way to help him, even though he only talked to you for the first time today?”

      “Is that weird?”

      He shrugs.

      “It’s weird, isn’t it?”

      “You like helping people. You’re awesome like that.”

      I can’t help but grin.

      “You think he’s good-looking, and you’re helping him.” Casey’s statement feels unfinished, but he doesn’t say anything more. Doesn’t state any conclusions he might have come to. He yawns. “I’m tired.”

      “Go to bed?” Or stay in my bed with me. I wouldn’t mind. I’d cuddle all night if he wanted me to. I love him and have for a while, but he’s straight and married to swimming.

      “Can’t. I have reading to do for tomorrow.”

      I stroke his shoulder. “Maybe a short nap first?”

      “That’s a good plan.” He snuggles even closer to me.

      I hold him as he relaxes, and his breathing becomes soft and even. After a couple of minutes, I nudge his shoulder. He doesn’t stir. I could move, but I’d probably wake him. I glance at my desk. It’s not as if I’ve got any outstanding work to do. I can lie here for half an hour or so, cuddling my best friend while he naps.

      Casey looks so comfortable snuggled up beside me. He’s wearing a thick jumper that his mum knitted for him and faded jeans. He’s got a five-o’clock shadow on his jaw, which I know he’ll shave away in the morning. His swimming goggles have left a faint imprint around his eyes. As the minutes pass, the red mark gradually fades until it’s nothing more than a memory. I stroke his hair as he sleeps, running my fingers through the short, dark strands.

      The time passes quickly. Before I know it, it’s ten. I need to wake him if he’s going to have any hope of doing his reading for tomorrow. I shake him. “Casey.”

      He murmurs but doesn’t wake. He must be exhausted. Would he be mad if I let him stay asleep?

      “Casey.”

      “Hmm?” His eyes blink open, and he tilts his face up.

      He has beautiful eyes, dark and warm. The centre of his iris is a reddish brown, which fades to hazel.

      “You’ve got reading to do.”

      “Oh, yeah. Thanks, Em. What would I do without you?”

      “Sleep?”

      He chuckles. “I was thinking I’d fail my degree if I didn’t have you looking out for me.”

      “I doubt that.”

      “Would you mind if I brought my textbook in here?”

      “No, of course not. I’ve got some reading to do too.”

      “Thanks.”

      While Casey slips out of the room, I pick up the textbook I need to read a chapter of for a lecture on Friday and then sit on my bed again. Casey returns five minutes later and sits beside me, resting his head on my shoulder as he reads.

      “Do you need help?” I ask after twenty minutes have gone past, and he’s still on the second page.

      He’s staring at the table of elements poster on my wall rather than reading.

      Casey rubs his forehead with the heel of his palm. “I’m too tired to take it in. There isn’t an E-M element.”

      I laugh. “What?”

      “There’s C-A.”

      “Calcium,” I say without looking. “It has an atomic number of twenty.”

      Casey squints at the poster. “Right. But there’s no E-M.”

      “You’re meant to be reading, not looking for elements made up of the first two letters of our names.”

      He sighs. “I know.”

      I put my book down. “Why don’t I read it and parse it into bite-sized chunks for you?”

      Casey shifts his attention from the poster to me. “You’d do that?”

      “You’re my best friend, aren’t you?”

      I’d do anything for him. I hate seeing him stressed. Balancing swimming and university are juggling acts, but he does his best not to let his schoolwork suffer.

      He gestures at my book. “What about your reading?”

      “Oh, that? It’s not due until Friday.”

      “You’re so organised.”

      “No, I’m just not as busy as you.”

      Casey arches an eyebrow. “And you’re more organised.”

      “Get a pen and paper so you can make notes.”

      Casey nods and leaves the room again. While he’s gone, I go to the start of the chapter he needs to study and read. Casey is studying sports and exercise sciences. Like pharmacology, his course has an underlying foundation of biology and physiology, which means I’m able to help him.

      “Back.” Casey sits beside me, balances a notepad on his knee, and holds a pen over it.

      “The chapter is an introduction to the four cardiorespiratory systems. Do you know what they are?”

      “Um, the heart, veins, arteries, and capillaries.”

      “Right.”

      He divides his page and puts each of those as headings at the top of each quarter.

      We spend the next hour or so going over the chapter. I read a subsection at a time and then give him a shortened version that he can write notes on. It’s not that he couldn’t read and understand it by himself, far from it. It’s just I know he finds it hard to concentrate when he’s tired.

      “Thanks for this, Em,” he says when we’ve reached the end of the chapter. “I’ll read over these notes again before my lecture tomorrow.”

      “You don’t have pool time tomorrow, do you?”

      “No, but I do have two hours of strength and conditioning training first thing.”

      I grimace. ‘First thing’ in Casey’s world is being at the pool or gym for six thirty. It’s not good for him to burn the candle at both ends, but he doesn’t have a choice on double swimming days.

      “You’d better get some sleep.”

      He smiles. He has the most gorgeous smile, all white teeth and sparkling eyes. “Thanks for looking out for me.”

      “What are friends for?”

      He collects his things. “Thanks.”

      “It was nothing. I enjoy learning, you know that.”

      I also enjoy cuddling and spending time with him because I’m a masochist. I know it’ll never lead anywhere. Our cuddles don’t mean anything to him other than comfort after an exhausting day. But it feels so nice when he’s pressed up against me. Too nice.

      He nudges my shoulder. “I know. But you should get some sleep too. No staying up late helping strange guys.”

      “I hate to tell you this, but I’ve already stayed up late helping you.”

      “Hey. I’m not strange.” He pouts adorably, but it quickly fades into a grimace. “Sorry for keeping you up.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I wasn’t tired anyway.”

      “Are you going to finish the essay guide?”

      I purse my lips. “Not tonight. I’ll do it in the morning.”

      “You’re a good friend.”

      “He’s not my friend.”

      Casey smiles. “Not yet.”

      “I told you—”

      “He’s one of the cool kids. That doesn’t mean anything outside of films.” He stifles a yawn. “I need to sleep.”

      I do a Scout salute. “Night, Casey.” Stay. Cuddle me all night.

      “Night, Em.” He hugs his things to his chest and leaves my room, shutting the door behind him. It’s a sure sign he won’t be coming back.

      I flop onto my back and stare at the ceiling. Why do I keep lusting after a guy I can’t have? Because he’s gorgeous, although I’m convinced he doesn’t realise how beautiful he is. Plus, he has a sexy swimmer’s body, which makes my knees weak. Oh, and he looks hot in Speedos. They’re knee-length, skin-tight, and leave nothing to the imagination. He makes my heart quiver whenever we’re in the same room. And he’s my best friend and the person I trust most in the world. I can’t imagine my life without him.

      I close my eyes, only to end up seeing Casey in his Speedos. I bite my lip as my cock plumps up. No. No. I can’t whack off to thoughts of my best friend. I need to fantasise about someone else. Someone who doesn’t have the same ‘boy next door vibes’ as Casey. Someone with ‘cool kid’ vibes.

      August Cunningham. He is good-looking. Not that he’d ever look at me that way. I’m the guy people turn to for help with nerdy stuff, not the guy they want to date. Or have sex with. I shiver. I could definitely imagine losing my V card to a guy like August. I bet he’s got lots of experience. I’m stereotyping, but I don’t know anything about him, so what choice do I have?

      Fantasising about him would be a bad idea. I have to be able to look him in the eyes tomorrow to give him the essay guide I’m making. Assuming he even wants it. He might laugh in my face. In fact, he probably will.

      With a sigh, I undo my jeans, put my hands in my pants, visualise Henry Cavill, and stroke my cock.
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      Strength and conditioning training takes place at The Edge, which is the university gym. I’m done by nine, but my lecture isn’t until ten. I need to find a quiet spot to read through the notes I made last night with Em’s help. My muscles ache, but it’s a good ache. It lets me know I worked hard and gave it my all during the session. The canteen is too busy, so I go outside to one of the quads. It’s chilly, but at least the sky is blue, and the sun is shining. I sit on a bench, open my bag, and look through it for my notes. Fuck. My notes aren’t there. I press my lips together as I recall glancing over them this morning before going to the gym.

      “Casey.”

      I look up and smile.

      Em jogs up to me and hands me my notebook. “Looking for this? You left it on the sofa. I thought you might need it.”

      I hug him, my heart melting, knowing he came to campus early to give me my notes. Unless I’m mistaken, he doesn’t have to be here until eleven. I could be wrong.

      “How did you know I’d be here?”

      “I figured you’d look for somewhere to revise. I tried the canteen first.”

      I’m sure he knows me better than I know myself.

      “Thanks.” I let go and sit.

      “Do you want me to go through them with you?” Em sits beside me.

      “You probably have better things to do.” Not that I want him to go. I love spending time with Em. Being around him makes me happy, and he never fails to make me smile.

      “No. I’m free until eleven.”

      I was right about the time he needs to be on campus. What does that say about me?

      “Did you finish the thing you were doing for the guy on your course?” I ask.

      “August?”

      I shrug. Em didn’t tell me his name last night.

      “Yeah, I put the finishing touches on it over breakfast, which is when I noticed you’d forgotten your notes. He’ll probably think I’m interfering and tell me to fuck off.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “Why would he do that?”

      “Because I’m interfering? It’s none of my business whether he gets his essay done or not.”

      I rest my hand on his knee. “He’s not going to tell you to fuck off. He’ll appreciate the gesture.”

      “Whether he uses the notes or not?”

      “Yes, but if he knows what’s good for him, he’ll use your notes.”

      Em laughs.

      “I would.” Heat rises to my cheeks. “Not that I need you to plan my essays for me.” I take my hand off his knee and rub the back of my neck as I look away. Why do I get flustered around Em sometimes? “It’s bad enough you had to read a chapter of my textbook for me last night.”

      “You were tired.”

      I’m always tired. Twelve hours of swimming and four hours of conditioning every week is a lot on top of my university workload. Not that I’m going to drop pool hours or give up swimming. I’d rather give up my degree than swimming, but I won’t do that either. Swimming isn’t going to pay my bills. Even if it could, I won’t be able to swim forever. I need to make plans for my future, which means getting a qualification so I can get a good job. Maybe I should have picked a subject with a lower workload, but I chose this course, as it will help me work in sports. This degree will open doors for me, I know that. But I can’t focus on it at the expense of swimming. I can’t.

      Em takes the notepad from me. “I’ll ask you some questions to check your understanding.”

      “You don’t have to.”

      “I want to.”

      That’s Em. He always wants to help. It’s one of the things I adore about him.

      “Thanks.”

      He spends the next forty-five minutes asking me questions. I get most of them right, which shows I took in more than I thought I had last night. Whenever I get a question wrong, he goes over the notes with me until he’s sure I understand. I hate going into a lecture unprepared. My lectures always rely on us doing the reading. If we don’t, we won’t be able to keep up. I learnt that the hard way.

      “You’re good,” Em says. “I’ll walk you to your lecture.”

      I’d tell him he doesn’t need to, but I want him to, so I keep my mouth shut. I love spending time with him. He’s been my best friend for years. I can’t imagine him not being around. I curl my fingers against my palm as we walk. It’ll happen eventually, probably when we graduate. We won’t be in each other’s pockets forever. We’ll get jobs in different cities. Even if we don’t, he’ll meet someone, and then they’ll become the centre of his universe.

      “Are you okay?” Em asks.

      “Huh?”

      “I’ve been talking to you for five minutes, and you haven’t said a word.”

      I wince. “You have? I’m sorry.”

      “Still tired?”

      I put my hand on my opposite shoulder and rotate my arm. “Tired and sore.”

      “You work too hard.”

      I glance at him. His eyes are especially bright this morning, the same blue as a tropical sea. The black frames of his glasses make the colour of his eyes pop.

      “I have to,” I reply.

      He pats my back. “I know. But if you need help, ask, okay? I can’t go swimming for you, but I can help you with uni work.”

      I know he can. He’s the smartest person I know.

      “Hold on a sec,” he says.

      I stop.

      “That’s August.” He points at a slim guy leaning against the wall, staring at his phone.

      Em was right when he said August was scruffy. His almost black hair is long on top, unkempt, and flops into his eyes. He has a short, scruffy beard and moustache. I look between him and Em, frowning at the expression on my friend’s face. He seems part fascinated, part terrified.

      “Are you going to give him the essay notes?” I ask.

      Em nibbles his lower lip. “Nah, I don’t think so.”

      “He’s not going to tell you to fuck off.”

      “He might.”

      “He won’t. Come on.” I take his hand before he can argue, and lead him over to August. “Emory has something to give you.”

      August looks up from his phone. His eyes are dark sapphire blue, exactly how Em described them.

      “Oh, hey,” August says. “I remember you. You’re the cute geek from my course.” He looks down at our hands, which is when I remember I’m still holding Em’s.

      I let go and take a step back.

      Em’s face is bright red. “Uh, yeah. And you’re August.”

      August pinches his brow and then widens his eyes as though he’s having a light bulb moment. “Professor Richards said my name. And there I was, thinking you were stalking me.”

      Em’s face goes even redder. It’s quite a violent shade now. “I’m not—” He stares at the ground.

      “Pro tip, though, only my parents and stuffy professors call me August. My friends all call me Auggie.” He winks at Em.

      If my friend’s face goes any redder, he’ll burst into flames.

      “You had something to give me?” Auggie prompts.

      “Oh. Yes. No. Never mind.” He steps back, but I put my hand on his shoulder, stopping him. He glares at me and then pulls his rucksack around to his chest and takes out a few folded sheets of paper. “I made you some notes to help with the essay for Professor Richards’s class.” He keeps his face low as he holds it out.

      “You—? Wow. Thank you.” Auggie takes the notes, unfolds them, and looks at them. His brow furrows more and more. “This is great.”

      “I told you he wouldn’t want them,” Em whispers.

      “Oh, I do. I’m grateful. But I don’t understand them.”

      “Oh.”

      I check my watch. “I’ve got to go.”

      Em turns to me, eyes wide. “Shit, have I made you late?”

      “Not yet, but I will be if I don’t hustle.”

      “I’ll come.”

      “You two have more to talk about.”

      Em blinks. “We do?”

      “You might want to explain your notes.”

      “Oh. Right.” He gulps and turns back to Auggie. “Do you want me to?”

      “I would love you to.” He nods to me.

      I walk away and glance back at them. They’re standing closer. Em is pointing at something in the notes he made, and Auggie is nodding and smiling. My stomach is unsettled like I’ve eaten too much right before swimming. Except I’m not in a pool. I’m on my way to a lecture while my best friend gets flustered over a good-looking guy.
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      “Cute boyfriend,” I say. “You’re a matching set of cuteness.”

      Emory stares at me. He’s got that deer-caught-in-headlights expression again, all wide-eyed and panicking. His eyes are beautiful. I could stare at them for a long time—over a drink, during sex. Except he’s got a boyfriend, whose name I didn’t catch. Not that I asked.

      “I’m sorry, what?”

      I gesture in the direction the other guy went. “Your boyfriend. You look good together.”

      Emory blinks. “You mean Casey?”

      “If that’s the guy you were just with, yes.”

      “He’s not my boyfriend.”

      I snort. “You could have fooled me. You were holding hands and everything.”

      “That was because—” He takes a breath and rolls his shoulders back. “Never mind. We’re not boyfriends. He’s my best friend, but that’s all.” He quirks his mouth into a jagged line.

      I arch an eyebrow. “But you want to be his boyfriend?”

      “He’s straight.”

      I push my eyebrow higher. “Ah, unrequited love. That’s adorable.”

      Emory glares at me. “I’m going to go.”

      “Hey, you said you’d talk me through this.” I wave the essay notes at him.

      He looks at me, uncertainty dancing in his gorgeous eyes.

      “Please? I don’t get this stuff, and I can’t fail another essay.” I’m careful to soften my voice.

      Emory pushes his glasses up his nose. “Okay.” He checks his watch. “Now or after the lecture?”

      “Start now and carry on after if we need to?” Which we probably will.

      “Okay.”

      Even though it’s chilly, we sit on a bench.

      “The essay wants you to discuss how the pharmacodynamic properties of Carvedilol influence its effects on the cardiovascular system,” Emory says.

      “You might as well be talking a different language.”

      “What don’t you understand?”

      “All of it.” I feel dumb admitting it, but it’s true.

      “Do you know what pharmacodynamic properties are?”

      I shake my head.

      “Carvedilol?”

      “No.”

      “The cardiovascular system?”

      “Cardio is a type of workout that gets you hot, sweaty, and out of breath.” I pause and waggle my eyebrows. “Sex is a great cardio workout.”

      His face goes bright red.

      “So something to do with the lungs, heart, or maybe both.”

      Emory tugs his hand through his hair. “Oh boy.”

      I lean forward. “I tell you what. I could give you two hundred pounds, and you could write the essay for me.”

      He shuffles back, shaking his head.

      “Relax, I’m kidding. Two hundred pounds to tutor me until I have an essay that might pass?”

      “Are you serious this time?”

      “Yes. I’m rubbish at this stuff, and frankly, I don’t care about it either.”

      “Can I ask you something?”

      “Ask away.”

      “If you’re not good at science and don’t care about it, why are you doing a pharmacology degree?”

      I look away from him and sigh. “Family politics.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      I force a smile, but I’m sure it comes across as more of a grimace. “My grandad founded a pharmaceutical company. My dad inherited it from him. As I’m an only child, it’s expected that I’ll take over one day. Hence this degree.” I rub the heel of my hand over my knee.

      “What do you want?” Emory asks in a soft voice.

      “Not this. But if I don’t graduate, I’ll get cut off. My parents have already taken my car away and halved my allowance.” I suck in a breath. “That makes me sound privileged as fuck. I am privileged as fuck. Look, if I fail this degree, my parents will cut ties with me. No allowance. No inheritance. No nothing.” Knowing Dad, he’ll probably kick me out of the house he bought for me and bill me for every penny he’s spent since I came to university, and Mum will stand by and let him.

      “That’s—” Emory shakes his head.

      “I passed last year by the skin of my teeth, but only because I took a discovery module and did well.”

      “What was your discovery module?”

      I scratch my chin. “Food: Origins and Form. It was on the mind and body pathway and was the closest I could get to studying cooking. It would be great if we got to do a discovery module every year.”

      “I took another science course.”

      I’m not surprised. I lean onto my knees. “I’ll pay you to tutor me through this essay. If I get a half-decent score, I’ll cook for you.”

      Emory’s cheeks, which had almost returned to their normal colour, pink up again. He’s adorable when he’s blushing and flustered. “Are you a good cook?”

      “An excellent one. You can invite your boyfriend along for dinner too.”

      “I told you he’s not—”

      “Your boyfriend and that he’s straight. I know. Question. Has he told you he’s straight?”

      Emory tilts his head. “Well, no, but he’s never shown any interest in guys.”

      “You’ve known each other for a while?”

      “Since primary school.”

      I can’t help but grin.

      “What?”

      “Come on, you have to think that’s cute.”

      “What?”

      “You’ve been best friends since primary school, and you’ve come to university together. I bet you live together too.”

      Emory narrows his eyes into a glare.

      “I knew it. Does he have a girlfriend?”

      “No.”

      “But he’s had girlfriends in the past?”

      Emory pinches his lip between his teeth. “No—”

      “Then a word of advice—”

      Emory looks into my eyes.

      “Don’t make assumptions. And maybe tell him you like him. And hey, if he rejects you, my bed is always open for rebound sex.”

      Emory looks like he’s about to explode. I burst out laughing.

      “I can’t tell if you’re joking or not.”

      “I’ll leave you to figure that out.” The thing is, I’m not kidding. Emory is gorgeous. I would happily invite him into my bed.

      “Casey was the first person I came out to. If he were into guys, he’d have told me by now.”

      “Have you asked him?”

      “No. I don’t make a habit of asking people what their sexuality is. It’s none of my business.”

      “Even though he’s your best friend, and you fancy the pants off him?”

      “He’d tell me if he was gay.”

      “You keep saying that. But what if he’s still figuring it out?” I need to stop talking. Or at least, if I’m going to keep opening my mouth, I should be shepherding this cute nerd towards my bed, not the competition.

      Emory furrows his brow.

      “Some people don’t figure out their sexuality until they’re older than us. Some people don’t figure it out until they’re old.”

      “Dare I ask what you consider ‘old’?”

      I loosely clench my fist and tap my knuckles against his knee. “Probably not. Tell him how you feel.”

      “Do you really want me to tutor you?”

      “Nice change of subject there. Yes, I do. I’m serious about paying you too. And hey, if you help me do well in this essay, I might ask you to keep tutoring me. For money, obviously.” I lean forward so my face is alongside his and whisper in his ear, “Or sex. I’m easy.”

      He makes a choking sound and smacks his hand against his face, dislodging his glasses. He takes them off and uses a cloth from his pocket to wipe the finger smears off the lenses. “Money will be fine,” he says in a tight voice. “And let’s see what happens with this essay. I barely know you.”

      “Maybe not, but I want to get to know you better.”

      His blush brightens and spreads beneath the collar of his coat.

      “You are so cute when you blush.”

      He puts his glasses on. “Can you start after our lecture?”

      I sigh and nod.

      “We’ll go to the library,” Emory says in a determined voice. “And to be clear, I’m not going to write your essay for you. I’ll explain the subject matter to you and help you develop a plan, but writing it will be down to you.”

      I hold my hands up. “Understood.”

      He nods and checks his watch. “We’d better get going.”

      “Can I walk you to class?” I smirk. “Maybe carry your books. Your rucksack looks heavy.”

      “You’re—”

      “Devilishly handsome?”

      Emory smiles. It’s only a slight upturn of his lips, but I notice it all the same, especially as it makes his eyes shimmer with light.

      “Admit it. I’m good-looking,” I say as we walk in the direction of our lecture theatre.

      “You’re big-headed.”

      I knock my shoulder against his. “Yeah, that’s true. What’s this lecture about?”

      “You haven’t done the reading, have you?”

      “There was reading?”

      He shakes his head and takes a breath. “This is a lecture for our neuropharmacology unit.”

      “Oh. I don’t know what that means. I haven’t been to any of those lectures.”

      “No offence, but I can tell.”

      “Ouch.” I’m not offended. I know it’s obvious I’m a slacker.

      “Neuropharmacology is the study of the effect of drugs on the brain and nervous system. The topic of today’s lecture is molecular memory and synaptic plasticity.”

      Emory keeps talking as we walk, doing his best to explain what the hell we’re going to be learning about today. While I don’t understand what he’s saying, I enjoy listening to his voice, which is as sweet as he is. I nod every so often to make it look like I’m paying attention to what he’s saying rather than how he’s saying it so he’ll keep talking. Studying might be a chore I can do without, but having him as a tutor won’t be a hardship at all.
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      I spend the next few days juggling classes, lab sessions, tutorials, and self-study, with helping Auggie write his essay and Casey keep on top of his work around swimming. It gives me a taste of what it’s like to be Casey, although I still don’t need to get up as early as he does, and brain work is very different to spending two hours in a pool or a gym.

      On Friday, I set Auggie the task of writing a first draft of his essay and arrange to meet him for coffee on Sunday morning so I can read through it. I use Saturday morning to catch up on studying and then hang out with Casey in the afternoon, playing console games and generally having a laugh until he has to go to swim practice in the evening.

      He gets home around ten. I’m on my bed, rereading one of my favourite books. My door is open, so he knows it’s okay to come and visit me.

      “Hey, Em.” Casey comes straight into my room and collapses on the bed beside me. He snuggles closer, hugging me and resting his cheek on my chest.

      This would be a perfect moment to tell him how I feel, as Auggie suggested. I can’t. Telling my straight best friend I’m in love with him will make things weird between us.

      “Tough training session?”

      “We’ve got a friendly competition next weekend, and Josh is working us hard.”

      Josh is the men’s swim team captain.

      I stroke his hair. “Is it too much?”

      “No. I’m just tired and achy. Sorry to be grumpy.”

      “You’re not.”

      “I kinda am, but it’s sweet that you’re okay with it.”

      My tummy flutters. Don’t focus on what he said. It means nothing. “What were you working on?”

      “The mixed medley relay. Our times are looking good, but Josh doesn’t think they’re good enough. He’s putting a lot of pressure on Robert, who swims first, and me, who swims last, to up our times.”

      “I thought it was a friendly competition?”

      “It is. But Josh’s mentality is that we should approach every competition as if it’s the biggest one of our careers. Friendly competitions are good training grounds, but that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t bring it. I’m probably boring you to tears.” He snuggles closer.

      “You’re not.”

      He looks up. “Thank you for always listening to me. What did you do this evening? Did you go out?”

      I wave my book. “I’ve been reading.” I pop a bookmark in and put the book on the shelf above my bed. “And now I’m hanging out with you.”

      Casey smiles and drops his head again. “I don’t think I’m going to be good company. I might go to bed.”

      “Stay for a bit. You can tell me about the rest of your training session. If you’re swimming last, you must be swimming freestyle.”

      “Yes. I might go to the pool tomorrow to get some more practice in.”

      Sunday is the only day of the week when Casey doesn’t have to be at the pool or the gym.

      “Don’t you think you’d be better off resting?”

      “Hm, maybe.”

      “You need to relax and recharge. We can hang out together.” I wince and suck in a sharp breath.

      “What’s the matter?”

      “I’m meeting Auggie for coffee mid-morning, but we can hang out around that. Or you can come too. He won’t mind. I’m only going to be reading his essay.”

      “I’m not going to play gooseberry on your coffee date.”

      My cheeks heat up. “It’s not a date.”

      Casey sits. “You’re blushing.”

      “So?”

      “I think that means you like him.” He stares at me for a moment longer before snuggling up to me once more.

      “I—” I do like Auggie. He’s hot and charismatic and all the things I’m not.

      “You should tell him.”

      I snap my mouth shut. Auggie wants me to tell Casey I like him. Casey wants me to tell Auggie I like him. I’m so confused. Can I like them both? At the same time? Casey is snuggly and familiar. Auggie is a shameless flirt, but I like that, even if it does make my cheeks burn whenever I’m around him. But what about Casey? I part my lips, but the admission of my feelings dies on my tongue as my brain screams at me to abort. I don’t want things to change between Casey and me. I don’t want to lose my best friend.

      “I wouldn’t know what to say.” Which guy am I talking about?

      “Nor would I.”

      “Really? You’re a jock.”

      Casey looks up and laughs. “I’m not a jock.”

      “Yes, you are. You’re great at sports. You even have a team jacket.”

      “Which I only wear to competitions. I don’t strut around in it like I think I’m all that.”

      “But you would if you were in a movie. And you’d hang out with the cool kids. Or be one of the cool kids. There’s not much difference between jocks and cool kids, except the jocks are often portrayed as being a bit dumb.”

      “Hey.”

      “I’m not saying you’re dumb. But you are into sports, and you do spend more time swimming than doing anything else. In the movies, you’d get the girl.” I clear my throat. “Or the guy if that’s what you wanted.” I study his face.

      He doesn’t even blink. “We’ve been through this before, Em. This isn’t a movie. Besides, I’m not interested in dating, so why would I know how to profess my love for someone?”

      I snort. “I don’t love him. I think he’s hot. There’s a huge difference.”

      “How would film characters tell someone they were into them?”

      I scoff. “In the movies, Auggie wouldn’t even be talking to me.”

      Casey sighs. “Apparently, as a jock, I shouldn’t even be your friend. But I am.”

      “Yeah, but that’s because you’re you.”

      Casey scrunches his face. “Should I take that as a compliment?”

      “Yes.” I want to lean down and kiss him. I bite my lip instead. “The only reason he’s talking to me is to get my help. He doesn’t like me.”

      Casey squeezes me tight. “Em.”

      “Yes?”

      “Please don’t put yourself down like that.” His voice carries a heavy sadness, which makes my chest squeeze so tight I forget to breathe. “You’re a great guy. You’re smart and caring, and you give amazing hugs. If Auggie doesn’t see that, then he’s an idiot.”

      I force a laugh. “I’ve never hugged him, so he doesn’t know I give great hugs.”

      “Maybe not, but he’s spent enough time with you this week to know how wonderful you are.”

      I sniff. “Thanks.” If only he were saying those things because he likes me, but I’m sure it’s coming from a place of friendship, especially as he’s suggesting I should… what? “Are you telling me to ask Auggie out?”

      “Do you want to?”

      “I’ve never asked anyone out.”

      “There’s a first time for everything.”

      That’s true. “Do you think I should?”

      Casey is quiet for a while. “You should do whatever’s going to make you happy.”

      I stroke his shoulder as I debate his reply. What would make me happy? Telling Auggie I fancy him, telling Casey I’m in love with him, or keeping my mouth shut and my feelings to myself?

      “What if I tell him and he doesn’t like me back?” Who am I talking about, Auggie or Casey?

      “At least you’d know.”

      “What if it makes things strange between us?”

      “Why would it?”

      “Confessions of unrequited love tend to fuck things up between friends.”

      Casey tickles me under my rib cage. “You said you weren’t friends.”

      I squirm and laugh. “We’re not.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “I’m his tutor.”

      “And his friend.”

      Auggie and I aren’t friends. Not yet. But I’d like us to be. Would Auggie and Casey get along?

      “Come to meet Auggie with me tomorrow.”

      Casey doesn’t reply, and I realise from the soft rhythm of his breathing that he’s fallen asleep.

      “Casey.”

      He doesn’t stir. He must be exhausted to fall asleep in the middle of a conversation. I should wake him and send him to his own room to sleep, but I don’t have the heart to. Or maybe I don’t want to. I shuffle down the bed so I’m lying beside him without disturbing him. He snuggles closer in his sleep, hugging me against him. I have the urge to stroke his face, but I keep my hands to myself. Instead, I watch him sleep until my eyes get too heavy to stay open.

      I wake from an amazing but steamy dream involving me and Casey, and then Auggie, and then Casey again. It featured lots of kissing and things I’ve never done with a guy but have fantasised about. It was confusing and exhilarating. Less exhilarating is my erection, which is chaffing against my unforgiving jeans.

      It’s getting light outside. My glasses are crooked on my face. I should have taken them off before falling asleep. Casey is still sleeping, still snuggled up to me, and still hugging me. It’s hard to breathe as I figure out what to do. It would be mortifying if he saw my erection. It’s more than a case of morning wood. I’m hard for him. Or maybe for Auggie. Fucking hell, I can’t think straight. Casey is the one pressed against me, looking adorable in the morning half light. His lips are so kissable. My cock twitches, and my underpants become warm and damp from pre-cum. Shit. Shit. Shit. I need to get out of bed and into the bathroom before Casey wakes up.

      I move. He stirs. Shit.

      He murmurs as his eyes flicker open. He wipes his hand over his face. “I didn’t mean to fall asleep. What time is it?”

      “Morning.” My voice is tight.

      “Really? I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay. I fell asleep too.”

      “Is it okay? You sound pissed off.”

      I wince. “I’m not. I’m tired, that’s all.”

      “You didn’t sleep well?”

      Shit. Casey probably thinks it’s his fault. What do I do? How do I get out of this? I’m making things worse every time I open my mouth. Maybe I should make a joke out of my predicament and hope things don’t get awkward between us. Or I could pray for the earth to open up and swallow me whole.

      “No. I mean, yes. I’m fine. I got enough sleep. Sorry for snapping at you.”

      Casey frowns. “Okay.” He rolls onto his back and rubs his face again. “I should leave you in peace and go and have a shower.”

      “You’re not going to the pool today, are you?”

      He stares at the ceiling and rubs his shoulder. “Probably not. You’re right. I need to take a rest day. I’m still aching from yesterday.”

      “You need a massage.” Why the hell did I say that?

      He glances at me and smiles. Thankfully, his stare remains fixed on my face. “The chance would be a fine thing. I wish we had a bath.”

      “Or one of those showers with massage jets.”

      He chuckles. “That would be nice.”

      I reach for my blanket and pull it over my waist.

      “Are you cold?”

      “A little,” I lie.

      “Maybe we should put the heating on.” He sits and uses the heel of his hand to rub his left shoulder blade. “I’m going to have that shower.”

      My fingers twitch. I could offer to give him a massage. Friends do that, don’t they?

      “I’m glad you’re going to take the day off. Are you sure you don’t want to come to the coffee shop to meet Auggie?”

      “No. I’ve got an assignment due at the end of the week. I should focus on that.”

      “You need a break.”

      He slumps his shoulders. “I won’t work too hard. You can distract me when you get home from meeting Auggie.”

      “Distract you? How?” My thoughts shouldn’t be going straight to cuddling and kissing, but they do.

      “By telling me about your coffee date.”

      “Oh. Yes. Of course.” I pinch my eyes shut. “It’s not a date.”

      “Okay.” He gets up and leaves without a backwards glance.

      I breathe out a sigh of relief. I got away with that. Either he didn’t notice my erection, or he’s got the best poker face in existence.
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      I’m on my second iced coffee by the time Auggie arrives at the coffee shop. He swaggers in without so much as an apology and hands me his essay with a huge grin on his face. Unfortunately, all I can think about is my dream. The dream that’s refusing to fade to nothingness, as most dreams do. No. It’s living rent-free in my head, parts of it replaying at the most annoying times. Like when Casey and I were having breakfast or right now, while Auggie is staring at me.

      “Aren’t you going to read my essay?” he asks.

      “Uh, yeah.”

      “What’s up with you today? Too much caffeine. Not enough caffeine? Do you want another?”

      I nod and read while he goes to the counter to order. The essay isn’t outstanding, but he seems to have grasped the concepts I’ve been teaching him. He’s made a reasonable argument backed up with evidence. I get my pen out to circle a couple of things he’s got wrong and underline spelling mistakes.

      He puts our drinks on the table and sits opposite me. “You look like a teacher. I could see you as a university professor.”

      I peer at him over his essay. “A stuffy professor?”

      He laughs. “Well, that depends.”

      “On?”

      “How much fun you like to have.” He loops one leg over the other and drinks his frappé.

      I stare at the way his lips pucker around the thick green straw. What would he look like with his lips around— Oh, god, I shouldn’t be having thoughts like that. I shift position as heat flushes my face.

      Auggie arches an eyebrow. “Either my essay is amazing, or you’re having naughty thoughts.”

      My face gets hotter.

      “Do you want to be a lecturer?”

      I point at myself. “Me?”

      He laughs and looks around. “Yes, you. Who else would I be talking to?”

      I shrug. “No. I want to work in research and development.”

      He bounces his foot and looks out the window. “Dad would like you.”

      Is that good or bad?

      “You don’t fancy being a pharmacist?” Auggie asks.

      “I’m not exactly a people person.”

      He snorts. “Do you have to be a people person in order to hand out medication?”

      “There’s more to the job than that. People go to pharmacists for advice. Got a rash? Ask your pharmacist. It’s faster than getting a doctor’s appointment. Anyway, I want to help develop life-changing medication.”

      “Why?”

      I stare at him.

      “No one wakes up and thinks ‘hey, I want to develop a new drug for cancer today’ without a reason.”

      “My gran developed trigeminal neuralgia when she was in her fifties.”

      “I have no clue what that is.”

      “It’s severe facial pain caused by pressure on the trigeminal nerve. Sometimes it can be treated through surgery, but sometimes it can’t.” I thread my fingers together.

      “Let me guess. Your gran fell into the latter category.”

      “Yes. She had medication which helped but caused other problems. It wrecked her liver, for example. She went from being a vivacious, outgoing woman to a shadow of herself because she was in so much pain all the time. It was awful.”

      “You’re talking in the past tense.”

      “She died five years ago.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s fine. But that’s why I want to research new medicines. It must be possible to create ones with less severe side effects or that are more effective in general. I can’t do anything for Gran, but I could help make someone else’s life more bearable.”

      “Wow.”

      “What?”

      “You’ve got a noble goal, and you’re aiming straight for it. I’m in awe.”

      I stare at the table, unsure what to say.

      “How’s my essay?”

      I blink at the abrupt change of subject. “It’s okay. If you make a couple of corrections, you should get a decent grade.”

      “That’s good to know.” He leans forward.

      I home in on the shape of his lips. What would they feel like pressed against mine? Would his beard and moustache tickle or scrape?

      “Care to tell me what’s really on your mind?”

      “No.” Did I squeak my reply? Shit. I did. “Here.” I hold the essay out to him, looking at the floor at the side of my chair.

      He takes it from me. Paper rustles. He must be looking through the corrections I made. At least, I hope he is.

      He clears his throat. “I couldn’t have done this without you. Thanks. Here’s your payment, as promised.”

      I glance up. He’s holding a wad of notes in my direction. I snatch it from him and put it in my pocket before someone sees and tries to steal it.

      “You can count it if you want.”

      “It’s fine. I trust you.” I stand.

      “Aren’t you going to stay and finish your drink? Drinks,” he corrects. “I got you a fresh one.”

      I sink into my chair. It would be rude not to stay, even though I want to run far away from him so I can scrub my brain out.

      “We can chat about your problem,” Auggie says.

      “My problem?”

      “Yes. Your unrequited love for Casey. Have you told him you’re in love with him yet?”

      “No, and I’m not going to.”

      “Why not?”

      Because I couldn’t take the inevitable rejection. “I don’t want to make things weird between us. Anyway, he told me he’s not interested in dating.”

      “Oh, so you guys do talk about this kind of stuff after all.”

      “He mentioned it last night when we were talking about—” I slap my hands over my mouth.

      Auggie waggles his eyebrows. “Has someone else caught your fancy? Me, for instance?”

      “You are so full of yourself,” I mutter.

      “You could be full of me too.”

      I choke, cough, and splutter all at the same time. Auggie stands and pats my back, which doesn’t make anything better. I sip my iced coffee until I’ve recovered.

      “I’m sorry.” Auggie doesn’t sound the least bit sincere. He sits. “All joking aside, you should tell Casey how you feel.”

      “Why do you care?”

      He widens his eyes.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. It’s just—” I adjust my glasses, unsure what to say.

      “I’ll forgive you this once. I know it’s because you’re like a lovesick puppy for Casey. Tell him.”

      “I can’t.”

      “You can.”

      “I’d know if he likes me in that way.”

      Auggie stares at me. “You say that, but do you think he’s realised you’re in love with him?”

      I shake my head.

      He thatches his fingers together, looking every bit like a supervillain. “Exactly. You need to find out whether he likes you or not. And if you’re not prepared to ask him, you need a more devious method.”

      I frown. “Such as?”

      “Pretending to be into someone else. Someone roguishly handsome. Like me.”

      I gape.

      “I’ll be your pretend boyfriend. If he sees us being all couply, he’s bound to realise he has feelings for you. Or not, if he’s not into guys. But either way, you’d know.”

      “All couply?” I ask.

      “You know? Hugging. Kissing. Maybe with tongue.” He winks.

      My mouth is dry. My heart pounds. Is Auggie offering to kiss me? In front of Casey? What’s even happening?

      “That doesn’t feel right.”

      “Why not?”

      “I’d be lying to my best friend.”

      “It would be a social experiment. You want to know if he likes you back, right?”

      I nod.

      “But you’re not going to ask him?”

      I shake my head.

      “Then this is the best way. Let me be your fake boyfriend.”

      “With kissing?”

      “That’s what boyfriends do. You have kissed a guy before, haven’t you?”

      I snap my mouth shut and look out the window.

      “Oh. Oh. I could teach you how.”

      The ground still isn’t opening up and swallowing me whole, just like it refused to this morning.

      “Or we could forget the kissing and just hold hands and hug,” he says.

      He seems so relaxed with this conversation, whereas I’m dying. The hottest guy on my course now knows I’ve never kissed anyone, which means he must have realised I’m a virgin too. Heaven help me. I cover my face with my hands and take a few deep breaths. When I lower my hands, my lenses have misted up. Fuck my life.

      “There’s nothing to be embarrassed about. Everyone has to have a first time. Why not with a friend?”

      I look up sharply. “A friend?”

      “Yeah. Me.”

      “You’re my friend? We’re friends?”

      “Uh, yeah.”

      “I thought—” I shake my head and point at his essay.

      “Well, yes, you were helping me with that, but I don’t make a habit of spending so much time with people I don’t like. Except my parents, but I don’t have much choice with them.”

      “You don’t like your parents?”

      He presses his lips into a taut smile. “We’re not talking about me. We’re talking about you and operation ‘make Casey realise he’s in love with you’.”

      “Maybe we should talk about you.”

      “Nope. Is the fake boyfriend plan a go? I could take you out tomorrow night.”

      “Uh, Casey won’t get home from swimming until after nine.” Why am I entertaining Auggie’s crazy suggestion?

      “He’s a swimmer?”

      “He’s on the university swimming team. One of them anyway. The most serious one. They have three. Performance, competition, and development.” I wave my hand. “And none of that is interesting to you.”

      “Maybe not, but now I know why you like him.”

      I blink. “You do?”

      “Yeah. Not only does he have a cute face, but he’ll also have a sexy swimmer’s body. Nice choice, Emory. Nice choice.”

      I swipe the essay off the table and hold it in front of my burning face. Now the image of Casey in his Speedos is sitting side by side with one of Auggie teaching me how to kiss. What’s happening?

      “Tomorrow night will be perfect,” Auggie says, either not noticing or ignoring my embarrassment. I’m voting on it being the latter.

      “It will?”

      “Yes. I can come to yours and cook for you like I promised I would, and then we can be snuggling on the sofa by the time your boy comes home.”

      “He’s not my— Wait. Snuggling?”

      “Yes. The cosier we look, the more he’ll believe we’re on a date, and the more likely he is to get jealous. And if he’s jealous, it means he’s interested in you.”

      I lower the essay so I can peek at him over it. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

      He looks me right in the eyes. “Deadly.”

      I shiver. “Do you think it will work?”

      “I know it will.”

      “And we wouldn’t need to kiss to make it work?”

      “Not unless you want to.”

      My stomach quivers. “Oh, fuck.”

      “Is that a yes?”

      I press my lips together, nod, and make a funny squeaking sound.

      He rubs his hands together. “That’s a yes.”
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            CASEY

          

        

      

    

    
      I can’t concentrate on my essay. Em seemed off this morning. He kept saying he was okay, but he was short and snippy, and he wasn’t making as much eye contact with me as he normally does. I know Em is shy, but he’s never been that way around me. Have I done something wrong? Have I upset him without realising it?

      I drop my pen on my textbook and rub my hands over my face. He’s having coffee with Auggie right now. I hate that Em believes Auggie doesn’t like him for him. I hope it’s not true. Em is a great guy. I tried to tell him so last night. Did he listen to me? I doubt it. He puts too much stock in movie stereotypes.

      I check the time. Maybe I should have gone with Em to meet Auggie, except the thought of it made me feel weird inside. I shut those thoughts out, pick my pen up, and read a few more paragraphs. I even copy down a quote I could use in my essay before scratching it out with my pen. This is hopeless.

      I grab a Post-it Note and write ‘Gone swimming, back soon’ on it, and stick it to Emory’s door. I grab my swimming things.

      The Edge has a twenty-five-metre pool, but the university swimming and water polo society trains at John Charles Sports Centre in Beeston. It has a fifty-metre and a twenty-five-metre pool, making it much better for training for long-course competitions than The Edge. It’s the pool I’m familiar with. The one I know how to get to. So even though it takes two buses to get there from where Em and I live in Headingley, it’s the one I go to, even if I’m swimming for pleasure. Who am I kidding? I’m not here to swim for fun. I’m here to swim the weirdness out of my bones.

      It’s busy, as it’s a public swimming session, but part of the fifty-metre pool is divided into lanes for swimming laps. I find an empty lane and do a few slow laps of breaststroke to warm up.

      I get out of the water and assume a starting position. I won’t be able to get as much distance through the water from the side as I would from the starting blocks, but that’s no big deal. I take a breath and dive. I hit the water, momentum propelling me forward for a few feet before I have to use my arms and legs. I concentrate on breathing properly, maintaining a streamlined body position, and scooping the water with my hands so I can swim as fast as possible.

      At the far end, I dive under the water, turn, and push off the wall with my feet before swimming to the other end. Turn. One hundred metres is my preferred distance, but I need to keep going. Swimming frees me. It makes everything bothering me slip away. Essays I can’t concentrate on. Em being off and doubting himself and why others would want to spend time with him. The weirdness that’s been weighing me down since he left the flat earlier. In the water, I’m weightless. Nothing can pull me down or hold me back.

      Until exhaustion hits me. I stop, fold my arms on the edge of the pool, and rest my head on them.

      “Are you okay?”

      I look up to find a lifeguard standing over me. She’s wearing jogging bottoms and a tight-fitting T-shirt with a Leeds City Council logo on it. Her hair is pulled into a high ponytail, and she’s wearing make-up, which would get wrecked if she had to dive into the water to rescue anyone. I don’t recognise her, but I normally swim at the beginning or end of the day.

      “I’m fine, just taking a break.”

      She nods and wanders away, her stare trained on the water.

      I stay where I am for a few more minutes until my breathing has evened out. I do a one-hundred-metre swim, freestyle, before having a breather. I repeat the process a few more times. I don’t know if my lap times are getting better or worse. Sometimes it’s nice not to know. When the pool is almost empty, I realise it’s time to cool down, so I do a few lengths of backstroke, keeping it nice and slow. It’s my least favourite stroke. I don’t like not being able to see where I’m going. I’d never compete with backstroke, but it forces me to take it easy so my muscles can cool down. The last thing I need is to be aching for practice tomorrow, especially when I have two sessions at either end of the day.

      I stay until the lifeguard glares at me. It’s time to shower and go home. When I get out of the water, everything crashes in on me again. I listen to music through my headphones on the way home, but it doesn’t tune out the worries in my head. Only swimming can do that. If only I could stay in the water forever.

      When I walk in our front door, Em pauses his console game. “You weren’t going to swim today.”

      “I changed my mind.” I go into the kitchen, put my towel and trunks in the washing machine, and then stand in the doorway to the sitting room. “Do you have anything that needs washing?”

      Em stares at me.

      “What?” I ask.

      “Are you okay?”

      I frown. “You’re the second person to ask me that today. I’m fine.” Except I’m not, but I can’t worry Em with something I can’t vocalise. “Do you have anything that needs washing, or should I fill it with my stuff?”

      “Go ahead.”

      “How was coffee with Auggie?”

      “His essay was good.”

      If the essay is the first thing Em mentions, it can’t have been a date. The tension in my body eases. “I knew it would be. You’re an amazing tutor.”

      Em blushes. “He had something to do with it. I didn’t write the essay for him.”

      “I know, but don’t underestimate how much you helped him.”

      He glances down. “I’ll try not to.”

      I point to my bedroom door. “I’d better get that laundry.”

      “Casey.” Em’s eyes are large behind his glasses. “You normally come for a hug when you get home.”

      My chest tightens. He’s right. I do. Why didn’t I go to him for a hug the moment I walked in the door? I sit beside him on the sofa, put my arms around him, and bend over so my cheek is pressed to his chest, my face angled away from him. His heart is beating faster than it should be for a resting rate. If swimming frees me, Em gives me a sense of comfort and safety. I didn’t realise how much I needed his arms around me until I was homesick at the beginning of our first year. Whenever Em hugs me, I feel like I’m home, even though it’s seventy miles away.

      He puts one arm around me and strokes my hair. “How was your swim?”

      “Good.”

      “You didn’t push yourself too hard, did you?”

      “I took it easy.” That’s not true, but I don’t want him to worry about me.

      “How’s your shoulder?” He moves his hand from my hair and kneads my shoulder with his fingertips. It’s painful and soothing at the same time.

      “Still sore. It’ll be fine by the morning.”

      “Is it okay if Auggie comes over tomorrow? He wants to cook for me to say thank you for helping with his essay.”

      Every muscle in my body tightens and aches. “Like a date?”

      “Yeah, I guess so.”

      My stomach ties itself in knots.

      “It would be while you’re swimming. I can make sure he’s gone before you get home.”

      “Don’t be silly. Enjoy your date.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “No. I’m going to ban you from bringing boyfriends home.”

      Em stills his fingers halfway through combing my hair. “Thanks.”

      What is he thanking me for? “I should sort washing out. Thanks for the hug.”

      He puts his other arm around me, holding me tight. “Are you sure you’re okay with me bringing Auggie here?”

      “Positive.” Except my muscles are still aching, and my stomach feels like it’s lined with lead. “I’m going to work on my essay for a bit.”

      “Do you want help?”

      I pull away from him. “I’m good.”

      “Do you want me to cook for you?”

      “No. Cooking will be a good excuse to take a break later.” I stand and walk to my bedroom door.

      “Casey.”

      I look back.

      Em’s eyes are large again. “If you need help, let me know. I’ve always got time for you.”

      “I know. Thanks. But I’ve got this.” I gesture at the game console. “Relax and have fun. We’ll catch up later, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      I go into my room and shut the door, signalling to him that I don’t want to be disturbed. I feel like an arse for doing it, but I want to be alone. I look at my desk and the open textbook and then turn my back on it to flop face down on my bed. Why am I so out of sorts today? Why can’t I talk to Em about it? I tell him everything. But this—this indescribable thing coiling inside me is too elusive to trouble him with.

      I’ll talk to him soon.

      When I’ve found the right words.
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            AUGGIE

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m pretty sure Professor Richards almost faints when I show up to his lecture for the second week in a row. Not that I can blame him. I also can’t say how long my streak will last. Probably as long as I’m hanging out with Emory. The weird thing about having him help me is that I want to do well on my essay. Not for my grade average. Not because of Dad’s threats. But because I want Emory to be proud of me. What’s wrong with me?

      “Do you have an essay for me, August?” Professor Richards asks at the end of the lecture.

      “Yes.” I take it out of my bag and hand it to him.

      He has a quick flick-through and then motions to the front row of seats. “Stay. I’ll mark it now.”

      “Um, okay.” I wasn’t expecting that. Is me handing an essay in that momentous an occasion?

      From the corner of my eye, I notice Emory waiting for me, chewing his bottom lip. Aww, he’s nervous about what mark I’m going to get. That’s sweet. I jog up the stairs to him.

      “You go. I’ll see you later. For dinner.” I wink.

      He blushes. He’s so cute when he blushes.

      “I’m looking forward to our date,” I say. It’s not a date. It’s fake. I don’t date. I fuck. So why do I have butterflies in my stomach just thinking about seeing Emory tonight?

      Without thinking, I put my hand on his waist and kiss his cheek. He gasps. The urge to kiss his lips rises. I pull back. I can’t do that.

      “I’ll see you later,” he whispers. He stumbles over his feet on his way out of the lecture theatre.

      I smile. I’m certain it’s a sappy smile. Have I been bodysnatched? Am I watching while someone else controls my body and speaks on my behalf?

      “Mr Jones is a good influence on you,” Professor Richards notes without looking up from marking my essay.

      “Mr— Oh! You mean Emory.”

      “Yes.”

      It’s true. He is. I sit on the front row and tap the table. I haven’t figured out what I’m going to cook for him yet. I should have asked him what he likes or, more importantly, what he dislikes. Does he have any allergies? Are there any tastes or textures he can’t stand? Even if this is a fake date—which it is—I still want to cook him a nice meal. I need to thank him for his help with the essay.

      My phone vibrates in my pocket.

      
        
          
            
              
        Emory

      

      
        Well?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        He hasn’t finished marking it yet.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I’m nervous.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        LOL. Whose essay is it?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yours. Don’t keep me in suspense.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I won’t. You’ll be the first person to know my mark.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Thanks.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You don’t get as flustered over text messages.

      

      

      

      

      

      I chuckle as I imagine Emory reading my message and getting flustered. He’s probably blushing from head to toe. Damn, now that’s a sight I’d like to see. I’ve also been fantasising about seeing Casey in tight swimming trunks, and I barely know him. What can I say? I appreciate beautiful men, especially in my bed. I arch an eyebrow. Threesome? I snort. I can dream.

      “Something funny, August?”

      “Uh, no, sir.”

      “I won’t be long.”

      “Thanks.”

      Why couldn’t he have marked it later and emailed me the result? Ah well, I’ve got nothing better to do except plan a meal for two and daydream about enticing two very pretty men into my bed. I should get my thoughts out of the gutter, but where would be the fun in that? My fantasies won’t hurt anyone.

      I look up as the professor puts the essay on the desk in front of me. He’s written 55% in the top right corner in red pen.

      “Well done. I hope to see you in my lecture next week.” He puts the essay into a folder containing others and leaves.

      I send a text to Emory as I leave the lecture theatre.

      
        
          
            
              
        55%. Is that good? I don’t think that’s good.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You know the grade boundaries, don’t you?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        No. Why would I?

      

      

      

      

      

      I imagine him rolling his eyes as he reads my text.

      
        
          
            
              
        40-50% is a Third-Class Honours. 50-60% is a Lower Second-Class Honours. 60-70% is an Upper Second-Class Honours, and anything above 70% is a First-Class Honours. So yes, 55% is great.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        So if by some miracle I can average 55% between now and the end of my degree, I’d get a 2:2?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yes. It won’t take a miracle, just hard work.

      

      

      

      

      

      I snort. According to Dad, I’m allergic to hard work. The thing is, I’ll be happy with a 2:2. Heck, I’ll be ecstatic if I scrape a third. It’s still an honours degree. But I doubt my parents will be. They’ve told me over and over that they graduated with first-class degrees and that Dad got an award for having the highest exam results in his year group. I doubt anything less than a first will satisfy them. So even though 55% is a huge achievement for me, I’m still going to be a failure in their eyes. Fuckers.

      I need to get my thoughts back on track and figure out what to cook for Emory. And the person who can help me is right over there. Talk about serendipity.

      I jog up behind Casey and put my arm around his shoulders. “Fancy meeting you here.”

      He raises his eyebrows as he stares at me. “Auggie. Um, what do you want?”

      I jostle his shoulder. “Some advice. Or maybe inside information. I’ll let you decide which it is.”

      “I’m confused.”

      “You know I’m cooking dinner for Emory tonight, right?”

      He stares at the ground. “Yes. He mentioned it.”

      Do I detect a hint of jealousy?

      “Well, I’m an idiot. I didn’t find out if there’s anything he loves or doesn’t like. Then I saw you and thought that’s the person who’ll know. So, will you help a guy out? I’ll buy you a coffee.”

      He checks his watch. “I have to get to swimming practice.”

      I pout. “How do you get there?”

      “Bus.”

      “A taxi would be faster. So you help me, and I’ll shout you a taxi ride. Please? I need your help.”

      It’s true that I do want his help, but I figure this is also part of operation ‘make Casey realise he’s in love with Emory’. If he doesn’t get jealous while helping me plan my date with Emory, it’ll be plain as day he’s not interested.

      He sighs. “Okay.”

      “You’re a lifesaver. Thanks.” I keep my arm around his shoulder as we walk towards the closest canteen. “Wait. You probably are a lifesaver, aren’t you? You’d learn that sort of stuff through swimming.”

      Casey side-eyes me. “Um, no. I went down the competitive track.”

      “Oh. So you don’t know how to give someone mouth-to-mouth?”

      “No.”

      Bang goes that fantasy. Unless— “What about the other kind of mouth-to-mouth? Are you any good at that?”

      Casey blinks. “Are you asking me if I can kiss?”

      “Bingo.”

      He shrugs.

      Does that mean he’s never kissed anyone or that he doesn’t know if he’s any good at it or not? Emory did say Casey wasn’t interested in dating and that he’d never had a girlfriend. Emory hasn’t kissed anyone yet either. Why can’t my threesome fantasies come true? It would be sexy to have two cute virgins in my bed. I clear my throat. I am a bad person.

      “What does Emory like to eat? Does he have a favourite meal?”

      If Casey is jealous, he could easily steer me wrong. That’s a chance I’m willing to take. The whole point of this exercise is to find out whether or not Casey likes Emory so that Emory will have the courage to tell his best friend how he feels. I’m doing them a favour. It’s just a shame the thought of them falling into each other’s arms leaves me feeling a bit cold.

      Hold up. Come again? It must be because I want to fuck Emory. No other reason. Right? Right.

      Stick with the plan, Auggie. Be a good friend, not a jealous arsehole.

      “Is he vegetarian? Vegan?” I ask.

      “No. He likes pasta but prefers creamy sauces to tomato-based ones.”

      “Likes or loves?”

      Casey smiles. “Loves.”

      “Bacon?”

      He nods.

      “So spaghetti carbonara would be a good dish to go with?”

      “Yes.”

      “Excellent. What about dessert?”

      Casey shrugs.

      “Do you think he’d like something palette-cleansing like lemon sorbet, or would that be too tart for him? I don’t know how much of a sweet tooth he has.”

      “Um, he prefers sweet desserts.”

      I pat Casey’s shoulder. “Great. Thanks.” We’ve reached the canteen. “Coffee?”

      Casey pulls away from me. “You don’t have to. I’ve told you everything you need to know, so I’m going to go.” He turns around, takes two steps, and then stops and comes back. “You know what? I do have something else to say.”

      I lift my chin. Casey is two inches taller than me. Although he’s dressed for the cool weather, I can still tell he has a strong physique beneath the layers he’s wearing. I imagine those broad shoulders are perfect for powering through the water. And there I go, imagining him in very tight, very skimpy swimming trunks again.

      “Don’t mess Emory around.”

      I knew that was coming, but damn, I didn’t expect Casey to look so hot while taking on the protective best friend role. He narrows his dark eyes and furrows his brow, creating a crease line down the centre of his forehead. He presses his lips into a thin line and sets his smooth jaw into a hard one. This is normally the moment I’d make a flirty comment—another flirty comment—but I’m certain it won’t go down well. Don’t flirt with the guy who thinks you’re dating his best friend.

      “I won’t. I like Emory. He’s a great guy.” Says the king of fuck and run relationships. Except I don’t want to hurt Emory. I like him. A lot. Fuck.

      This. Is. A. Fake. Date.

      Casey folds his arms. “You’d better not.”

      “Let me get you a coffee.” I soften my voice. “I should get to know you if I’m going to date your best friend. And you can tell me what you’ve got in your kitchen so I know what I need to bring over.”

      Casey relaxes his jaw a fraction. “I’ll have water, thanks.”

      “Still? Fizzy?”

      “Tap.”

      I chuckle. “A cheap date. I like you already. Find somewhere to sit. I’ll be with you in a moment.”

      I go and get a coffee for me and a glass of water for Casey and then look for him. He’s found a table by the window, which he’s staring out of.

      “So, what’s the deal with you and Emory anyway?” I ask as I hand him his water.

      He frowns. “Deal?”

      “Yeah. How long have you known each other?”

      “Oh. Since primary school.”

      “You must be pretty close.”

      Casey runs his finger around the rim of the glass. “Yes.” His shoulders are tense.

      “Am I stepping on your toes?”

      He looks up, staring me right in the eyes. “What do you mean?”

      “If you like Emory, I can back off.” My stomach quivers.

      “Like him?”

      “Yeah. Do you want to date him?” This might not have been the plan, but I have to roll with it now.

      Casey looks out the window and rests his chin on his hand. What does that reaction mean? He looks lost.

      My phone beeps. I debate not checking it, but Casey seems to need some time alone with his thoughts.

      
        
          
            
              
        Grant

      

      
        Are we partying tonight at yours?

      

      

      

      

      

      I met Grant during Freshers Week. All I know about him is that he enjoys partying. I’ve never seen him without a beer in his hand and a girl on his arm. He’s a great person to invite to parties because he always brings at least half a dozen friends.

      
        
          
            
              
        Can’t. I’m busy.

      

      

      

      

      

      I’m blowing off a party for a fake date. I must be ill.

      
        
          
            
              
        What’s wrong with you?

      

      

      

      

      

      Good question.

      
        
          
            
              
        You haven’t wanted to party in days.

      

      

      

      

      

      I’ve been busy being tutored by Emory and writing an essay. Partying hasn’t been on my mind. Not that I’ve realised it until now.

      
        
          
            
              
        Party at yours?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        My housemates complain. You could leave a key under your doormat, and we could party without you.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        No.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Boring. Catch you around.

      

      

      

      

      

      I tap my phone against my knee. I’m not boring. I’ve been busy.

      
        
          
            
              
        Come to mine on Friday. Bring alcohol and friends.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Party on!

      

      

      

      

      

      I put my phone away and turn my attention back to Casey. He’s still staring out the window and hasn’t touched his glass of water.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Don’t bring wine.”

      I arch an eyebrow. Does his response mean he doesn’t like Emory?

      “One glass makes Em tipsy. Two makes him feel sick.” His voice is quiet and distant.

      “No wine. Got it. Anything else I should know?”

      He glances at me, sighs, and then shakes his head. Does he know his best friend hasn’t had a first kiss yet? If he does, he’s not telling me, which makes him a good guy in my book.

      “Emory said you’re on the university swimming team.”

      “Yes.”

      “He mentioned there were three teams, and you’re on the top one?”

      He nods.

      “You must be pretty good. I bet you get to hang out with some fit women.”

      He furrows his brow.

      “And some fit guys. Have you dated any of your teammates?”

      “No.”

      “Is that a rule?”

      “No. Em likes you.”

      “I hope so.” My stomach flip-flops. “I like him too.” Did I admit that out loud? Does that make it truer than it was a few seconds ago?

      “I need to go. Thanks for the drink.”

      A drink he hasn’t touched.

      I take my phone out of my pocket. “Let me order you a taxi.”

      He waves his hand. “There’s no need. I’ll get there in time.”

      “You’re sure?”

      He taps the table. “Auggie.”

      “Yeah?”

      “I mean it. Don’t hurt him. He doesn’t deserve to be messed around.” He doesn’t look at me as he speaks.

      “I won’t.”

      He taps the table again before standing and walking away. I watch him go. I might know what to cook for Emory tonight, but I’m confused about everything else. Like whether or not I have actual genuine feelings for Emory that go beyond wanting to fuck him. And whether or not Casey fancies Emory. In fact, Casey is even more of a mystery than he was twenty minutes ago. The thing is, I like mysteries, so I’m definitely going to find a way to figure him out.

      For Emory’s sake.

      Of course.
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      My stomach flutters as Auggie arrives at my flat, carrying two reusable carrier bags. I remember the softness of his lips against my cheek, coupled with the ticklish brush of his beard. I want to know what it would be like to kiss him, yet I’m also looking forward to snuggling with Casey later. I need to get a grip and figure out what I want. Or who I want.

      “Hi,” Auggie says. “I’ve got everything I need to cook, so point me towards your kitchen, and I’ll get started.”

      “You don’t have to,” I say.

      “I want to. We’re on a date, remember?”

      My face flushes with heat. I dip my chin. “I remember. The kitchen is through there.” I point at the door.

      “Great. Why don’t you relax, and I’ll tell you when it’s ready.”

      “We don’t have a table. It’s a small flat.”

      I should win an award for stating the obvious. He’s standing in my flat. He knows the sitting room has barely enough room for a sofa and coffee table, and he’s about to find out that the kitchen isn’t big enough to swing a cat in.

      “No problem. I’m fine with balancing my plate on my knees if you are,” Auggie says.

      “I’m sorry. It won’t be very—” I snap my mouth shut.

      “Romantic?”

      My face gets hotter as I nod.

      “I’m sure I can make it romantic if that’s what you want?”

      Is it what I want? Our date is supposed to be fake. All we need to do is ensure we’re cuddling on the sofa when Casey gets home so I can find out if he’s interested in me. But I don’t want to skip the rest. I want to spend time with Auggie so I can get to know him without a textbook between us.

      There I go again.

      Do I want Casey to like me, or do I want Auggie to want me to be his real boyfriend? The truth is, I want both.

      “Think about it,” Auggie says before going into the kitchen.

      “Do you want help?” I call.

      “Nope. Relax. I won’t be long.”

      What am I supposed to do to relax? Okay, it’s ridiculous that I can’t think of something. This is my flat. I sit on the sofa, drumming my fingers against my thighs. I could read. Is reading on a date too nerdy? I could play a console game, but what if I’m halfway through a race or a level when the food is ready? I could watch TV, but that might look like I’m not interested. In the end, I get up and stand in the kitchen doorway.

      “I told you to relax,” Auggie says.

      “I am relaxing. I know you don’t want help, but I thought we could talk.”

      “Get to know each other better?”

      I nod.

      “I’d like that.”

      My heart quivers.

      “Did you grow up in Leeds?” Auggie asks.

      “No. Lancaster.”

      “How come you and Casey decided to come here to study?”

      “Leeds is a good university. One of the best in the country for the courses we wanted to do. It’s far enough away from home to feel like we’ve gone somewhere, but not so far that we can’t go back and visit for a day. Sunday is the only day Casey doesn’t have swimming-related commitments.”

      “You always go home together?”

      “It makes sense to.” I haven’t thought about how weird that might be to an outsider until now. “What about you?”

      “I’m from London. As for why I picked Leeds, I hoped two hundred miles was far enough to keep my parents off my back. I should have gone to Scotland.”

      “You don’t get on?” I know the answer, but the last few times his parents have come up in conversation, he’s changed the subject.

      “That’s the understatement of the century. We disagree on most things, especially where my life and how I live it is concerned. They think I’m a slacker and that I need to settle down and get serious about my future.”

      “What do you think?”

      “University is meant to be about partying and having fun as much as it is about studying. Maybe I am a slacker, but life’s too short not to have fun.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      He shrugs. “It’s fine. It’s not your fault. Unless you’re secretly one of Dad’s spies?”

      I widen my eyes. “Spies?”

      “Dad has the dean of the university in his pocket. I think the dean has Dad on speed dial. I expect he’s given a sizeable donation to the university in order to find out how many lectures I’m skipping each week and how bad my grades are.”

      “That’s—” I have no words.

      “That’s my dad. Micromanager extraordinaire. I think he would have preferred a clone of himself rather than a son with free will.”

      I gasp.

      “I’m not going to stop partying and having fun. Which reminds me, I’m going to throw a party at mine on Friday night. Bring alcohol and Casey if you want.”

      “I’ll pass, but thanks.”

      “Suit yourself. Parties aside, I do need to figure out how to at least pass this stupid degree.”

      “I can help. I’m happy to keep tutoring you.”

      Auggie smiles. “Thanks. For the record, that’s not why I’m spending time with you or cooking dinner for you tonight. I like you. You’re fun to be around.”

      I look at the tiled floor. “I’ve been called a lot of things, but fun to be around isn’t one of them.”

      “I bet Casey thinks you are.”

      “That’s different.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s Casey. He’s been my friend forever. Neither of us is massively into partying. He doesn’t have time to, and I’ve never been interested.” I rub my neck. “And now you’re probably not interested in me anymore.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Because you like partying. You’re fun and interesting, and I’m boring.”

      “You’re not boring.”

      I scrunch my lips up. “Yes, I am.”

      He flicks his gaze over me. “Maybe I like boring.”

      The room spins. My face gets far too hot again.

      “I like you. And your gorgeous blue eyes.”

      Is the heating on? It’s so hot in here.

      “I should warn you, though. I am shallow as fuck. I love a pretty face, and yours is—” He does a chef’s kiss.

      I press my hands over my face.

      “Don’t hide,” he whispers, his voice suddenly very close to me. He curls his hands around my wrists and prises my hands away from my face. “I won’t be able to stare into your clear blue eyes if you do.”

      I whimper. He’s just trying to get into my pants. “You’re a love them and leave them kind of guy?”

      He hesitates for a moment. “I always have been.”

      God help me, I don’t care. He’s gorgeous and fun to be around. Even if it’s all a lie, he makes me feel special and beautiful. I should have worn a T-shirt saying ‘Take me, I’m yours’, because I’m sure I’d give myself to him if he asked. Is he going to ask? My heartbeat races as if I’ve just finished running a marathon.

      “That’s better,” he says, letting go of my wrists. “Don’t hide, Emory. In any sense of the word.”

      What does he mean by that? I stare at him as he turns away and continues cooking.

      I need to make sense of my feelings. If Auggie has been able to turn my head so easily, does that mean I’m not in love with Casey? Am I infatuated with my best friend because he’s safe? It’s not as if the desire to kiss Auggie has eclipsed my feelings for Casey. I want them both, which makes things complicated, to say the least.

      “Food’s ready.”

      I blink at Auggie. Did I lose track of time while I was lost in my thoughts? I inhale. A rich and smoky scent hits my nostrils.

      “Would you mind carrying the glasses?” Auggie asks.

      I pick up two glasses of water and take them into the sitting room. Auggie follows with two plates heaped with spaghetti carbonara.

      “It smells delicious.” I take my plate from him and balance it on my knees.

      “I hope you like it.”

      I twirl some spaghetti around my fork, blow across it, and then taste it. It’s rich and creamy. The bacon has a deep, smoky taste. “Wow. This is amazing. It tastes familiar but different. I don’t know how else to describe it. It’s spaghetti carbonara plus plus.”

      “Plus plus?”

      “Like Newspeak in 1984 by George Orwell. They did away with useless words like superlatives and replaced them with ‘plus plus’. So instead of beautiful, something would be nice plus plus.”

      “Huh. Okay. That’s weird.”

      “It was a way of controlling the people, which isn’t what you’re doing with dinner. I’m sorry. I’m making no sense at all. I’m trying to say I like it, but I can’t put my finger on why it tastes so much better than any other spaghetti carbonara I’ve had before. What did you put in it?”

      He taps the side of his nose. “That’s my secret. I like to experiment with food flavours. Taking familiar dishes and doing something new with them.”

      I twirl more pasta onto my fork. “You succeeded. You must enjoy cooking.”

      “I love it. It’s a lot more fun than pharmacology.”

      I purse my lips. “Do your parents know how much you like cooking or how good you are at it?”

      “No.” A note of finality in Auggie’s voice warns me to leave it alone.

      “Well, I appreciate your culinary skills. Thanks for making dinner for me.”

      We chat as we eat, the air gradually getting more comfortable between us. It’s great talking to Auggie about something other than pharmacology. He’s funny, charismatic, and as I’d already realised, a huge flirt. He makes me smile and laugh. His compliments fill me with warmth and make me want him far more than I should, especially as I’m certain we want different things. I’ve always imagined myself with a boyfriend rather than a one-night stand. Not that this is either of those things. It’s a fake date to make Casey jealous. Nothing more.

      When we’ve finished eating, Auggie takes my plate. Our fingertips brush. Little shivers of electricity chase around my body. I shiver and suck in a breath. Smiling, he takes our cups and plates to the kitchen and then sits beside me once more.

      He rests one arm on the top of the sofa and leans closer. “How long until Casey gets home?”

      I check my watch. “In fifteen minutes or so.”

      “How cosy do you want to be when he gets home?”

      My body starts to overheat. “Um.”

      “Like this?” He shuffles closer and puts his hand on my hip.

      He skims his fingers over my jeans.

      I swallow. “I’ve never been this close to a guy before. Except for Casey. We cuddle all the time. He’s very snuggly, considering he’s straight.”

      “Might be straight. You don’t know for sure.”

      “True.” Casey would have told me if he were into guys, wouldn’t he?

      “Do you want to get closer?” Auggie asks.

      I do. But should we? We only need to look like we’re into each other.

      “Is this okay?” Auggie strokes my cheek with his knuckles.

      My skin warms beneath his touch. My heart flutters. It’s hot in here and hard to breathe. “Yes.”

      It’s very okay. His touch is like the sun warming my skin on a summer’s day. Or sunlight streaming through the window in the morning, waking me up.

      He leans towards me. Is he going to kiss me? I half close my eyes, waiting for his lips to connect with mine.

      He stops. “Sorry, I’m getting carried away. I know you’ve never kissed anyone. You probably want your first kiss to be with Casey.”

      “I—” Is that what I want?

      “It’s okay. I’ll behave.”

      “Who was your first kiss with?”

      “A prefect at the boarding school I went to. It was nothing special. It was sloppy, and he didn’t know when to stop shoving his tongue down my throat. I’ve had much nicer kisses since then, and I’ve got a lot better at it.”

      “Good enough to give lessons in kissing?” What am I saying? Why does my voice sound so breathy?

      “Would you like a lesson?”

      “On kissing?”

      “Yes.”

      I nod.

      “You’re making it hard to behave, Emory.”

      “I don’t want you to. Teach me how to kiss. Please?”

      Auggie cups my jaw. “Part your lips.”

      I obey.

      “Close your eyes.”

      I do. My lashes flutter against my cheeks, as wild as the thrash of my heart.

      “Relax,” he whispers.

      That I can’t do. His breath is hot on my skin. His mouth covers mine. His lips are warm and soft. His tongue strokes my lips and then slips between them to greet the tip of my tongue. Blood thrums through my veins and rushes in my ears. It feels like I’m on a roller coaster, about to go over the top and careen down a huge drop. He gives me more of his tongue and drifts his fingertips back and forth over my cheek. I’m light as a feather for an instant, and then I’m hurtling down, pressing into the kiss with an urgent need I’ve never experienced before.

      Click. The front door. A sharp intake of breath. Casey.

      I pull away from Auggie, heart in my throat.

      Casey stares between us, eyes wide. “I’m sorry,” he stammers. “I didn’t mean to interrupt. I’ll go. Have fun.” He turns, strides to his room, and shuts the door behind him.

      Auggie takes his hand away from my cheek, curls it into a loose fist, and knocks his knuckles against the sofa. “That looked like jealousy to me.” His voice is quiet and dull.

      “He was embarrassed.”

      “Maybe, but the way he looked at you—at us—was jealousy.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “Because I’ve been on receiving end of looks like that before. I’m a player, remember?”

      Right. None of this is real.

      “You should go and talk to him,” Auggie says.

      “I can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “We have a code. If we leave our bedroom door open, it means it’s okay for the other to come in. If we close it—” I bow my head. Tears sting my eyes. What have I done?

      Auggie squeezes my knee. “Make an exception just this once. Talk to him. Tell him you love him.”

      I touch my lips. They’re still tingling from the kiss. “What about you?”

      “What about me? This was fake, remember?” His words are more casual than his voice sounds. “Operation ‘make Casey realise he’s in love with you’. I think the mission was a success, don’t you?”

      I glance at Casey’s closed door. “I don’t know.”

      “Talk to him. I’ll wash up and then get out of the way.” He leans forward and kisses my cheek. “I had fun tonight, Emory.”

      I press my hand over the spot he just kissed. “So did I.”

      “You still want him, don’t you?” There’s a hint of hope in Auggie’s voice.

      “Yes.” But I also want Auggie. Everything is so messed up.

      I don’t try to stop Auggie as he stands and goes into the kitchen. Water tumbles into the washing-up bowl, and Auggie sings under his breath. I can’t stop staring at Casey’s door. I should talk to him, but what do I say? Why did I let myself get talked into this idea? I suppose the bigger question is, how do I make things right?
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      A calming melody does its best to soothe my thrashing thoughts. Em and Auggie were on a date. Of course they were going to end up kissing. What did I expect to walk in on? It shouldn’t bother me that they were kissing, but an ugly sensation is snaking through my gut. Am I jealous?

      What was that? I lower my headphones. Did I imagine the soft, tentative sound? Nope. Someone is knocking on my door. I can’t ignore it, but I can’t deny I want to. I closed my door for a reason.

      I pause my music but leave my headphones on and go to open my door. Em is standing on the other side, shoulders hunched, chin low, jaw clenched.

      I suck in a breath. “Did Auggie do something?” I make for the door, but Em puts his hands on my chest, stopping me.

      “No.” He lifts his face. “I did.”

      I frown.

      “Can we talk?”

      I get out of his way so he can come in. He shuts the door. I lean against my chair, hands clasping the back of it like it’s a comfort blanket.

      “What you saw—”

      I look away.

      Em steps towards me.

      Tension floods through my body, making my already aching muscles sore. “We discussed this. You’re allowed to have boyfriends over and everything that involves.”

      “I know what you said. But how do you feel about it? Really?”

      “How did I feel about seeing you kiss Auggie? Is that what you’re asking?”

      “Yes.”

      I clutch the chair harder. I have no reason to be jealous. Earlier, when Auggie asked me if I wanted to date Em, I didn’t know what to say. Then Auggie was distracted by his phone, which gave me time to imagine what it might be like to go on a date with Em, but my thoughts stuttered when it came to the things that are supposed to happen after a date. Ending up in bed. Sex. I didn’t want it. Couldn’t envision myself having it. So I changed the subject.

      It’s tempting to do the same again now, except that wouldn’t be fair on Em.

      “Casey. Talk to me.” He moves to stand in front of me, almost in my personal space, but not quite. His eyes are large and full of fear. His glasses are askew, probably from kissing Auggie.

      “You like him.”

      “You’re not answering my question.”

      I sigh. “What do you want me to say, Em?”

      “I want you to tell me how you feel. About the kiss. About me.”

      Do I want to voice any of the thoughts tumbling through my head? It feels like I’m losing my best friend, which is nuts. It was one kiss. Yet it felt like the end of the world. I’m jealous. I can’t think of another explanation. But do I have a right to be?

      “Say something,” Em whispers.

      God, he sounds miserable, but why? He’s just had his first kiss. I might not have any experience with kissing, but if the way he was whimpering is anything to go by, he was into it. They both were. He should be happy, yet he’s on the verge of tears.

      “I don’t know what you want me to say.” It’s a lame response, but it’s the only one I have.

      “I just told you. Tell me how you feel—”

      “About you and the kiss,” I finish for him. I shrug. “Seeing you and Auggie kissing was weird. But that’s my problem, not yours.”

      “Weird? Does that mean—? Do you—? Could you—?”

      “You might need to finish a sentence if you want me to understand.”

      He laughs softly, and his lips curve into a fragile smile. It fades quickly. “Are you jealous?”

      I stare at him. Jealousy is what’s making my body ache and my stomach churn. It isn’t the same kind of feeling I get when I lose a swimming race. It’s ten times worse. I don’t want to admit it. What would be the point? It would be childish of me to stand in the way of Em having a boyfriend because… what? I’m afraid of losing my best friend.

      Em sniffs and points at the door. “What you saw wasn’t real. Auggie thought—I thought—if I made you jealous, I’d know if you liked me. Then I’d be able to tell you how I feel. But I think all that’s happened is I’ve hurt you.” He clutches my hand. “I’m so, so sorry, Casey.”

      “How do you feel?”

      “I’m in love with you.”

      I blink slowly. The churning ache inside me worsens. “You kissed another guy to tell me you’re in love with me?”

      Em raises his arms and then flaps them to his sides. “Yes.”

      “That’s—” Without taking my stare off him, I move around him to sit on my bed.

      Em turns to face me. “Talk to me.”

      “That’s crazy.”

      He blinks. “I’m sorry.”

      “Why did you think that was a good idea? Why did either of you think it was a good idea?”

      He loves me. The date was a set-up to make me jealous. They kissed. It wasn’t fake. It was real. But so is the pain and fear in Em’s voice. So is the desperation in his eyes.

      I stare at the carpet and rub my chest. Em loves me. He kissed another guy to tell me he loves me. Am I meant to be flattered? Am I meant to want to fall into his arms? Am I meant to be angry or upset? The only thing I can be sure of is that I’m jealous, and that makes me so confused it hurts. It rattles around in my head like a ping-pong ball, sits heavily in my stomach, and gnaws on my bones.

      “Casey, please say something.”

      Despite the desperation in Em’s voice, I can’t. I can’t speak. What would I say? I want to put him out of his misery and tell him it’s okay, but I can’t because I’m not sure it is.

      The front door closes. I snap my head up.

      “That’ll be Auggie leaving,” Em says. “He said he would once he’d washed up and got his things together so we could talk.”

      “He cooks and washes up?”

      Em chuckles. “Yeah.”

      I sag my shoulders. “He’s probably a keeper.”

      Em reaches out to me but doesn’t touch me.

      I stand with a heavy sigh. “I need to clear my head. I’m going to go for a walk.” I’d rather swim, but the pool will be closed.

      “Casey.”

      It’s weird. I want to snuggle up to him like I always do when I get home from swimming, but I also want to get far away from him. This is a mess, and I have no clue how to clear it up.

      I snatch up my headphones and walk past him. He grips my hand. I could pull away from him. I’m stronger than he is, but I don’t have the heart to. So I stay still, letting him clutch my hand like he’s trying to save me from falling off a cliff. Or maybe he’s the one trying not to fall.

      “I’m in love with you. I have been for a while. But you’d never shown any interest in guys, so I figured you were straight.” He squeezes my hand. “I should have talked to you like an adult, not played games. I’m sorry.”

      I adjust my hand in his grip so I can interlock my fingers with his and then apply pressure. “We’ll talk later.”

      “Why not now?”

      “I told you. I need to clear my head. Just give me some space, Em. Please?”

      He nods and lets go, then cups my cheek and jaw. I freeze. My heart hammers. He presses his mouth to mine in a short peck. A kaleidoscope of butterflies erupts in my stomach. My lips tingle.

      His cheeks blaze red. He drops his hand and steps away. “I’m sorry. I’ll be in my room.” He flings my door open and bolts.

      I lift my arm, fingers stretched in the direction he’s gone. I can’t find my voice to call him back. I touch my fingers to my lips. Em kissed me. A whirlpool of emotions I can’t name or catch hold of swirls inside me. I need air.

      I put my coat and headphones on and head out of my room. Em has left his door open. I don’t glance inside, even though I feel like a jerk for leaving him alone when he’s upset. I want to hug him, but I also need space. We need space.

      I’m not going anywhere, just walking. I turn my music on, stuff my hands in my pockets, and put one foot in front of the other. The days are getting shorter and colder. I’m getting up in the dark and, on swimming evenings, coming home in the dark. It would be miserable, except I know I’m coming home to Em. His door will be open, and he’ll let me snuggle up to him and complain about being tired. This whole mess is my fault. I must have been giving out mixed signals all over the place. Not that I meant to. I feel so safe with Em, and I crave being close with him.

      “Casey.”

      I stop and turn around towards the direction of Auggie’s voice. He’s walking towards me. He must have been waiting at the bus stop I walked past. I didn’t even notice him. I was too focused on walking. I do have tunnel vision sometimes.

      He stops a foot away from me and points towards my flat. “Shouldn’t you be inside talking to Emory? Or kissing him.”

      I take my headphones off and loop them around my neck. What should I say to Auggie? I could yell at him for playing games, not with me but with Em. I could explain why I’m out here and not inside with Em. Or I could walk away.

      “Do you like Em at all?”

      He blinks. “Yes. But it’s irrelevant. He likes you. He did tell you he likes you, didn’t he?”

      I nod and look past him as a bus approaches the stop. “You should catch that.”

      He glances over his shoulder. “Nah, it’s fine. I can catch a later bus or call a taxi. Did you tell him you like him back?”

      I jerk my head back.

      Auggie steps closer. “You do like him, don’t you?”

      I look away. “I don’t know.”

      He frowns. “How can you not know?”

      I shrug.

      “Is it because you’re not sure you’re into guys? I get it. Figuring out your sexuality can be confusing.”

      He’s going to let me walk away without answering at least some of his questions. Not that I want to in the middle of the street. It’s late, and it’s quiet, but I still don’t want to have this conversation where strangers could potentially overhear us. I sigh and glance around. We’re across the road from a skate park.

      I gesture to it. “Do you want to go over there and talk?”

      He nods and follows me across the road. The skatepark is deserted. The crisp moonlight highlights white graffiti, which has been spray-painted over almost every ramp and pipe. We sit on the top of a quarter pipe.

      “Em tried to learn how to skateboard once.” I run my finger over the rough concrete.

      “How did that go?”

      “Badly. He came off and sprained his wrist.” I loop my arms over my knees.

      “Did he try again?”

      “No. He decided it wasn’t for him. His kid brother and sister use the skateboard now.” Why am I telling Auggie this? Probably to avoid talking about my confusing feelings for Em.

      “That’s cute. Are you into guys? Because if you’re not, you should probably put Emory out of his misery.”

      I stare at the moon. Wispy clouds drift across it, black against the moon’s pale surface. I chew the inside of my cheek as I contemplate his question. To his credit, he’s quiet, not pushing me to give him an answer. Even though I’m wearing a coat and jumper, the cold seeps into my bones, and I shiver.

      “Maybe we should go back to your flat,” Auggie says.

      I shake my head. “You go if you want.”

      “We’re talking.”

      I half smile. “Sort of.”

      “Are you angry with me?”

      I glance at him.

      “For kissing Emory.”

      I clasp my hands and stare at them. “He told me it was fake. A set-up to make me jealous. But that kiss didn’t look fake. You like him. He likes you. I think you’re the ones who should be talking.”

      “He’s in love with you, Casey.”

      “Would you like me to tell him I don’t have any feelings for him? It would leave the door open for you.”

      “Is that true?”

      My heart aches. “Em loves watching American high school movies. There are a few with crazy love triangles. I bet he never imagined himself in the middle of one.”

      “Is that what this is? A love triangle?”

      “I don’t know. I guess. Sort of. Maybe it’s more of a love right angle.” I rub my thumb against the fleshy part of my other hand and stare at the moon again. It’s easier than meeting Auggie’s questioning gaze. “I don’t think about having sex. Not with women. Not with men. No one. I hadn’t even thought about dating anyone until earlier today when you asked me if I wanted to date Em.”

      “Never?”

      “No. I told myself it was because I was hyper-focused on swimming and school, but now I’m wondering if I’m not built to fancy people. I’ve never even had a crush on a musician, actor, or sportsperson. I’ve never even thought about kissing someone. So to answer your question, I don’t know if I’m straight, gay, or bi because I’ve never desired anyone. I’m not sure I’d even recognise it if I did.”

      Auggie squeezes my shoulder. It’s a surprisingly comforting gesture.

      I run my fingers through my hair. “I have no idea why I’m telling you any of this. I’ve never even told Em, and I tell him everything. Almost everything.”

      “Maybe it’s easier because you don’t know me.”

      “That’s true. You’re the guy who kissed my best friend. The guy he fancies.”

      “Does that make you jealous?”

      “Yes.”

      “Which probably means that you do have feelings for Emory, even though you haven’t realised it.”

      “Is that possible?”

      “I think so. I want to fuck every guy I find attractive, so I’m probably not the best person to ask. But you and Emory are close. I imagine it would be easy not to realise your emotions had shifted from friendship to something deeper, especially if it happened over time and if you think that romantic and sexual attraction go hand in hand.”

      My chin trembles. “That’s how it works in the films Em likes to watch. It’s how it works in TV shows and books. They fall in love, have sex, and live happily ever after.” My voice is laced with bitterness, which surprises me.

      “Talking isn’t helping, is it?”

      “No. It is. I’m so confused.” I rub my hands over my face and then rest them on my opposite shoulders, dislodging Auggie’s hand as I hug myself. “I thought I knew where I stood with Em, but now everything is a mess.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “He’s hurting. I’m—I don’t know. It does hurt, like a punch to the gut. Like he’s betrayed me in some way, even though I had no claim on him. At the same time, it feels like I should stand aside and let you guys hook up because it’s obvious you want to.”

      “Can I ask you something?”

      “You can ask.”

      “When you saw us kissing, did you find it hot?”

      I think about it for a few seconds before slowly shaking my head. “It was a kiss. I could see you were both enjoying it, but it didn’t get me hot under the collar or anything. I was embarrassed to have walked in on an intimate moment. And yeah, I was jealous. Should I have found it hot? Should watching two guys make out have turned me on?”

      “Not necessarily.”

      “Would it have turned you on?”

      “Yeah, probably, but I’m not you.”

      I wrap my arms around myself tighter and bow my head. “I need a hug.” I look towards my flat. Not that it’s visible from here. Will Em give me a hug when I go home, or will he tell me to fuck off for walking out on him?

      “I can hug you. If you want.”

      I have no idea why I nod, but I do. Auggie wraps his arm around my shoulders and pulls my head against his chest. I’ve sat like this with Em dozens of times. Possibly hundreds of times. I felt safe with him, and I feel safe now too, which makes no sense, as I barely know Auggie. Not to mention he’s partly responsible for the mess in my head. It’s yet another thing to find a seat for on the confusion train.

      “Have you considered that you might be somewhere on the ace spectrum?” Auggie asks.

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      “There’s asexual, ace, and aromantic, aro. Broadly speaking, if you’re ace, you’re not fussed about sex and don’t look at people and think about fucking them. If you’re aro, you don’t feel much or any romantic attraction for people. But the amount of sexual or romantic attraction you feel varies from person to person, hence defining it as a spectrum. And they don’t go hand in hand. Someone who is ace might also be aro but might equally be romantic or anything in between. Does that make sense?”

      I nod against Auggie’s chest. I should sit up, but his arm is helping to keep me warm, and his embrace is comforting.

      “Not experiencing sexual attraction doesn’t necessarily mean never ever having sex. Some ace people do. Some don’t. Some are totally sex-averse, others are sex-positive, and others fall in between.”

      He pauses, probably to let me digest what he’s told me so far.

      “People who define themselves as grey-ace experience sexual attraction sometimes but not often. Whereas demisexuals only experience sexual attraction to someone they’ve already formed a strong emotional relationship with. That’s not to say they’re sexually attracted to everyone they’ve formed a strong emotional relationship with any more than I what to jump into bed with every man I meet. Just the cute ones. Does any of that resonate with you?”

      I sit upright, breaking his embrace. “I’m not sure. Maybe. Probably. I don’t know if I’d be able to decide where I fit or if I fit at all.”

      “You don’t have to decide right this second. Or tomorrow or a week from now. At some point, when you understand yourself better, you’ll know where you fit.”

      I rub my hand. “I hope so. I’ve known Em for over half my life. I love spending time with him. I can’t imagine my life without him. I feel safe when I’m with him. Seeing the two of you hurt in a way I can’t describe.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      I wave my hand. “I get why you did what you did.”

      “Neither of us meant for you to get so confused.”

      “I was already confused. The kiss brought my emotions to a head, that’s all. Earlier, when you asked me if I wanted to date Em, I was able to imagine myself doing all that romantic stuff, but my thoughts went blank when it got to the sex part. I didn’t know what it meant.”

      “I think you should look into asexuality for yourself. Don’t treat my take on it as gospel. Read up on it. Check out some forums. Read about other people’s experiences.”

      “I will, but what if I do all that and realise my feelings aren’t because I’m ace but because I don’t like him that way at all?”

      “I think you do.”

      “How can you be so sure when I don’t know myself?”

      “Because I’m the one standing on the outside looking in. Besides, you get heart eyes every time you say his name.”

      I glare at him. “I do not.”

      “Do too. Emory gets them as well. You two are so sweet it makes my teeth ache.”

      I roll my eyes.

      “Plus, you said you can’t imagine your life without him in it. That’s probably the very definition of love.”

      I squint at him. “Probably?”

      “Hey, I’m a player. I’ve never been in love. What would I know?”

      I chuckle. “More than me.”

      “Not about love. Want to know about sex? I’m your guy. But love? I’m clueless.”

      I knock my shoulder against his. “You’ve been great. Thank you. You could have put me off. You could have done everything possible to get the guy. But you haven’t.”

      “That would have made me a giant arsehole.”

      I sigh. “I should probably step back. Let you and Em explore the attraction you feel for each other.”

      “Why?”

      “What do you mean? You’re attracted to each other. Why would I get in the way?”

      “You’re right. We do like each other, but you get first dibs.”

      “He’s not a prize to be won or a possession to fight over.”

      Auggie dips his chin. His expression reminds me of a naughty toddler who’s been caught with his hand in the cookie jar. “True. I’m sorry. That was a childish thing to say.”

      “I’m confused and clueless right now. I need to sort my head out. Do that reading you mentioned. But even once I’ve done that and figured out who I am and what I want, I’m not sure I can ever give Em, or anyone else, anything beyond snuggles. But I know he wants more. And he could have more with you.”

      “You think people can’t have fulfilling relationships without sex?”

      I look straight ahead. “I didn’t say that. I’m sure plenty of people can. I think I will be able to, but I’m not certain yet. But I think, for a lot of people, sex is important and something they’d want in their relationships. So if you’re not going to fuck him around or dump him the second you’ve had sex with him, you should tell him you want to be with him. I know he likes you. I know that kiss meant something to him. It wasn’t fake.”

      “It wasn’t fake for me either. But what about you?”

      “What about me? I’ll always be his best friend.”

      “You should talk to him. Tell him everything you’ve told me.”

      “I can’t. Not until I understand myself better. This is something I need to figure out on my own. Promise me you won’t say anything to him.”

      Auggie hitches in a breath.

      “Promise. This should be a no-brainer for you. Keep your mouth shut and get the guy.”

      A muscle twitches in Auggie’s cheek. “All right. But you realise he might not pick me, whether you’re in the picture or not.”

      I smile. “I guess we’ll see. You’re a great guy, Auggie. I think anyone would be mad not to choose you.” I stand and blow on my cold hands before stuffing them into my pockets.

      “What are you going to do now?”

      “Go home and talk to Em. Tell him I’ve thought things through and that I’m not attracted to him.”

      Auggie winces.

      “You?”

      “Get a taxi home. It’s fucking freezing out here.”

      “Sorry about that. Thanks for listening and for the advice.”

      “Any time. I mean that, Casey. If you need to talk, hit me up. Let me give you my number.” He takes his phone out, and we swap numbers. “Take care.”

      “Yeah, you too.”

      After an awkward pause, we hug. His grip is firm and comforting, and it reawakens the butterflies that cascaded into my stomach when Em kissed me. The confusion train is one crazy ride. I don’t want the embrace to end. But it does. Auggie uses an app on his phone to call a taxi as we walk to the main road. Then he stands and waits while I walk home.
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            AUGGIE

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s a first for me, but I arrive twenty minutes early for my eleven-o’clock lecture. Okay, I don’t care about the lecture. I want to see Emory to make sure he’s okay. I sit in the corridor with my back against the wall while I wait for him. He arrives five minutes after me, head down, looking deep in thought.

      “Hi, Emory.” I stand.

      He looks up, cheeks pinking as he makes eye contact with me. “Auggie.”

      “Surprised to see me?”

      His cheeks get darker. “Yeah, kinda. You’re not normally on time. Plus, last week was the first time you even came to this lecture all term, so I wasn’t expecting you to be here today. Sorry.”

      “Hey, don’t be. I know I’m a slacker.” I grin to show him I’m joking and then move closer so I can put my hand on his shoulder. “I’m here because I wanted to make sure you’re okay. Are you?”

      He rubs his arm. “I’m not sure.”

      “Did you and Casey talk last night?”

      Emory nods. His lips quiver.

      “Let’s get out of here. I’ll buy you an iced coffee, and we can talk. Apparently, I have a good shoulder.”

      He frowns. “A good shoulder?”

      “For crying on.”

      His mouth forms an O. “We have a lecture.”

      “Eh, I’m sure you can catch up.”

      His eyes widen.

      I shift my weight between my feet. “You’ve never skipped a lecture before, have you?”

      “No.”

      “Have you missed any lectures this year?”

      “No. Why would I?”

      “You might have taken a sick day.”

      He shakes his head.

      “Last year?”

      “Never.” Emory raises his chin and rolls his shoulders back. “I had a one hundred per cent attendance rate at school.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yes.”

      I rub my hair. “Fuck. You put me to shame.”

      He tilts his head. “Wait. You said you went to boarding school.”

      “Yes.”

      “How did you miss school when you were already there?”

      I laugh and fake a cough. “I can be very convincing when I want to be.”

      “But why?”

      “I didn’t enjoy school. Iced coffee?”

      He looks past me to the lecture theatre door.

      “Fine. I’ll sit through the lecture with you, and then you can come for coffee with me. You are a bad influence, Emory.”

      “A bad influence? I think I’m a good influence.”

      “Yeah, maybe.”

      “You haven’t done the reading, have you?”

      “There was reading?”

      “There’s always reading.”

      I doodle through the lecture while Emory takes copious notes and puts his hand up to answer every question. Listening to him wow the lecturer is the highlight of an otherwise boring hour. Afterwards, we walk into town to an independent coffee shop I like, and I order us drinks.

      “I don’t know how you can drink iced coffee in November,” I say.

      “It’s warm in here.”

      “Yes, but it’s cold out there.”

      “I don’t like hot coffee.”

      “Who doesn’t like hot coffee?”

      He glances out the window. “Casey doesn’t drink coffee at all.”

      “Wow. How does he survive?”

      “I have no idea. Maybe that’s why he’s tired all the time. Not enough caffeine. Or maybe it’s all the training he does.” He rests his chin on his hand.

      I graze my fingers over his arm. “What happened last night?”

      I know what Casey said he was going to do, but the nice part of me hopes he caved and was as open and honest with Emory as he was with me. The not-so-nice part of me hopes he stuck to his word, leaving the door open for me to swoop in and pick up the pieces. That part of me is a real jerk at times.

      “He told me he doesn’t love me,” Emory says in a miserable tone. “So you were right. I have a bad case of unrequited love.”

      “I’m sorry.” My stomach churns.

      I know what Casey told Emory isn’t true. I hate being the keeper of that secret. It shouldn’t be a secret at all. I get that Casey wants time to figure his head out, but why couldn’t he tell Emory that? They’re meant to be best friends. I guess people do weird things when they’re in love. Something about not thinking straight. I’d blame it on thinking with my dick, but Casey is thinking with his heart. It’s a shame his heart is making him do dumb things.

      “He told me I should explore my attraction to you,” Emory says.

      “What do you want?”

      He shrugs. “I guess I don’t have to be confused anymore. I don’t have to choose between my feelings for the two of you either.” His face goes bright red. He covers it with his hands. “Assuming you even like me. I know last night was fake.”

      “It wasn’t.”

      He looks up. “It—”

      “I like you, Emory. You know I’m normally a love them and leave them kind of guy. I enjoy sex and don’t need to know the name of the man I’m sleeping with. In fact, I often prefer not to.”

      Emory widens his eyes until they’re the size of saucers. “Is that what you want from me? Nameless sex?” He scrunches his eyes up.

      I cover my mouth with my hand to stifle a laugh.

      “Not nameless sex. You know my name. But a one-night stand. Is that all you want?”

      “No.”

      “Why should I believe you?”

      “You’re different. Maybe it’s because you intimidate me on a daily basis or because you’re one of the cutest guys I know, but I want to hang out with you. I don’t want to bang you and move on.” I can’t believe I said all that, but it’s the truth. The time I’ve spent with Emory—and Casey, for that matter—has felt more genuine than anything else in my life. It’s scary.

      Emory coughs and then drinks some of his iced coffee. “You need to stop making me choke.”

      “Sorry. It’s a habit.” I wink.

      “Why do I intimidate you?”

      I wave at his bag. “Because you’re so damn smart. All that stuff comes easily to you.”

      “I enjoy it, that’s all.”

      I fake a shudder. “How can you enjoy science and maths?”

      “Because it’s fun, and it’s what I want to do.”

      I shudder again. “You’re either sick or in need of psychiatric help. I’m not sure which yet.”

      He chuckles.

      “That’s better. You look a lot cuter when you’re smiling. But all that said, I’m not going to charge in and convince you to go out with me.”

      He blinks. “You’re not?”

      “No. I’m here with you now because I wanted to make sure you’re okay. Nothing more.” Huh, maybe I can be a half-decent guy once in a while. I’m quite proud of myself. Hopefully, it will also prove to him that I want more than sex.

      Emory dips his chin. “I’m going to lose you both.”

      “No. I’m still here, as a friend. For now. And Casey’s still your best friend, isn’t he?”

      “I think so. I hope so. Things were weird between us last night, and I didn’t see him this morning, because he went to training early. I imagine things are going to be strange for a while, at least. I toyed with his emotions. I shouldn’t have done that.”

      “Blame me. It was my dumb idea.”

      He half smiles. “That I went along with.”

      “Blame it on being nineteen, then. We have hormones that make us make stupid decisions, right? I’m sure I read that somewhere.”

      He stares at me.

      I rub my neck. “Or maybe not. We have dicks that make us make stupid decisions?”

      He chuckles. “Yeah, I’ll go with that.”

      “You haven’t lost Casey, and you’re not going to get rid of me either. I want to date you, but you need some time to decide if that’s what you want. Fake or not, last night’s date and kiss was to make Casey jealous. He’s the one you’re pining for. Normally, I’d be fine with being the rebound guy. Rebound sex is hot as hell. But I want more than a one-time fling with you. Are you a wizard?”

      Emory’s cheeks blaze like the dying embers of a fire. “Am I a—what now?”

      “Wizard. I bet you play Dungeons and Dragons, don’t you?”

      He shakes his head.

      “Oh, okay. Anyway, I think you’ve put a spell on me.”

      “Magic isn’t real.”

      “Says you, mister man of science. You’ve put a love spell on me, haven’t you?”

      His expression drops into one of horror. “Even if that were possible, which it’s not, I wouldn’t do that. That wouldn’t be consensual at all.”

      “Relax. I’m joking.” I soften my tone and put on what I hope is a more serious expression, but I don’t know if I pull it off or not. “I know you wouldn’t do that. There’s something about you that makes me want more than a one-and-done, and I have to admit that’s a bit scary. Joking about it is my way of dealing with that fear.”

      Emory relaxes.

      “I want to date you, but not right now. Get over Casey first, and if you’re still interested, let me know.”

      He picks at the label on his plastic cup. “I should be thanking Casey.”

      I frown. “What for?”

      “Making things less complicated.”

      “I’m not following.”

      “I love him.” He looks up. “But I’m falling for you too. I’ve been feeling all kinds of guilty for liking both of you at once. I wasn’t sure how it was even possible to want to be with two guys at the same time. I guess I don’t have to worry about it anymore. Thanks to Casey.” His voice is full of sadness.

      I put my hand on my thigh beneath the table and curl it into a fist. Fucking hell, Casey. Why can’t you tell Emory the truth? Explain things to him as you did to me. I can still remember the look in Casey’s eyes as he was talking to me. He looked so lost. Confusion swirled in his eyes. I can tell, even if he can’t admit it to himself, that he loves Emory. So now I’m torn between playing matchmaker and dating Emory myself. Not that I can play matchmaker without betraying Casey’s trust, and I won’t do that.

      Besides, I’ve got confusing thoughts of my own to contend with. The trust Casey placed in me last night made my heart patter. No one’s ever confided in me like that before. But he did. He told me things he’s never told anyone else. Plus, he let me hug him, and damn, if it didn’t feel good to have my arms around him and his head against my chest.

      I need to get my thoughts back on topic. Emory. He’s the one I’m taking care of. The one I want to be with, but not right now. Not until he’s sorted his head out. Only, maybe giving Emory space isn’t what he needs. Maybe I should pull him into my arms, kiss the hell out of him, and show him that someone wants him. Or perhaps I’m projecting what I want onto him.

      “I think all our heads are messy right now,” I say.

      “You’re probably right. And you’re right about not rushing into anything too. I should take some time to decide what I want and who I want.”

      “What?”

      “What if I do that and still want you both? I know I can’t have Casey. And maybe I can’t have you either. But what if I can have and want you but still want Casey too? You’re not going to want me on those terms. I’m sorry. I’m rambling. I’ve never been in this position before. I’ve never fancied two men at the same time before. I’ve never even had a boyfriend.”

      “You’re allowed to have feelings for two guys.”

      “Maybe, but I still have to choose, don’t I? I can’t have you both.”

      I gnaw my lower lip for a moment. I don’t have an answer for him, so I settle on changing the subject instead. “You’re a great guy, Emory. I like you, even if you are a bad influence on me.”

      He points at himself. “I’m a bad influence on you? Who was the one who tried to convince me to skip a lecture today?”

      “I was. But you didn’t. You made me go to it instead.”

      “I didn’t make you do anything.”

      “Sure you did. You dragged me into that lecture theatre.”

      He folds his arms. “I think you imagined that part.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Positive.”

      We laugh, which feels so much better than the tense, emotionally charged conversation we were having.

      “Do you still want a tutor?” Emory asks.

      “Are you offering?”

      “Yes. You don’t need to pay me. I’m happy to help if you want me to.” He blushes. “I have to confess to having an ulterior motive.”

      “Oh?”

      “It would give me an excuse to spend time with you. I’ll understand if you’d rather ask someone else.”

      “No. You’re the best tutor I’ve ever had. And the cutest.” I’m not good at not flirting. Maybe this giving him space thing isn’t going to work after all. Except it will. I can be good and keep my hands and lips to myself.

      He smiles. “Good. Do you want to start now?”

      “God, no. You made me go to a lecture. I don’t want to follow that up with studying. I’d much rather hang out with my friend.”

      Emory’s smile widens into a grin, which makes me happy.

      “Hey, do you want to do something this weekend?” Shut up. I’m meant to be giving him space. I’d invite him to the party I’m supposed to be throwing on Friday, but I’ve done that already and been shot down.

      “I can’t. The swim team have a friendly competition against York University. I like to go to Casey’s competitions if they’re not too far away, and York’s only twenty-five minutes by train. Sorry.”

      “Don’t be.” I scratch my jaw. “I’ve never been to a swimming competition before. Do you think Casey would mind if I tagged along? Would you mind if I tagged long?”

      “No. Some company would be great, thanks. Casey will be with the team all day, so I wouldn’t be hanging out with him anyway.”

      “Great. You’re going to have to tell me what’s going on.”

      Emory chuckles. “I can do that.”
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            CASEY

          

        

      

    

    
      My phone beeps as I put my bag into a locker before practice on Wednesday evening. Ignoring it, I go and join the rest of the team. It’s our penultimate training session before the friendly competition with York at the weekend, which is a practice run for the British Universities and College Sport Short Course Swimming Championship in Sheffield in two weeks. Our normal Friday evening swim has been cancelled so we can get an early night. I’d rather be in the pool with the team than be kicking about at home right now.

      Things are weird between Em and me, and I hate it. How do I make things right?

      I’m out of sorts, and it shows in my times. Josh spends half his time yelling and threatening to boot me to the development team if I don’t sort myself out. For the first time, being in the water doesn’t solve anything. It only makes things worse.

      I get a few encouraging pats on the back in the changing room and assurances that everyone has a bad day sometimes. As long as I don’t have a bad day on Saturday against York, right?

      I forget to check my phone until I’m waiting in the dark and cold for a bus to turn up to take me into the city centre.

      
        
          
            
              
        Auggie

      

      
        Hey. Just checking in to make sure you’re okay.

      

      

      

      

      

      I frown. He said I could talk to him if needed, but I didn’t expect him to contact me.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sorry, I was at training. Heading home now.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        But are you okay?

      

      

      

      

      

      I swipe my thumb over my phone to stop the screen from going dark and ponder how to reply. ‘Yes’ would be the easiest answer, but it’s not true.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’ve been better, but I’ll be okay.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Need a chat?

      

      

      

      

      

      The bus pulls up, giving me time to think about Auggie’s question as I show my return ticket and find a seat.

      
        
          
            
              
        Maybe. Not tonight. Thanks, though.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tired after training?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yes. But Em will worry if I don’t get home at my usual time.

      

      

      

      

      

      And it would be weird to tell him I was late because I was with Auggie, and even weirder not to tell him. I knock my head softly against the window.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’ve seen Emory a couple of times since Monday.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I know. He told me. Thanks for looking out for him.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Have you thought about what we talked about?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Some. I’ve even done some reading on the Internet.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Is it helping?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        A little.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Still confused?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I think that’s going to be my norm for a while.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        The offer’s there if you need to talk.

      

      

      

      

      

      I believe him. He barely knows me and has every reason not to want anything to do with me, yet he’s been nice to me. I understand what Em sees in him and why my best friend goes bright red whenever Auggie’s name is mentioned. Is Em still my best friend? It’s hard to tell with the way things have been between us since the fake date.

      
        
          
            
              
        Or you could talk to Emory.

      

      

      

      

      

      I tap the side of my phone against my lips. I should talk to Em, but what would I say? Hey, Em, I kinda lied the other day. I might be in love with you, but I’m never going to want to have sex with you. Go be with the guy who can meet your needs. It sounds crass in my head, like I’m insinuating that sex is the most important thing to Em. I don’t believe that at all, but I know he wants sex as part of a relationship. He talks to me about losing his virginity one day. It’s something he’s anxious and excited about. Something he definitely wants to happen.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m going to assume you’re too busy to reply. You wouldn’t ignore me, would you?

      

      

      

      

      

      Auggie’s text makes me smile.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m not ignoring you. I was thinking.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        About what to say to Emory?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yes.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Does that mean you’re going to talk to him?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Probably not.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You should.

      

      

      

      

      

      I know. I’m not ready yet. I need to sort my head out; I can’t be responsible for Em’s too.

      
        
          
            
              
        We’re coming to see you swim on Saturday.

      

      

      

      

      

      I widen my eyes as I stare at his text.

      
        
          
            
              
        You are?

      

      

      

      

      

      Em always comes to my local competitions, but I’d assumed he wouldn’t this time because things are strained between us. It never even entered into my head that Auggie would come too.

      
        
          
            
              
        Yes, so you have to swim well. Emory has been telling me how amazing you are in the water. I’m expecting great things.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Isn’t that weird?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        What?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Talking about me when the two of you are together.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        No. I like the way his eyes light up when he talks about you. It’s adorable.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        This conversation just got strange.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        In your head, maybe, not in mine. Swim your best at the weekend. Don’t let either of us down.

      

      

      

      

      

      The bus pulls into the station. I put my phone into my pocket and join the queue to get off. The bus I need is a few stands down, about to leave. I hurry to catch it. I make it as the driver closes the doors, but he takes pity on me and opens them so I can jump on board.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’ll try my best.

      

      

      

      

      

      I don’t get another reply from Auggie, so I figure he’s busy. I listen to music for the rest of the trip home, only taking my headphones off when I walk into the flat.

      Em’s door is open. Before Monday, I would have taken off my coat and shoes, thrown my swim things into the washing machine, and gone straight in to see him for a hug. But things are messed up now. When I got home from university on Tuesday, his door was shut, and I didn’t knock.

      I stand and stare at the open door. Is he studying or reading? If he’s got any sense, he’ll be doing something to relax and wind his mind down before he gets some sleep.

      I go through my normal motions. Take off my shoes and coat and put them away. Put my towel and trunks in the washing machine and stash my bag in my room. Then I find myself staring at Em’s door again. He’ll know I’m home. I haven’t been quiet about moving around our tiny flat. I can’t stand the distance between us.

      Even though his door is open, I knock. He’s sitting at his desk, hunched over a textbook and a pad of paper.

      “Hi, Em.”

      “Hi.” He glances at his bed but doesn’t move to sit on it like he would have done before Monday.

      I resist the urge to rub my chest, which has tightened.

      “How was practice?”

      I curl my fingers against the side of the doorframe. “Awful. How was uni today?”

      “Good. What happened at training?”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose. “My head wasn’t in it, but I’m not here to talk about me. I wanted to make sure you’re okay.”

      Emory looks down. “I’m fine.”

      “Are you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good.” I hate that things are so awkward. “Are you studying?”

      He nods.

      “I’ll leave you to it.” I turn.

      “Casey.”

      I look over my shoulder. “Yeah?”

      He stands, sits on his bed, and stretches his hand towards me. “Come here.”

      I need to be close to him, so I go to him like a bee craving nectar. I lie beside him, tucked against his side, my head on his chest, like I always do. But it feels different. My body is tense. So is his. Even though we’re right next to each other, we might as well be a million miles apart.

      I close my eyes. “I hate this.”

      After a moment, he strokes my hair like he’s done hundreds of times. But this time is different, more tentative. “So do I.”

      I hug him tight. “I’m sorry.”

      He stills his hand. “What do you have to be sorry for? I’m the one who played a stupid game with your feelings.”

      “Stop.”

      “What?”

      “Feeling guilty. You don’t need to.”

      “I hurt you, Casey.”

      “No, you didn’t. You gave me a lot to think about, but that’s not the same at all.”

      “Is that what you’re doing? Thinking?”

      “Yes.”

      He sniffs. Is he crying? “Anything I can help with?”

      I recall Auggie’s text. Or you could talk to Emory. What if it’s too late? What if my admission makes things worse between us?

      “Not yet. I’ll talk to you soon, I promise. I need time to sort my head out.” I open my eyes and look up. “Can you give me that?”

      His chin trembles. “I’ll be here when you’re ready to talk.”

      My chest shudders, and a sob escapes me. I never cry, so why am I doing it now? Because Em is willing to give me time? Because he’s promised to be there for me? God, I adore him.

      He brushes a tear from my cheek. “Don’t cry. Please.” His voice is desperate.

      “I’m sorry. I’m tired, and Josh laid into me for having a bad practice and—” I want to tell you how much I need you, but I can’t because I can’t give you what you need and want, and I don’t want you to be unhappy and know you will be if you choose me.

      “Josh is an arse. You had one bad training session. So what? You’ll be back on form on Friday morning.”

      “I hope so.”

      “I know you. You’re part dolphin.”

      I choke out a laugh. “I’m not sure about that.”

      “I am. You’ll do well on Friday, and you’ll be on fire on Saturday at the competition.”

      “You’ll be there?” Why am I asking? I know he will be. Auggie told me as much. Yet I need to hear it from Em as well.

      “Yes. Of course.”

      “I’ll try my best.”

      “That’s all I’ll ever ask of you. Speaking of trying your best, are you keeping on top of schoolwork?”

      I shake my head. I haven’t been able to concentrate on that either. I’ve been a total mess since Monday.

      “Want some help?”

      “Em, I can’t—”

      “You’re not asking. I’m offering. Get your books. We’ll look at your work together.”

      I hug him tight. “I don’t deserve you.”

      “Of course you do. You’re my best friend. Nothing’s going to change that.”

      I sit and stare at him. “Promise?”

      “Yes.” He cups my cheek like he did the other night.

      I want to lean into his touch. The butterflies are back, light and fluttery. What is this feeling? Is this attraction? Love?

      I need to do more research. I’ve done a little, but not enough. I’ve read some websites that seemed quite clinical. What was the other thing Auggie suggested I do? Find forums so I can read other people’s experiences.

      “Can we take a rain check on studying tonight?”

      Em frowns. “Sure, but I wouldn’t want you to fall further behind.”

      “It’s fine. I’ll be able to catch up. With your help.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yes. I’m feeling a lot better. Thank you.” I press my cheek against his palm.

      He widens his eyes.

      “I need to go.” I scramble off the bed and go to the door. I pause and look at him. “Em, I—” I bite my tongue. Sort my head out first. Talk to Em second. I can’t rush into anything until I’m sure of how I’m feeling. “Good night.”

      “Night.”

      I go to my room, sit at my desk, and open my laptop. It doesn’t take me long to find a forum for asexuals. I click on the search bar and type in ‘How do you know you like someone?’ I widen my eyes at the results. Someone else has already asked that question, and lots of people have answered. I read through the responses, my heart quivering as some of them resonate with me.

      ‘I know when I want to spend time with someone with no one else around.’

      ‘When I can visualise going on a date with them.’

      ‘When I want to hug them.’

      ‘When I’m happy whenever I’m around them.’

      I’m sniffling by the time I get to the end of the thread. I’m not sad. If anything, I’m happy. I feel seen and understood. I’m not alone.

      On top of that, a truth has seeded itself in my heart and is sprouting. I want to go on dates with Em and do fluffy romantic things like having picnics under the stars and walking hand in hand along a beach at sunset. And if I knew that was enough for him, I’d walk into his room right now and tell him how I feel. But I don’t know, and I’m afraid to find out.
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      “If I’d known I had to get up so early, I’d never have agreed to come today.” Auggie yawns and sips his takeaway coffee as the train sets off from Leeds station, heading towards York.

      “I take it you’re not a morning person?”

      “Nope. I’m a confirmed night owl. This time of day shouldn’t even exist.”

      He looks more dishevelled than normal. Has he even run a brush or comb through his choppy dark hair? His beard is even more unkempt than I’m used to. But damn, he’s gorgeous.

      Things have been great with Auggie over the last few days. He’s kept flirting to a minimum, especially while I’ve been tutoring him. He gets bored after an hour. Okay, he gets bored after ten minutes, but I keep him on task for an hour before he distracts me with iced coffee or chatter.

      I’ve imagined myself kissing him again more than once. Several times. He and Casey have consumed my dreams, sometimes together. Those are hot dreams, and I always wake from them gasping, sweating, and with an aching erection. I’ve jacked off more times this week than in the two months before. Why are my dreams so intense? My subconscious keeps handing me movie reels of them kissing, touching, and making love to me in tandem. It’s not as if that would ever happen. Still, it’s a nice fantasy.

      “How did the party go last night?” I ask.

      Auggie drinks more coffee. “It was fine. Lots of people showed up. Half of them were strangers. A few people passed out. They didn’t thank me for chasing them out of the house this morning before I came to meet you. Oh, and I’ll have a hell of a clean-up job to do later.”

      “But did you have fun?”

      “I guess so.” His phone beeps. He takes it out of his pocket and stares at the screen before waving it in my general direction. “Someone asking me when the next party is.”

      “When is it?”

      He shrugs and puts his phone away. “I don’t know yet. What can I expect from today?”

      “A lot of sitting around watching swimming.”

      “Ha ha, smart arse.”

      “It’s a short-course competition.”

      Auggie turns his hand to ask for more explanation.

      “It describes the length of the pool. Short course is in a twenty-five-metre pool, and long course is in a fifty-metre pool.”

      “Does it make a difference?”

      “Times over short-course races tend to be faster because they have to turn more. Three times over a one-hundred-metre race instead of once, for example.”

      Auggie frowns. “Shouldn’t turning more make it slower?”

      “No, because swimmers cover a lot of distance when they push off the wall and glide underwater, which they do out of a turn.”

      “Oh. I guess that makes sense. What races will Casey be doing?”

      “The one-hundred- and two-hundred-metre freestyle races, as well as the men’s medley relay and the mixed medley relay.”

      Auggie waves both hands. “Slow down. What’s freestyle?”

      “Technically, it means any style the swimmer chooses. Most do front crawl because it’s the fastest. In the relays, you’re not allowed to do backstroke, breaststroke, or butterfly for freestyle.”

      “How do you know so much?”

      My cheeks flush with heat. “I’ve been to a lot of Casey’s competitions. He, uh, looks sexy in his Speedos.”

      “I can imagine.”

      I raise my eyebrow.

      “What? Are you the only one who can appreciate another guy?”

      “No.”

      Auggie leans across the table. “Are you jealous?”

      I purse my lips as I try to figure out how I’m feeling. He sits upright and remains silent until I’m ready to talk.

      “Oddly, no. If anything, I’m relieved.”

      “Relieved?”

      “You being so open about fancying someone else makes me feel less weird.”

      “You’re not weird. For the record, I have no problem with you talking about Casey. I know you’re in love with him.”

      “It can’t do much for your ego to hear me talking about another guy.”

      Auggie shrugs. “I know how gorgeous I am.”

      I whimper. He is gorgeous. I want to kiss him again.

      He clears his throat. “Sorry. I’m meant to be letting you sort your head out.”

      “You are.”

      Just like I’m giving Casey space to sort his out. Auggie said his was a bit messy too. We’re a triad of confused men.

      “I was flirting. Or didn’t you notice?”

      “You being big-headed was flirting?” I feign surprise.

      “Well, I thought I was, but if you don’t agree, that lets me off the hook.”

      “I like it when you flirt with me.”

      “Even though it makes you blush?”

      I fan my face. “Yes.” My voice comes out as more of a squeak.

      “You’re adorable when you blush.”

      My face gets hotter.

      “I’m sorry. I’ll stop,” Auggie says sincerely.

      “I don’t want you to.”

      He presses his lips together and stares at me for several seconds. “So, Casey is in four races?”

      “Yes, but there will be lots more during the day. In bigger competitions, there would be heats and then finals. But as there are only two swimming clubs today, it’ll go straight to finals.”

      “You were going to explain what a medley relay is.”

      “Right.” I understand why he’s changed the subject back to swimming, but I already miss the flirting. “A medley is a combination of four different styles. Backstroke, breaststroke, butterfly, and freestyle. It can be done as an individual race or as a relay, with four swimmers, one for each stroke. A mixed medley is a team of two men and two women.”

      “You know your stuff.”

      I wince. “I’m sorry. I’m geeking out, and I don’t even swim.”

      “No, but Casey does. It’s great that you know enough to be able to support him. You’re going to have to tell me when to clap and cheer.”

      “I will, although it will be obvious.”

      “Swimming competition virgin here. Don’t expect anything to be obvious.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “What stroke does Casey swim in the relays?”

      “Freestyle.”

      “Is that all he does?”

      “It’s what he’s best at, but he’s pretty fast at butterfly.” I splay my hands on the table. “And that’s the extent of my swimming knowledge.”

      “Well, thank you. I feel educated now.”

      “Is that code for bored?”

      “I could never be bored listening to you, except when it comes to pharmacology. No one could make that interesting. Or sexy. Sorry. I’m terrible at not flirting with you. You’re too cute.”

      I’m getting used to him calling me cute. My face is getting hot again. I can’t stop blushing around him unless we’re talking about mundane things like pharmacology and swimming. Even then, there’s no guarantee my body won’t threaten to combust with need.

      He taps his temple. “How’s the sorting your head out thing going?”

      I sigh and glance out the train window. “It would be easier if I didn’t keep dreaming about you and Casey.” Shit. Did I say that out loud?

      Auggie smirks.

      I clap my hands over my mouth. “I’m sorry,” I squeak.

      “Don’t be. I don’t mind.”

      “It was embarrassing.” I tug my collar up and sink down in my seat. I’m so glad we’re the only people in this carriage.

      “What would make sorting your head out easier?” Auggie asks.

      “If Casey would talk to me. He sort of did during the week. He said he needed time and space to think, and then we’d talk.”

      “And you said—?”

      “I’ll be there for him whenever he’s ready.”

      “Good answer.”

      I fold my hands on top of each other on the table. “I kissed him. On Sunday, after you’d gone. It was a peck on the lips. Nothing more. He freaked out and fled the flat. I didn’t mean to make him uncomfortable. I wanted to show him how I felt.”

      “He knows that.”

      “I think he might be questioning his sexuality. He’s never dated, so as you said, he might not have figured out whether he’s straight, gay, bi, or pan. I don’t get why he doesn’t feel able to talk to me. I went through a questioning phase before I knew for sure that I was gay. Plus, it’s not like I’m going to jump his bones if he tells me he might be into guys. I wouldn’t know what to do anyway.”

      “I think it’s enough for him to know he can talk to you when he’s ready to.”

      “I hope so.”

      “Would you tell me about it?”

      “What?”

      “How you knew you were gay.”

      “Henry Cavill.” I sigh dreamily.

      “Well, fuck, if he’s your type, I’m not worthy.”

      I snort. “You’re more than worthy. You’re gorgeous.”

      “Why, thank you. You’re pretty damn hot yourself. Holy crap, I am shit at not flirting.”

      I laugh and clutch my stomach. It takes me a few minutes to recover.

      “You said you went through a questioning phase?” Auggie asks.

      “Yes. Having a crush on an unobtainable actor wasn’t proof I was gay. Okay, maybe it was, but I still questioned whether or not I was only into guys. What about you?”

      “I blame single-sex boarding school.” He winks.

      “Really?”

      “No. Like you, I had a raging crush on a sexy film star. And a couple of musicians. There might have been a few footballers in the mix too. The point is they were all men.” He nudges my foot beneath the table. “In the future, we’ll be able to revisit this conversation with Casey.”

      “What do you think he’ll say?”

      “That he discovered his sexuality thanks to two amazing guys. That’s us, by the way.”

      I stare out the window. “Transformed.”

      “Come again?”

      “Nothing. What you said made me think about something Carl Jung once said.”

      “Wasn’t he a shrink?”

      “Yes.”

      “I thought you were into science.”

      “Can’t I be into psychology too?”

      “Are you?”

      “I took it as one of my GCSE options.”

      “Wow. I learn something new about you every day.” He leans across the table and touches my fingertips. “I’d like to keep learning new things about you.”

      “Me too. About you. Not about me.”

      He laughs. “You can’t keep me in suspense. What did Carl Jung say?”

      “‘The meeting of two personalities is like the contact of two chemical substances. If there is any reaction, both are transformed.’”

      “I knew it.”

      I frown. “What?”

      “It would have to be related to science somehow.”

      I roll my eyes.

      “It’s cute. I love how passionate you are about science. You’re going to change the world one day, Emory. I know it.”

      I stare at the table as my face burns. I’d like to. Or at least, I’d like to change a few lives for the better. I’m not crazy enough to think I could change the world.

      “What did that have to do with what I said?”

      “I think meeting each other transformed us. And Casey too.”

      Auggie tilts his head. “For the better?”

      “I hope so.”

      The train slows down.

      “We’re nearly at York.”

      “Time to cheer Casey on?” Auggie asks.

      “Not quite. But soon. Thanks for coming with me.”

      Auggie grins. “I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else.”

      “Except in bed, sleeping?”

      “Nah. Even the need to sleep couldn’t have kept me away today. I have coffee and great company. I don’t need my bed.”

      That makes me grin wider than ever before.
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        * * *

      

      We arrive at the swimming pool early enough to get decent seats along one long side near the pool.

      “How long until Casey swims?” Auggie asks.

      I check the programme we were given when we arrived. “Men’s one-hundred-metre freestyle is fourth. Each team can have up to five swimmers.”

      “So Casey is one of the five best swimmers on the team?”

      “In his specialities, yes. Although the team captain did threaten to pull him.”

      “What? Why?”

      I drop my shoulders. “He didn’t have good practices this week, but Josh has to let him swim today.”

      “He will, and Casey will do great. Do you know how I know that?”

      “How?”

      “Because you’ll be cheering him on. I bet you’re his lucky charm.”

      I’d like to be.

      We watch the first three races, cheering for our team. Most of the audience is made up of university students, although there are a few parents. Everyone cheering and clapping creates a good atmosphere, which helps to calm my nerves. Auggie is helping too. Between races, he chats to me and makes me laugh. I’m so glad he came with me. I’ve sat through a lot of Casey’s competitions on my own, but I’ve never been so anxious before.

      My lungs lose the ability to work as the swimmers for the men’s one-hundred-metre freestyle competition come out and stand on the starting blocks. Casey looks amazing. All the strength and conditioning training he’s been doing with the team has paid off. He’s tall and slim, with muscle definition that makes my heart quiver. He shaves all his body hair before competitions so he’s more streamlined in the water. Even from a distance, I can appreciate the smoothness of his arms, legs, and chest. And those Speedos. I hum.

      “Holy fuck,” Auggie breathes.

      My lungs work again, allowing me to laugh. “There are some very hot swimmers down there.”

      “Yeah. Some.”

      I follow his gaze. I’m pretty sure he’s staring at Casey. Not that I can blame him. An image from one of my dreams flashes into my head. Me with Auggie and Casey on either side. All of us naked. I’m not sure what sound I make. Nothing sexy, that’s for sure. My cheeks turn into an inferno.

      “Now I want to know what you’re thinking about,” Auggie says.

      I squeak and shake my head.

      “They’re starting.”

      I don’t trust myself to speak, so I nod and pin my stare on Casey as he adopts his starting position. The whistle goes. The swimmers dive into the water, some entering much farther ahead than others. My heart is in my mouth as they surge forward towards the other end of the pool. Who am I kidding? I’m only watching Casey. Auggie shouts Casey’s name, reminding me I’m meant to be cheering too. I holler his name as loud as I can, hoping he can hear us. He probably can’t, but I make my throat sore screaming anyway.

      They reach the other end and turn.

      “He’s in the lead,” Auggie says before chanting Casey’s name again. “This is exciting.”

      Auggie is so animated, his eyes shining, his fist pounding against the air in time with his supportive yells. I want to grab his shirt, tug him to me, and kiss him.

      Casey turns again. He’s stunning. His arms and legs are powerful, as his body cuts through the water like a dolphin. My heart races. No matter how often I watch him swim, I’m always captivated by his beauty. He belongs in the water.

      He turns again, pulling ahead of the other swimmers. His hand smacks against the end of the pool. His time and position flash up on the board. Forty-eight point three-eight seconds. First place.

      Auggie and I burst to our feet, screaming and clapping.

      “It’s a personal best for him,” I yell above the noise from the spectators.

      “It’s a win.”

      I laugh. “Yeah, it is.”

      Auggie hugs me and whispers in my ear, “I told you he’d do great.”

      He straightens, and there’s a moment when we’re staring into each other’s eyes. A moment when everything stands still, and the noise of the pool cuts out as if someone has flicked a switch. A moment when I want nothing more than to kiss him. Then Auggie turns away, and everything rushes back in again.

      Casey is being congratulated by his team. I’m relieved when Josh pats him on the back. Casey pulls his goggles off and scans the crowd, his gaze finally finding us. He smiles and nods. Maybe he did hear us. Or maybe knowing we were here was enough.

      Later in the morning, Casey comes third in the men’s two-hundred-metre freestyle. Auggie and I duck out to get something to eat and make it back for the men’s medley relay. I thought Casey was meant to swim in it, but the line-up doesn’t include him. Leeds comes second. The women’s medley relay is next, and they place first.

      When the team for the mixed medley relay come out, I realise none of them were in the men’s or women’s relays. Josh must have decided to field a fresh team rather than have any swimmers be too tired to do well.

      The race starts. I don’t know Casey’s team well enough to know who he’s competing with. I only know he’ll go last. Both teams have a man going first to do the backstroke. Each swimmer has to do two lengths before handing off to the next team member. York sends a man out next, but Leeds put one of their women in second. She struggles to keep up with the York swimmer, who leaves a big wake behind him for her to contend with. The third swimmers for both teams are women. They fly through the water using the butterfly stroke. The swimmer for Leeds narrows the gap but can’t close it, meaning Casey is starting seconds behind his competitor. He’s on the starting block, ready to dive the moment his teammate hits the end wall. The concentration on his face is clear.

      I reach for Auggie’s hand and grip it. “Please let him do well. Please let him do well.”

      “He will.” Auggie strokes my fingers.

      “He might not win.”

      “It’s a team effort. They win or lose as a team, not as individuals.”

      “True.” I still hold my breath.

      Casey dives in. His front crawl is more powerful than the woman he’s swimming against. She has a good lead, but he closes it over the first length until they’re neck and neck by the time they reach the halfway point on the return length. In the last few strokes, he pulls ahead to hit the end of the pool first. His team scream and hug each other. Auggie and I stand in unison, raising our joined hands to the sky.

      “That was intense,” Auggie says once the excitement has died down and everyone is taking their seats. “How did Leeds do overall?”

      “They won on points.” I can feel my grin stretching from ear to ear. I know Casey was part of a bigger team, but as far as I’m concerned, he was the biggest winner today.

      “Will we see him once he’s showered and changed?”

      “Probably not. They travel as a team. I’ll see him when he gets home later.” I’ll be sure to leave my door open so that, no matter how late it is, he knows he’s welcome to come and see me.

      “Tell him well done from me.”

      “You should tell him yourself.”

      “I will next time I see him.” He squeezes my hand.

      My hand is warm. I don’t want him to let go. Neither of us moves for several seconds. Then Auggie relaxes his grip a fraction.

      I tighten mine. “Don’t let go.”

      “I’ll have to eventually.”

      “I know. But not yet.”

      “What about your head?”

      “I’m not going to stop being confused about liking two guys at once or stop being worried about Casey until he opens up to me. But there’s nothing I can do about either of those things. All I know is that this feels right.” I lift our hands. “Being with you makes my heart race. I want you to kiss me again.”

      Auggie glances towards the pool. The swimmers have gone, and the audience is leaving.

      “Kiss me. Please.”

      “Are you sure it’s what you want?”

      “I’ve never been surer of anything in my life.”

      Staring into my eyes, he leans forward, cups my cheek with his free hand, and presses his lips to mine. Electricity tingles through me. My pulse races. I know what to do this time, so I part my lips to let him slip his tongue into my mouth. The kiss is every bit as amazing as the first and then some. It makes my heart quiver. Every thought flies out of my head, and time stands still.

      It’s over too fast. I touch my damp lips as Auggie straightens. My chin itches from where his beard rubbed against my skin.

      “You’ve got a beard rash,” he says.

      He pulls his phone out, opens his camera app, puts it into selfie mode, and turns the screen to me so I can see my face as though the phone were a mirror. He’s right. My chin and jaw are red and, for once, not because I’m blushing. Except now I am. My cheeks and nose light up, making me look like a drunk Santa Claus. Forget the blush. Having a beard rash is sexy as hell.

      “Let’s get out of here,” Auggie says.

      “And go where?”

      “Home? Maybe we can get some food first.”

      “Will you kiss me like that again?”

      “Now?”

      “Later.”

      “If it’s what you want.”

      “It is.”

      “I do have one condition.” His dark blue eyes sparkle.

      “What?”

      “I want to know what you were thinking about this morning when Casey came out in those sexy Speedos.”

      I blink. “You thought they were sexy?”

      “Uh, yes. Didn’t you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Tell me,” he says in a commanding tone.

      My cheeks get hotter. “I-I was remembering one of the dreams I’d had.”

      “About Casey?”

      I bite my lip. “About both of you. The three of us. Together.” I pull my hand from his so I can cover my face. Between the kiss and the revival of that memory, blood rushes to my cock. I can’t get an erection here. I can’t.

      “The three of us? Together?”

      “Forget I said anything.” I stand and grab my coat. “You’re right. We should go.”

      I turn and stumble along the row of seating. It’s only when I get to the aisle that I stop and look back. Auggie hasn’t moved. He’s staring into space, lips pursed in thought. What is he thinking?

      “Auggie?”

      He shakes himself. “Coming. Hey, do you know of any good pizza places between here and the train station?”

      “No, but I’m sure we can find one.”

      “Great. I’m starving.”
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      We send Casey congratulatory texts and then go to a pizza place for dinner before catching the train back to Leeds.

      “Kiss me,” Emory whispers the moment we get inside his flat, the need in his voice palpable.

      And damn, I can’t resist him. I pull him into my arms and slam my mouth against his. He parts his lips, inviting my tongue into his welcoming mouth.

      “God damn, you’re gorgeous.” I stroke his hair, knocking his glasses askew.

      “So are you. Do you want to come to my room?”

      I hesitate. I know he’s a virgin. Kissing me is the most he’s ever done. Not that knowledge like that has bothered me in the past if a guy has been ready and willing. But it’s different with Emory. I don’t want him to rush into anything he might end up regretting. I want all his firsts to be special. Why does being with him feel different to every other guy I’ve been with?

      Pink splotches splash over his cheeks. “Just to kiss and cuddle. If you want to.”

      “I want.”

      I kiss him again, and then we take our coats and shoes off, and he leads me to his room. I’m not surprised that it’s neat and organised, with everything seemingly in its place. His bed is made. The sheet is tucked in with perfect hospital corners, and I swear the quilt doesn’t have a single crease in it. I could have guessed that there would be a poster of the table of elements on the wall. It’s very Emory.

      “We’d better shut the door,” he says.

      I know his and Casey’s code. I want to tell him to leave it open so that when Casey comes home, he knows he’s welcome to come in and join us. Ever since Emory told me about his dream, I’ve had an image of the three of us together, living rent-free in my head. I’m torn about whether it’s appropriate or not. Then again, if that fantasy isn’t appropriate, nor was having hot flushes at the sight of Casey in Speedos. I’d guessed he’d have a swimmer’s body, but I wasn’t prepared for how toned and sexy he is. If I didn’t know that Emory liked us both, I’d be feeling a lot more guilty over having sexy feelings for his best friend as well as him. Who knew things would get this messy when I spoke to Emory outside the lecture theatre that day?

      “Yes. We should.”

      Emory closes the door and then sits on the edge of the bed with his feet on the floor. He looks at me and pats the mattress. The vulnerability in his light blue eyes squeezes my heart.

      I sit beside him, cup his jaw, and kiss him again. It’s what he wants. It’s what I want. Technically, I think we both want a whole lot more, but tonight at least, kissing is where I need to draw the line.

      His tongue tangles with mine as he puts his hand on my hip. He whimpers as I deepen the kiss.

      “You okay? Is this too much?” I ask.

      “I’m fine. Better than fine. It’s not enough.” He licks his glistening lips.

      I was afraid he’d say that. “Let’s stick to kissing for now.”

      He frowns. “Don’t you want me?”

      I lean my forehead against his. “Oh, Emory, I do. So much. But we don’t need to rush into anything. You should take your time exploring the things you enjoy. Starting with kissing.” I stroke his cheek. “This is partly my way of proving I want more than sex.”

      He blinks slowly.

      “I’m not going to fuck and run, Emory. Not this time. I-I want to take the time to get to know what you like, what turns you on, and what makes your toes curl. Fuck. This is scary.”

      “Scary?”

      “Yes. I’ve never taken the time to build a connection with someone before sleeping with them. But we have a connection, don’t you think?”

      “Yes.”

      “It’s like what the Jung guy said. You’ve transformed me, Emory.”

      He glances at the table of elements on the wall and smiles.

      “What?”

      “Talking about Jung made me remember something else.”

      “What?”

      “When Casey was procrastinating instead of studying, he was trying to find elements that matched the first two letters of our first names.”

      “Aw, that’s cute.”

      “Right?”

      “You two are so sweet together.”

      “That was before everything changed.”

      “Casey’s taking a while to emerge from his chrysalis. He’ll get there.”

      Emory frowns.

      “Oh, come on, surely you get it? Transformed? Butterflies? Chrysalis? No?”

      He giggles. “I get it now. Um, what were we doing before I distracted us?”

      “Talking?”

      “Before that.”

      “Kissing.”

      “Let’s do more of that.”

      We kiss. His touch becomes more solid on my hip, and he slips his fingers beneath my T-shirt to stroke my skin. Little pulses of electricity zip through me, radiating from where his fingers are touching me.

      He hooks his fingers into my T-shirt and starts to lie down, taking me with him. I follow, lying beside him, propped up on my elbow so I can lean down to kiss him deeply. He responds to every movement of my lips, every flick of my tongue. His needy whimpers go straight to my cock, and soon it’s straining against my zipper. He’s hard too. I have to fight the urge to undo his jeans and jerk him off. That’s what I’d be doing if he were any other guy, virgin or not. But it wouldn’t be special if I did. It would be needy and urgent and fast. I want to give him a better experience than that.

      But kissing him is nice. Being close to him. Experiencing the quiver in his body and the desire in his lips. I pull back and stare into his eyes. His glasses have misted up, so I take them off and clean them on my T-shirt before popping them back on his face.

      “You’re so beautiful,” I say.

      He blushes and pinches his lower lip between his teeth. I rake my fingers through his golden-brown hair. It’s the right length to tease my fingers through. It’s shorter than mine but longer than Casey’s. Interesting that I’m thinking about Casey while I’m kissing Emory.

      “Is something wrong?” Emory asks.

      “That depends.”

      His brow furrows. “On?”

      “For the record, I’m blaming you for putting thoughts of sexy threesomes into my head.”

      His eyes widen. “You’re thinking about Casey?”

      “And you.”

      “You told me it was okay to think about Casey as well as you, so it must be okay for you to think about him as well as me.”

      I chuckle. “That’s very understanding of you.”

      “I’d rather not be a hypocrite.”

      “Lucky for me. Apparently, I have more of a thing for guys in Speedos than I realised.”

      “He is hot in them.”

      I hum in agreement.

      Emory puts his fingers on my cheek and guides my face around so I’m looking at him. “I know my best friend is gorgeous, but I can tell by the way that you’ve been kissing me that you’re into me.”

      “I am very into you.” I kiss him deeply.

      “But you’re also into Casey?”

      “I think so.”

      Emory strokes my chest. “What does it say about us that we like two guys at the same time?”

      “That we’re not cut out for monogamy?”

      He raises his eyebrows. “Are you suggesting some kind of open relationship?”

      “Yes. No. Maybe. I’m not sure that feels right.” I chew the inside of my cheek.

      “What do we do?” Emory asks.

      “Stop.”

      “Kissing?”

      “For now.” I sit. “I want to kiss you, Emory. I want to do a lot more than that.” I want to suck his cock and make him come. I want to see him writhe on my dick. I want to run my fingers and tongue over his body. I want so much.

      “But?”

      “I think we need to figure out what we want. Not in the heat of the moment, but a bit more long-term. Shit. Did I say that?”

      Emory laughs. “I’m afraid so.”

      “Wow. What have you done to me, Emory Jones? I’m telling you you’re a wizard.”

      “I am not.”

      I get onto my knees and look under the bed.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Seeing if you’ve got a ritual circle under here.”

      He rolls his eyes. “You’re crazy.”

      I push up and peck his lips. “About you.”

      He blushes fiercely. His phone beeps with an incoming message.

      “Saved by the bell. You’d better check that,” I say.

      He takes his phone out of his pocket. “Casey is on his way home.”

      “I should go.”

      Emory turns his phone around in his hand. “You’re allowed to be here when he gets back.”

      “I know. I’m not leaving because Casey is on his way home. There’s something I need to do.”

      Emory tilts his head. “What?”

      “Research.”

      “What kind of research?”

      “I’ll tell you about it later. I like you. Don’t doubt that. You’re amazing, sweet, and sexy.” I use my hand to tickle his nape as I kiss him slowly and tenderly.

      He touches his lips. “Wow. Does that mean we’ll have another kissing session?”

      “Yes. Soon.”

      “I’ll see you out.”

      Once I’ve got my shoes and coat on, we stand at the flat’s front door, holding and kissing each other. It seems I’m not quite ready to leave, and he’s not ready to let me go.

      “Are you sure I’m the first guy you’ve kissed?” I tease.

      “Yes. Why?”

      “You’re very good at it.” I kiss him hard.

      Emory runs his fingers through my beard. “I’ve got a good teacher. I hope you’ll teach me a lot more.”

      “I will.”

      “Soon?” He arches an eyebrow into a hopeful expression.

      “Yes.” I kiss him one last time and leave before I get too intoxicated by being close to him.

      A bus arrives as I reach the stop, so I hop onto it and find a seat. I take my phone out, open a web browser, and type ‘Can you want two men at the same time?’ into the search bar. I discover pretty quickly that the answer is yes. As the bus trundles through the streets, I fall down a polyamory research rabbit hole.
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      Casey’s door is open when I drag myself out of bed around mid-morning on Sunday. I saw him last night when he got home from swimming, but only briefly. He was understandably tired. The trouble is he seems incapable of sleeping in because he’s so used to getting up early.

      I stick my head into his room. “Morning.”

      He’s sitting at his desk, tapping his pen against a notepad. He has three different textbooks open. “Hey, Em.”

      “Working on an essay?”

      He drops the pen and rubs his eyes. “Yeah. Did you sleep well?”

      “A bit too well. Have you had breakfast?”

      “Yes. About an hour ago.”

      “You look like you need a nap.”

      He smiles, and my heart flutters. “Probably, but you know me—”

      “Once you’re up, you’re up?”

      He nods.

      There’s nothing out of the ordinary about our conversation, but it feels stilted. I’m looking forward to things being back to normal between us.

      “How’s the essay going?”

      He stares at his books for a few seconds and then shuts each one, stacks them, and puts the notebook and pen on top. “Slowly. Can we talk?”

      I forget to breathe. “Talk?”

      “Yeah, you know? I say something. You say something. Maybe we hug it out at the end.”

      “I’d like that.”

      He moves to his bed and sits on the edge. “You’re in love with me?”

      “Yes.” I take a faltering step towards him.

      “Why didn’t you say something?”

      I rub my arm. “Because I thought you were straight, and it was pointless. I also didn’t want to make things weird between us, which is exactly what’s happened.”

      “That’s my fault. I’m sorry. I know I’ve been turned in on myself this past week. I needed to figure some things out.”

      “Have you?”

      “Yeah, I think so. Thanks for coming to the swimming comp yesterday.”

      I fold my arms and give him a mock-stern look. “You’re changing the subject, Casey Hill.”

      He laughs. “Humour me?”

      “I like watching you swim.”

      “And you had good company.”

      “Yes.”

      Casey nudges my shoulder. “How are things going with Auggie?”

      I rub my burning cheeks. “We, uh, had a bit of a make-out session last night. I wanted more, but he put the brakes on, which confused me. He’s normally the fuck them and leave them type. He says I’m different.”

      Casey squeezes my hand. “You’re amazing, Em. I’m glad he wants more with you. You deserve to be with someone who’s going to take care of you.”

      “Wanting him doesn’t change the fact that I’m in love with you.”

      He releases my hand and curls both of his on his lap. “I know, but I don’t want you to wait for me.”

      I blink and snap my head around to stare at him. “Wait for you? What does that mean? Do you like guys?”

      “Maybe?”

      “I did make you question your sexuality.”

      “Yes, but not in the way you think.”

      I frown. “What do you mean?”

      “I did feel jealous when I saw you and Auggie kissing. I’d been feeling off from the moment you said you were going on a date.”

      I hold my breath, not wanting to jump to conclusions but doing it anyway. Does this mean he likes me? Does this mean he lied when he said he didn’t?

      “But I didn’t know what that meant. Everything just felt wrong.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Stop apologising.”

      “Sorry.”

      He rolls his eyes and laughs. “Em.”

      I hold up my hands. “I’m sorry. I’ll stop. Keep talking.”

      “Honestly, I’m surprised Auggie is the first guy you’ve been on a date with. You’re amazing, smart, and beautiful.”

      He thinks I’m beautiful? Does he mean objectively or subjectively? Is it appropriate to ask? Probably not. “What about you? You’re a hot swimmer. You should have people queuing up to date you. In the movies, the moment a jock talks to someone, it’s assumed they fancy that person.”

      “I’m not a jock, Em, and this isn’t an American high school movie.”

      “No, we’re at university. But that doesn’t change the fact that you’re stunning. Are you going to tell me no one has asked you out on a date?”

      “I’ve been asked out before. A few times.”

      “And you never told me?” I hope my tone is playfully stroppy.

      “What was the point? I said no.”

      “You didn’t fancy any of them?” Is that because he likes me? I need to stop jumping to conclusions.

      “No.”

      I gape. “You spend half your time surrounded by half-naked men and women. You must have fancied someone.”

      “I don’t think swimming costumes count as half-naked.”

      “Uh, yes, it does. Especially the guys. Those Speedos are tight.” I’m going to get hard just thinking about it if I’m not careful.

      “Oh, so that’s why you like going to my competitions? To ogle all the guys?”

      “Not all the guys. Just you.”

      Casey’s cheeks become pink. Unlike me, he practically never blushes. His expression becomes distant, his eyes unfocused. “I’ve never fancied any of them. I don’t get sexy thoughts.”

      My eyes widen before I can do a damn thing to stop the reaction.

      “I think about how great people are to talk to and whether or not I feel safe and happy around them. I think about how much time I want to spend with them, but I don’t look at someone and think they look hot or sexy. I don’t imagine myself doing anything with them. Until you told me you loved me, I’d never had to ask myself why that was. Then suddenly, I did, and I didn’t have any answers.”

      I put my hand on his shoulder. “Do you have any answers now?”

      “I’m getting there. I’m not quite ready to label myself, but that’s a fear thing. If I put myself in a box now, will I be stuck in it forever, even if it doesn’t feel right anymore?”

      “You don’t have to give yourself a label if you don’t want to. Even if you do, if you feel things have changed down the road, you can give yourself a new label.”

      “I remember you figuring out if you were bi rather than gay.”

      I laugh. “No amount of staring at magazines of sexy women turned me on.”

      He takes a deep breath. “That’s how I feel. But with everyone.”

      I move my hand from his shoulder to stroke his back. He’s asexual. Whether he wants to say it out loud or not, he’s ace. How could I not have realised that? Probably because I assumed his lack of interest in the guys I drooled over was because he was straight, not because he didn’t have sexy thoughts at all.

      “But I do have romantic thoughts. At least, I think I do. When you cupped my cheek the other day, my stomach got all fluttery. I can imagine going on dates with you.”

      My throat is prickly. “What does that mean?”

      “I think I might be in love with you too.”

      I widen my eyes and squeak.

      He kneads his left hand below his thumb. “But I don’t think I can make you happy. Which is why I lied and told you I wasn’t interested. I’m sorry.”

      I squeeze my eyes shut and shake my head as I process what he’s saying. I open my eyes. “Hold up. Why don’t you think you can make me happy?”

      “Because you want a sexual relationship with someone, and I don’t.”

      “At all?”

      “I don’t know for sure, but I don’t think so. I’m not interested in sex. It’s not you. You’re wonderful and sweet and amazing, and I adore you with all my heart. But the sexiest man alive could walk through the door naked, and I don’t think I’d bat an eyelid.”

      “Whereas I’d be drooling and have a raging hard-on,” I mutter.

      Casey chuckles. “Exactly. It’s not that I don’t want a close connection with someone either. I do. I crave it. I love snuggling with you. I’m never happier than when we’re close. But I know it sometimes turns you on—”

      I cover my burning face with my hands. “You know about that?”

      “Yes.”

      “Oh, god.” I bend over double and take deep breaths.

      Casey puts his hand on my thigh. “It’s fine, Em. It’s sweet. Honestly, I should have realised you had feelings for me. I should have realised I have feelings for you, but I didn’t understand that sex and love don’t have to go hand in hand. At least, not for everyone. But for a lot of people, they do.”

      “You don’t think I can be happy having a sex-free relationship?” Why am I asking him? It’s not for Casey to decide. Only I can do that.

      He hunches his shoulders. “Am I wrong?”

      I recall the fantasies I’ve had about him, Auggie, film stars, musicians, and the hot guy in my physics class in the sixth form. I reflect on the times I’ve jacked off to porn, getting hot and bothered watching two sexy guys going at it and how much I wanted to kiss Auggie last night, how a part of me was desperate to get naked with him and to do a lot more.

      My stomach churns, and my lungs feel like they’ve turned to liquid that’s sloshing around in my chest.

      Casey rests his head against mine. “We have different needs and desires, and that’s okay.”

      I sniff.

      “You like Auggie. He seems to like you. I’m glad you’re going for it.”

      Is he, really? “There’s more to relationships than sex.”

      “I know. But if you need and want the sexual side of a relationship, you’re unlikely to be happy without it. It’s something you need to feel fulfilled. I can understand that, even if I don’t want it.” He clasps my hand. “I’ll always be your best friend, Em. But I can’t see how we can be more than that.”

      I clench my teeth. My vision is wobbly again. “Even though I love you? Even though you think you love me?”

      He shrugs.

      “We could make it work.”

      “How, Em? Either you’d have to do without something you want or I’d feel the need to do stuff I’m not interested in. Maybe I’d even like it on some level, but that’s not the same as desiring it.”

      “I’d never ask you to do something you didn’t want to.”

      “I know. And I could never ask you to give up something you did want. See the problem?”

      “Yes.”

      “Where do we go from here?”

      “You’re my best friend. I don’t want to lose you.”

      He squeezes my hand. “I don’t want to lose you either. But things aren’t going to be the same, are they?”

      I shake my head. If only I’d never set out to make him jealous. I shouldn’t have told him how I felt about him. What we had before was better than this. Knowing he might love me makes my heart ache. He thinks he’s not enough for me, but really, it’s the other way around. I’m not enough for him because he’s right. I don’t want to give up sex, even though I’ve never had it.

      “Come here.”

      I go into Casey’s arms like a moth to a flame. We hold each other, clinging on with sad desperation.

      “Auggie’s a great guy,” he whispers.

      “I know.”

      “If you need my blessing—and I hope you don’t—you’ve got it. I want you to be happy, Em. I want you to have everything you desire.”

      Except him. I can’t have him, and that’s something I’m going to have to move on from.
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        * * *

      

      Auggie is waiting for me as I leave my first lecture of the day on Monday morning.

      “I didn’t see you in there,” I say.

      “That’s because I wasn’t. I arrived about five minutes ago.”

      I stare at him.

      “Don’t give me that look. I was tired. Lectures shouldn’t be put on until at least midday. Don’t they know people of our age need more sleep?”

      “Get an early night?”

      He scoffs and waves his hand. “Like that’s an option?”

      I roll my eyes.

      “Anyway, I’m here to see you.”

      His words make me feel lighter and chase away the storm cloud that’s been sitting over my head since I talked to Casey yesterday.

      “You look like a toddler who had all their toys taken away. What’s up?”

      “Casey.”

      “He’s still not talking to you?”

      “The opposite. We talked. A lot.”

      “That’s great.”

      I look at the floor.

      “That’s not great? We don’t have another lecture until three. Let’s go somewhere, and you can tell me all about it. And then I can tell you about my research.”

      “The research you said you needed to do on Saturday night?”

      “I think you’ll like it. But you first.”

      We find space in the canteen near the science buildings. I wait while Auggie gets us drinks. He sits beside me and puts a comforting hand on my thigh.

      “What happened?” he asks in a gentle voice.

      Everything spills out of me. How I wasn’t as understanding as I should have been with Casey yesterday morning because it took me too long to wrap my head around the fact that he isn’t interested in sex. At all. How I can’t stop loving him, even though he’s convinced we can’t work, and honestly, I am too, even though it hurts. How Casey wants me to be with Auggie, and I do too, but that doesn’t stop me from wanting Casey. When I cry, Auggie pulls me onto his lap, holds me, and lets me press my face against his shoulder, even though my tears make his jumper damp.

      As far as I can tell, Auggie listens without judging me, even though I wouldn’t blame him for doing so.

      “You can tell me to fuck off now,” I whisper.

      “Now you’re feeling sorry for yourself. Stop that right now. You might be smart when it comes to science, but I’m starting to doubt how smart you are when it comes to relationships.”

      I sniff and laugh. “Probably not very. And I’m clueless when it comes to sex. But I know I want it. Which is why Casey’s right. We could never work together.”

      “Well, that’s where I think you’re both wrong.”

      I lift my head. “Huh?”

      “Can I tell you about my research now?”

      I nod, get off his lap, and return to my chair. All the ice in my coffee has melted, and it isn’t cold anymore, but I sip it anyway. He seems to have abandoned his coffee, which will have the opposite problem to mine.

      “You got me thinking on Saturday when you told me about your dream.”

      I frown. “About the three of us?”

      Auggie nods.

      “That’s definitely never going to happen. It was a very sexy dream. With lots of kissing and touching, and in it, Casey was very into it.”

      “If I tell you something, will you promise not to get mad?”

      I narrow my eyes. “Okay.”

      “And you can’t get mad with Casey either.”

      I know where this is going. “You knew, didn’t you?”

      “That he might be somewhere on the ace spectrum? Yes.”

      My stomach lurches like I’m standing on a boat in a storm. “He told you before he told me?”

      “I think it was easier for him to talk to me. Don’t be angry with him. He needed a sounding board, and I was there.”

      I nudge my glasses up, pinch the bridge of my nose, and take a deep breath. “I’m glad you were there for him.”

      “Your dream, while I knew that exact scenario was extremely unlikely, it got me thinking about what could be.”

      I frown. “What do you mean?”

      “You like Casey.”

      I nod, even though he wasn’t asking a question.

      “And you like me.”

      “Yes. We’ve established this already.”

      “And we’ve established that I like you and that I think Casey looks crazy hot in Speedos.”

      “Where are you going with this?”

      “Have you heard of polyamory?”

      “Is that marrying more than one person?”

      “No. That’s polygamy, and it’s different, plus it’s often linked to religion, whereas polyamory isn’t. According to the Internet, polyamory is consensual non-monogamy.”

      “Like an open relationship?” He did say on Saturday that we might not be cut out for monogamy, but I hadn’t given it much thought. Honestly, I’d decided I was horny for two guys because I’m nineteen.

      “It can be like that. Are you ready for me to go into tutor mode?”

      I chuckle. “Go ahead.”

      He clears his throat and rolls his shoulders back. “First, there’s no right and wrong way to have a poly relationship. It can be different for everyone.”

      “Okay.”

      “Second, most poly people interact with their various partners romantically and sexually, but that doesn’t have to be the case. A relationship with one of the partners could be purely romantic, for example.”

      My heart skips a beat.

      “From what I read, the various different types of poly relationships are hierarchical, non-hierarchical, polyfidelity, vee, solo-poly, and mono-poly. Following?”

      “Not really. I don’t understand what any of those terms mean.”

      “That’s okay. I don’t know what half of the stuff we learn in our course means. It makes a change for me to know something you don’t.”

      I laugh.

      “Plus, most of those terms are irrelevant to us anyway.”

      I raise my eyebrows.

      “I know, I know. If you were leading this study session, you’d tell me everything so I could understand the context.”

      “I would, but that’s not why I’m staring.”

      “Oh. Okay. Why are you staring?”

      “Us?”

      “Yes. You, me, and Casey.”

      I can’t do anything but blink.

      “Why else would I be looking up poly relationships? Get with the programme, Emory. Anyway, you need to know what vee and polyfidelity mean.”

      “Okay—”

      “So, think of a vee relationship like a V.” He smirks. “Or like a right angle. You can thank Casey for that one, by the way. Not that I’ve mentioned any of this to him. But he said the three of us were more of a love right angle rather than a love triangle, and he was probably onto something, although I doubt he realised it.”

      I put my hand on Auggie’s knee. “You’re rambling.”

      He laughs. “Sorry. I’m nervous.”

      “Nervous?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Why?”

      “Haven’t you figured it out yet?”

      I shake my head.

      “I’m telling you all this because I’m suggesting we should form a poly relationship. Wow, you are clueless about relationships.”

      I rub my hot cheeks. “Apparently so. Vee relationships?”

      “Right. Yes. A V-shape. You’ve got one person at the bottom of a V, and they have two romantic partners. But those two people aren’t in a relationship with each other, only the person at the bottom of the V. Or the corner of the right angle.”

      “You mean the vertex?”

      “I’ll take your word for that. In our case, you would be at the—”

      “Vertex,” I fill in when he falters.

      “Right. You’d have a romantic relationship with Casey and a romantic and sexual relationship with me. If you wanted to and if he wanted to, obviously.”

      I gape at him. “This is a thing?”

      “Yes. Absolutely. It works for a lot of people, including people who are on the ace spectrum. I spent about four hours reading a forum where people in poly relationships gave tips on how they make it work. It was fascinating. I can send you links if you want?”

      “I’d like that, thank you. You said the other type of polyamory I needed to know about was polyfidelity?”

      “Yes. Polyfidelity is where all the partners are committed to each other and aren’t looking for partners outside the group. According to my research, they’re most commonly triads or quads but could be any number of people. It’s probably not relevant to us. Casey and I don’t know each other that way, but I can’t deny I find him attractive. Maybe one day.”

      “You, me, and Casey in a triad?”

      “Who knows?”

      I don’t, but my mind is opening up to possibilities I didn’t know existed. Was this how Casey felt when he talked to Auggie and realised there was a label for the way he felt? It’s liberating. My pulse races.

      Auggie cups my cheek, bringing me back to the moment. “All this is assuming you’re interested and that Casey is too. I might have done all this research for nothing. But it felt right while I was reading up about it. It could work for us. A way for us all to get the guy, so to speak. A way for all our needs to be met without anyone having to compromise or get their hearts broken.” He does jazz hands. “Ta-da! What do you think?”

      “I—wow. That’s a lot to think about.”

      He grasps my hands. “I wanted you to know it’s okay for you to like both of us. That it’s not weird or even all that unusual.”

      “I’ve seen love triangles in the films I like to watch, but never full-on poly relationships.”

      “What films?”

      My cheeks heat up. “American teen movies. You probably think it’s silly. I especially like the ones based on Shakespeare’s plays.”

      Auggie chuckles. “I bet you do. Also, the media sucks. There’s hardly any LGBTQ+ content either, but we exist.”

      “True, although rep is getting better.”

      “And maybe it will for poly relationships one day too. But until then, I want you to know it’s okay for you to be with both of us as long as we all agree to it.”

      I stare into his eyes. “Would you be okay with a relationship like that?”

      “I don’t know, but I’d be willing to give it a go. I can’t see we have anything to lose, but we might have everything to gain. Will you think about it?”

      “Yes.”

      He grins, lets go of my hands, and sips his coffee. “Oh, god, that tastes awful. Cold coffee is the worst. No offence.”

      “None taken.”

      “I’ll get us a fresh round of drinks. Unless you want to run off to the library and study or something equally awful?”

      “No. I’ve got too much to think about to be able to concentrate on studying.”

      Auggie gasps dramatically and clutches his chest. “Did I hear right? Emory doesn’t want to study? Is the world ending?”

      I pick up a napkin and chuck it at him. “It’s not that momentous an occasion.”

      “Yes. Yes, it is.”

      “You were going to get drinks.”

      He laughs and wanders off to the serving counter. I watch him, my heart fluttering with excitement. Could we make a poly relationship work? Would Casey even consider it? I wipe my hands over my face, dislodging my glasses, which I have to set right again.

      “I want to suggest it to Casey,” I say the moment Auggie returns with fresh drinks.

      “You do?”

      “Yes. But how?”

      “I’ve got an idea for that too.”

      “What?”

      “I’ll cook the two of you a romantic meal for two, and you can discuss it over dinner.”

      My brow crumples. “For two?”

      “Yes. You can show him that you can have a romantic relationship without the need for sex.”

      I shake my head. “I mean, yes, I do want to show him that, but you need to be there too. Please, Auggie? You should be there too.”

      He sucks in a breath. “Okay. Tell me when and what you’d like to eat, and I’ll make it happen. No games this time. Just an open and honest conversation about how we feel and what we want.”
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      I get home on Tuesday around six after a group tutorial led by one of the masters’ students. I stop in my tracks as I walk through the door. Since when do we have a table or a tablecloth? I inhale a tangy scent mixed with spices I can’t name.

      “Oh, hey, you’re home,” Em says as he walks out of the kitchen with a steaming bowl in his hands.

      “What’s going on?”

      “We cooked for you.”

      “We?”

      Auggie steps out of the kitchen behind him, carrying a large bowl of fluffy white rice. “Emory assures me you like chicken korma.”

      “Sit,” Emory says.

      Our desk chairs are around the table, plus a stool that isn’t quite tall enough. I sit in the chair from my room, feeling useless as Em and Auggie wander back and forth to the kitchen until the table is covered in incredible-looking food which smells divine. My mouth waters as I stare at the dishes. It’s like being at a restaurant with a spread of korma, rice, naan bread, poppadoms, mango chutney, and spiced cauliflower before me.

      “What’s going on? Where did the table come from?”

      “Oh, I borrowed it from next door. We have to take it back when we’re done with it,” Em replies.

      “You know our neighbours?”

      “I do now. Sarah. She’s a single mum with a cute three-year-old. I offered to babysit if she ever needs us to.”

      Casey’s eyes almost bug out of his head. “You did what?”

      “Relax. It’ll be like looking after Hazel and Ash.”

      Auggie holds his hands up. “Rather you than me. Kids are messy and scream too much.”

      “Is that what you were like as a child?” Em asks.

      “No. I was perfect.”

      Em laughs. “Yeah, right.”

      “I’m with Em on this one. I think you were probably a wild child.”

      Auggie rolls his eyes. “You know it’s not fair for you to gang up on me, right? If this is a sign of things to come, I’m not sure I want to have this conversation anymore.” He’s grinning as he stands.

      Em grabs his hand. “Sit down.”

      “What conversation?” I ask.

      They exchange a glance.

      “About us.” Em gestures around the table.

      “Us? What do you mean? You want us all to be friends? I’m cool with that. Just tell me when to buzz off. I wouldn’t want to be a third wheel.”

      “Not quite. We were wondering if you might be interested in a different arrangement.” Auggie curls his upper lip. “That sounds so formal. The kind of thing a bank manager might say.” He shudders.

      I can’t help but laugh. “What kind of arrangement?”

      “Eat before it gets cold,” Auggie says.

      “Auggie cooked it,” Emory says.

      I arch an eyebrow. It smells better than a takeaway, so I’m eager to taste it. “What arrangement?”

      “Eat first.”

      “You’re going to keep me in suspense?”

      They nod.

      “Now you’re ganging up on me.” I don’t protest any further, mostly because my stomach will rebel if I don’t give it some of this wonderfully aromatic food.

      I eat a poppadom with a dollop of chutney. The poppadom is right, crispy, and melts on my tongue. The mango chutney is unlike any I’ve ever had before. The flavours explode on my tongue. I close my eyes and groan.

      “You made all of it?” I ask once I’ve washed it down with some water.

      Auggie grins and nods.

      “Wow. Why are you doing a pharmacology degree? You should be training to be a chef.”

      Auggie looks away, jaw clenched.

      “Shit, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to touch a raw nerve.”

      “It’s fine. My parents insisted I do pharmacology so I can follow in Dad’s footsteps and take over the family business one day. He owns the pharmaceutical company that my granddad founded.”

      “That sounds like his dream, not yours.”

      “Bingo.”

      I want to hug him but stay where I am because I doubt it’s appropriate to hug my best friend’s boyfriend. They are boyfriends now, right? Not that that explains why they’re cooking for me or what arrangement they want to propose. I’m confused, but I do my best to hide it by eating more food.

      I eat some of the cauliflower next, which is incredible, and then the korma. It tastes as good as it smells and has the familiarity of eating at an Indian restaurant, except there’s an underlying taste that elevates the dish. I can’t place it. I assume it’s to do with the mix of spices Auggie has used. I forget for a few minutes how weird this is and that they wanted to talk to me as I eat.

      “I didn’t realise you had such a big appetite,” Auggie says.

      “Swimmers burn lots of calories,” Em says.

      “Sorry.” I don’t normally blush, but heat is rising into my cheeks. It’s probably not due to the spices in the curry.

      Auggie waves his hand. “It’s fine. I’ll know to cook more next time.”

      “Next time?” I can’t figure out why he’d cook for me again. “Isn’t this a one-off? A get-to-know-my-best-friend’s-boyfriend kind of deal. Which isn’t necessary. I sort of already know you, and I’ve given you the don’t-hurt-my-best-friend speech.”

      Em widens his eyes. “You have?”

      “He has. It scared me. With those swimming muscles of yours, you could hit like a truck.” Auggie rubs his jaw, wincing as though imagining me punching him.

      I don’t let him in on the fact that I’ve never hit anyone in my life or that I probably wouldn’t start with him, even if he did break Em’s heart, which he’d better not do.

      Em blushes. “That’s so sweet. But no, this isn’t what you’re thinking.”

      “It’s not?”

      “We—well, Auggie, really—had an idea. But we wanted to run it by you to see what you think.”

      I frown. “You want Auggie to move in?”

      “Oh, no, nothing like that. It’s way too early for that,” Em says.

      Auggie laughs. “Stop guessing and listen, okay?”

      I stare at my plate. “Okay.”

      I listen, not saying a word, as a very animated Auggie talks about how he’s researched polyamorous relationships and how one could work for us. He reminds me of my ‘love right-angle’ comment as he explains what a vee relationship is. When he talks about polyfidelity, his voice softens and takes on a hopeful lilt. Through it all, Em stares at me, eyes wide, as though he’s reading my mind so he knows what I’m thinking.

      “So you see, you can have a romantic relationship with Emory. I mean, you could have one anyway without doing the poly thing, but I think this solution deals with your worries about why that might not work,” Auggie says.

      I rub my hand over my hair.

      “Say something,” Em whispers.

      “Give me a moment to get my head around it. We’re not exactly surrounded by poly relationships.”

      “If the media is to be believed, all relationships are monogamous, and if they’re not, it’s because someone is cheating,” Auggie says.

      All the movies Emory likes to watch have heterosexual, monogamous couples. According to him, the films that do have gay couples tend to have depressing endings, so he doesn’t watch them. It’s a bit shit, really. I’ve certainly never seen myself represented on TV or in film. Maybe that’s why I haven’t fully figured myself out yet, although I’m getting there, thanks to Auggie and the Internet.

      “You would be okay with sharing Em with me?” I pinch the bridge of my nose. “That sounds awful.”

      “It doesn’t. That’s pretty much how it would be,” Auggie says.

      “How would it even work? Wouldn’t someone get jealous?” It was bad enough when I walked in on them kissing. Only I thought I was losing him then. Would I need to feel jealous knowing Em was with both of us?

      Auggie stacks the empty dishes. “The common thread that came up in my research was communication. Everyone has to be honest about their thoughts and feelings every step of the way.”

      “That makes sense.”

      He reaches across the table, but his fingers fall short of touching my hand. “All I’m suggesting is that we try it out. It would be new for all of us. Hell, having a boyfriend rather than a conquest would be new for me.”

      I narrow my eyes.

      “Don’t give me that ‘I’ll wreck you if you hurt him’ look. I want Emory to be my boyfriend. No messing around. No fucking and running.”

      Em’s face goes bright red.

      “But as much as he might fancy me, he’s in love with you. And I think you’re in love with him too.”

      I glance at Em, smiling involuntarily at how sweet and hopeful he looks.

      Auggie puts the last dish on the pile. “This is a way for you to be together. Where you’ll know both your needs are being met, and neither of you will need to give something up you want or do something you’re not comfortable with.”

      “Which isn’t to say I’d be going to Auggie for sex,” Em says.

      “No. He’d have a romantic relationship with both of us. The only difference is that when Emory’s ready, our relationship will also include sex. He can want us both, and if you agree, he can have us both. It’s the perfect solution.”

      It might be.

      “What do you think?” Em asks.

      I look between them again. I was jealous when I saw them kissing. Wouldn’t I be jealous knowing they were together, even if Emory was technically with me too? Would he eventually choose Auggie anyway?

      “I need a minute,” I say.

      “Take all the time you need,” Em replies.

      My head is whirling with questions, none of which have answers. I’m struggling to see how we could make it work without there being jealousy or resentment. Would Em need to schedule time with each of us? Would Auggie and I keep out of each other’s way, or would the three of us hang out together sometimes? Would Auggie and I ever spend time together, the two of us?

      I have so many questions, and if anything, I’m more confused than when I got home. Poly relationships have barely registered as a thing that exists in my subconsciousness. Now they’re asking me to consider being part of one. The one thing I know is that Em loves me and isn’t prepared to walk away from his feelings just because I’m not interested in sex, and that… that’s huge. Could sharing him with Auggie work? Could it give us all that we want and need without any of us having to compromise? Would a vee relationship be one huge compromise for all of us, or is it the miracle that could make us all happy?

      “I don’t know,” I say.

      “Are you open to thinking about it?” Em asks.

      “Yes, but I don’t know if I’d be able to be in that sort of relationship, and the last thing I want is for things to get worse between Em and me, or Em and you. I—” I shake my head. “I want us all to be happy.”

      “Even me?” Auggie teases.

      “Yes. Even if you were the catalyst for all this weirdness.”

      Auggie bounces on his seat. “Can we rewrite that thing you quoted on Saturday?”

      “What thing?” I ask.

      “It was something Jung said, which reminded me of us,” Em says.

      “Right. Two people meeting being like chemical substances colliding, reacting, and being transformed,” Auggie says.

      Em laughs. “That’s not how it went.”

      “I was paraphrasing. But we need to change it because there are three of us.”

      Em pinches his lips together for a few seconds. “The meeting of different personalities is like the contact of chemical substances. If there is any reaction, all are transformed.”

      Auggie claps his hands. “Perfect. You are a genius, Emory.”

      Em’s face turns bright red. “I’m not.”

      “You are,” Auggie and I say in unison.

      “Let’s get back on topic,” Auggie says.

      “You were the one who distracted us,” Em says.

      “And now I’m undistracting us. What about a trial period?”

      “A trial period?” I ask.

      “We try out a vee relationship for, say, a week, a fortnight, or a month, and at the end of that time, we talk about whether or not it’s worked, if we want it to continue, and if we need to make any changes.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Em says.

      I rub my hands over my thighs. “Are you sure about this? Wouldn’t we be better remaining best friends while you two date?” I ask him.

      His eyes sparkle with unshed tears. “I love you as more than a friend, but I want to be with Auggie too. I didn’t think that was possible, but it is, Casey, and I think we can make it work.”

      “All we’re asking is that you think about it. There’s no pressure to give us an answer now,” Auggie says.

      “Whenever you’re ready,” Em says.

      Will thinking about it more give me any answers? It’s like in science lessons in school, where we had to predict what the outcome of an experiment might be. We could guess all we liked, but until we did the experiment, we didn’t know if we were right, wrong, or somewhere in between. This is exactly the same. We won’t know unless we try.

      “Okay. Let’s try it,” I say.

      Em gapes. “Seriously?”

      “Yes. I could think about it for a week, a month, or a year, but I doubt it would help. The only way we’ll know if we can make it work is if we try it.”

      “A vee relationship?” Auggie asks. “You and Emory and me and Emory?”

      I take a deep breath. “Yes, but I want to get to know you better, so maybe we could all hang out as well?”

      Auggie smiles. “I’d like that.”

      My stomach flutters. “We’re going to try this?”

      Em and Auggie hold each other’s hands and grasp mine.

      Em grins from ear to ear. “Yes, we are.”

      “We should discuss ground rules so we’re all on the same page about how this is going to work and what we’re comfortable with,” Auggie says.

      “I’d have no clue where to start,” I say.

      “I think you should lead on this, Auggie. You’re the one who’s done the research,” Em says.

      “Okay. Casey, you said you want to hang out together, but would you prefer Emory and me to only act like a couple when we’re not around you?”

      I rest my chin on my hand. “Do you mean holding hands and kissing or sex?”

      Auggie shrugs. “Any of the above.”

      “If you’re together, you’re together. I wouldn’t expect you to hide that from me. It wouldn’t be fair.”

      “What about sex?” Auggie asks.

      “We haven’t done anything more than kiss,” Em says, cheeks going red.

      “But you will, which is wonderful for you, but I don’t want to watch you guys have sex.”

      “Fair,” Auggie says.

      “I, er, watched some porn this week.”

      Em’s eyes practically bug out of his head.

      “I, er, thought it might help me figure myself out.”

      “Did it?” Auggie asks.

      “Kinda. It didn’t turn me on. I wasn’t repulsed either, but it did make me feel uncomfortable like I was watching something I shouldn’t. And yes, I know it’s made for people to watch. I don’t think that reaction makes me sex-averse, but it definitely doesn’t make me sex-positive either. I think sex-meh is a better descriptor. Yeah. I’m sex-meh.” It might not mean anything to anyone else, but it means something to me and feels right.

      Auggie chuckles. “Sex-meh. I like that term.”

      “Did you watch het porn or gay porn?” Em asks.

      “Both. I had a mild preference for gay porn in that the guys were more objectively attractive. But I didn’t want to masturbate while I was watching. It did nothing for me. I can’t believe I said all that out loud.”

      “There’s nothing to be embarrassed about. We’ve all watched porn,” Auggie says.

      “And yet I am.”

      Em stands and wraps his arms around me from behind. I rest my head against his and hug his arm to my chest.

      “Thanks,” I whisper.

      He hugs me tighter. “You don’t need to be embarrassed. I watch porn too.”

      “I’m not going to watch it again. It was an experiment, one I don’t need to repeat. And while watching you two getting sexy wouldn’t be the same, it would still be weird to be there.”

      “We’ll keep that side of our relationship between closed doors or at mine,” Auggie says.

      “Thanks.”

      “What would you feel comfortable doing with me?” Em asks.

      “Snuggling? I like that a lot. I think when I started wanting to do that was probably when I fell in love with you. I didn’t realise that’s why I wanted to be so close to you. Why I always came to you when I was tired or sad.”

      “But you know now.” Em kisses my temple.

      “Yeah. I do.”

      “What about kissing?”

      “It was nice when you kissed me. It shocked the hell out of me, and I was already confused, which is why I bolted. But it was nice. It gave me tummy butterflies. Can I figure the rest out as we go along?”

      “Of course. I need to find out what I like too.”

      I look at Auggie. “It must be great to have figured all this stuff out already.”

      “I’m still finding things out about myself, like how I’ve gone from wanting nothing more than one-night stands to wanting to explore a poly relationship. We’re all works in progress. I don’t think there’s anyone out there who has nothing new to learn about themselves.”

      “That was almost poetic,” Em says.

      “I’m a poet, and I didn’t know it?”

      We all laugh, which is a welcome relief of tension. I hadn’t realised how stiff my body had become, but the laughter helps my muscles uncoil.

      “Should we discuss how things are going in a fortnight?” Auggie asks.

      “A fortnight sounds good,” Em says.

      I nod.

      Em squeezes me. “We can make this work. You’ll see.”

      Bubbles explode in my chest. Maybe we can. I hope we can. For the first time since I saw Em and Auggie kissing, my thoughts are calm, and I’m feeling more at ease with myself. It’s going to take work, and we’ll need to focus on not getting jealous, but there’s a chance this could work, and I’m willing to give it my best shot.
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      During our first lecture, I attempt to distract Emory by sitting beside him and doodling on his notepad—stick men, spirals, love hearts, that sort of thing—but he doesn’t bat an eyelid. He remains focused on the lecture and on taking notes. I guess that’s something he and Casey have in common. One of them is laser-focused on studying, and the other on swimming.

      “I said I’d meet Casey,” Emory says as we walk out of the science building.

      “Oh, that’s cool. I’ll see you in a bit.”

      He catches hold of my hand. “Come with me.”

      “I wouldn’t want to be a gooseberry.”

      “Who says that? No one says that anymore.”

      “I do.”

      “You wouldn’t be a gooseberry.”

      “True. I’m not green and hairy.”

      Emory tightens his grip on my hand as he cackles. He squeezes so tight I’m afraid he might break my fingers.

      “Ouch.”

      He lets go as though my skin burnt him. “Sorry.”

      I hug him and kiss his hair. “Don’t be. I didn’t realise I was so funny.”

      “Please come? I want you and Casey to be friends.”

      “When you put it like that, how can I refuse?”

      Grinning, Emory holds my hand, more gently this time, and we walk to the closest canteen.

      Casey is already there, sitting at a table with two drinks. One looks like an iced coffee, and the other is dark green with bits in it.

      “What the heck is that?” I ask as Emory and I sit.

      “A smoothie. It’s got spinach, banana, apple, avocado, and milk in it,” Casey replies.

      I curl my lip.

      “I didn’t know you were coming, or I’d have got you a drink. I’ll get you one now. What do you want?” He stands.

      I spread my fingers and push my palms towards the floor. “Sit. I’ll get it.”

      I wander over to the counter and order a coffee. I watch Casey and Emory while I wait for the server to make it. They’re chatting. Emory is smiling, and his eyes are sparkling. He looks so happy.

      “What did I miss?” I ask, joining them.

      “We were swapping stories about our morning lectures,” Emory says.

      “Ours was boring.” I yawn for effect. “I could barely keep my eyes open.”

      “Oh? Is that why you spent the whole hour doodling on my notepad?”

      Casey arches an eyebrow. “Doodling?”

      “I was bored.”

      Emory takes his notepad out of his bag and shows it to Casey.

      Casey’s mouth twitches. His chin trembles. “Cute. I’ve got to admit. I did some doodling in my lecture too.” He dips his chin.

      I wiggle my fingers in a ‘gimme’ gesture.

      He rolls his eyes but gets his notebook out and gives it to me. His handwriting is messier than I was expecting—Emory’s is ridiculously neat. Not that I care about his lecture notes. His doodles consist of lots of lines, hatches, and spirals, which form hypnotic patterns down the margin.

      “I listen better when I doodle,” Casey says, putting the notepad away.

      “If only I could say the same. What was our lecture about again?”

      “We’ll go over it later during our tutoring session,” Emory says.

      I groan. “I adore you, but can we skip tutoring today? He’s making me go to all my classes today.” I’m aware I’m whining.

      “Yes, I am.”

      “He’s such a bad influence.”

      Casey laughs. “What would you be doing instead?”

      “I dunno. Something interesting.”

      It’s a good question. Before meeting Emory and Casey, I’d probably have slacked off and planned a party. Or I’d have been too hung over from a party to care about making lectures. I’ve got a dozen texts on my phone asking me when I’m throwing another party. At least half of those messages are from Grant, but the rest are from an assortment of people I must have given my number to at some point or other. None of them are friends. None of them have asked how I am. They want to party, and my house is party central.

      “Like?” Casey asks.

      “Watching something on TV. Playing video games.”

      “What kind of games do you like?” Emory asks.

      “First-person shooters, mostly. Sometimes I’ll get stuck into an RPG, but I hardly ever finish them.”

      “Why?”

      “No staying power.”

      “I love RPGs,” Emory says.

      It doesn’t surprise me.

      “Getting lost in another world for hours on end is fun.”

      “Do you read fantasy?” I ask.

      “Yes. And science fiction.”

      “But he watches American teen films,” Casey says.

      Emory spreads his fingers. “But they’re so good.”

      “If you like stereotypes,” I say.

      “That’s what I like about them. They’re predictable and fun. We should have a movie night.”

      “You and Auggie?” Casey asks.

      “All three of us. What about Friday after you’ve finished swimming? You don’t have to get up early on Saturday. I can show you all of my favourite films.”

      Casey pulls a face. “I’m not going to be able to watch that many before I fall asleep. Friday is a double swimming day.”

      “How many favourite films do you have?” I ask Emory.

      “Lots,” Casey replies in a weary voice that suggests he’s watched them all. Several times.

      “How about I show you my absolute favourite?” Emory clenches his hands beneath his chin.

      “Oh, my god. I didn’t realise you were so good at wrapping people around your finger,” I say.

      “Auggie, meet Em. He’s irresistible and always gets his way,” Casey says.

      Emory pouts. “I do not.”

      Casey ruffles his hair and then pulls him into a hug. “I find it hard to say no to you.”

      They’re beautiful together. Emory’s cheeks are glowing, and there’s so much love in Casey’s eyes. I envy their relationship. How close they are. How well they know each other. I’ve never had that with anyone. I didn’t even think I wanted it until I met them.

      Them.

      Surely I should have only thought of Emory. Hi brain, meet Freudian slip.

      “Friday?” Emory asks.

      “Um.” I look at my phone and scroll through my last few messages.

      “It’s fine if you’re busy.”

      I hadn’t said yes to anyone. Was I hoping Emory and I would make plans to see each other? “I don’t have any plans on Friday. So I’m all yours.” I put my phone away. I lean forward and squeeze Casey’s knee. Why the fuck did I do that? “Don’t worry if you fall asleep. We’ll make sure you don’t fall off the sofa.”

      Casey raises his eyebrows. Our stares lock. I’m mesmerised by the depth of colour in his eyes. I hadn’t realised they weren’t solid brown. He has a circle of green right next to the—what the fuck did Emory call that dark ring the first time I spoke to him? I’m sure it began with L. Anyway. That dark ring between the iris and the white of the eye. The one that’s so pronounced in Emory’s.

      Casey clears his throat and looks away. “Movie night on Friday. If you don’t mind me tagging along.”

      “Hey, I’m playing tag along right now. It’s only fair you get to do the same another time.” I wink at him.

      “I can’t wait,” Em says.

      Casey checks his watch. “I’ve got to go, sorry.”

      “Can I convince you to play hooky?” I give them both a winning smile. “We could do something fun.”

      “I can’t.” Emory’s voice is strangled, his expression panicked.

      “I can’t either. I made a deal with my parents that I’d have good attendance and keep my grade average up. If I don’t, they’ll blame swimming and insist I quit.”

      I wince. It’s all too easy for me to relate to that ultimatum.

      “They’re supportive. They know how much swimming means to me. But long-term, it’ll be my qualifications that get me further in life than swimming ever will.” He presses his palms against his thighs.

      “Do you enjoy your course?” I ask.

      “Oh, yeah, it’s great.”

      He’s one up on me, then.

      “But if I could spend the rest of my life doing nothing but swimming, I would.”

      Emory nudges Casey’s knee with his own. “Yet more proof you’re part dolphin.”

      Casey laughs. “I’ve got to go. This has been fun.”

      “It has.” For some reason, I stand when he does. I want to hug him, but I settle for an awkward handshake instead. I watch him leave. Once he’s gone and I sit again, I realise Emory is staring at me. “What?”

      “You two seemed to be getting along.” He’s grinning like the Cheshire Cat.

      “Yeah, I think we were.”

      Emory claps his hands. “We can make this arrangement work, can’t we?”

      I move to sit beside him, pull him into my arms, and kiss his forehead. “I’d like to think so. But let’s take it day by day, okay?”

      He snuggles against me. “Okay.”
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      After lunch, Emory and I find a quiet corner to sit in, where I distract him with lots and lots of kisses.

      “You are such a bad influence,” he says, sitting on my lap with his arms around my neck. “I should be studying or tutoring you.”

      “You are studying.”

      He arches an eyebrow. “This doesn’t feel like studying.”

      “Think of this as a chemistry lesson.”

      “How is it chemistry?”

      “Sexual chemistry. Today’s lesson is all about practising your kissing technique.”

      He blushes and then kisses me. “I do enjoy doing that.”

      “Where will Casey be right now?”

      “Do you think I have his schedule memorised or something?”

      I smirk. “I know you do.”

      Emory checks his watch. “Either at home or the library. He doesn’t have lectures on a Wednesday afternoon, but he does have swimming practice at six.”

      I shudder. “Don’t tell me he’s as focused on doing work as you are.”

      “All right, I won’t.”

      “How did this happen to me? How did I end up involved with two nerds?” I ask in a dramatic voice.

      “Casey isn’t a nerd. He’s a jock.”

      “What does that make me?”

      “One of the cool kids.”

      “You watch too many high school movies.”

      “I do. Why do you want to know where Casey is?”

      I shrug. “I thought if he had a gap between lectures that the three of us could hang out again.”

      Emory’s lips quiver between a smile and a frown. “I think it’s great that you want to spend more time with him.”

      “But?”

      “There isn’t a but. I’m glad you’re becoming friends.”

      I put on the dramatic voice from a few seconds ago. “How did this happen to me? I’m friends with two nerds. Me? The slacker, party boy. I’m going to lose all my street cred.”

      Emory laughs. “Street cred? Does anyone say that anymore?”

      “Cool kids say it. Cool kids say gooseberry too.”

      He laughs harder. “Well, I was never one of the cool kids, so it makes sense that I’m not down with the lingo.”

      I arch an eyebrow. “Down with the lingo? No one says that anymore.”

      Emory strokes his hand over my T-shirt. “You’re not a slacker. Look how much research you did into poly relationships. You must have spent hours on that.”

      “A few.”

      “See? A slacker wouldn’t have done that.”

      I shrug and then waggle my eyebrows suggestively. “I did have an ulterior motive.”

      Emory’s face goes bright red. “Maybe, but when you’re interested in something, you work hard.”

      “Eh, maybe. You work hard all the time. So does Casey.”

      “He doesn’t have time to study as much as I do. He does his best to keep on top of his work, but it’s hard for him sometimes. He’s in the pool six times a week and the gym twice a week, and that’s not counting weekends when he has competitions.”

      I whistle. “That’s a lot. No wonder he’s fit as hell.”

      “He is,” Emory says in a dreamy voice. “And so are you.”

      “I can tell you right now that I do not have muscles like Casey.”

      “Nor do I. I’m squishy in places.”

      I hug him. “That gives me something to hold on to.”

      Emory’s cheeks burn an even brighter shade of red.

      “Have I mentioned how cute you are when you blush?”

      “A few times. It makes me blush more.”

      “Does it? Really?”

      He bats his arm over my chest. “You know it does. That’s why you keep saying it.” He grazes his fingers over my beard scruff.

      “What are you thinking?” I catch hold of his fingers and kiss them.

      “That I want to do more than kiss.”

      “I think people might object if I gave you an orgasm here.”

      He presses his face against my shoulder. “Not here! You want to give me an orgasm?”

      “Uh, yes. Do you want me to?”

      He shivers. “Uh-huh. Come to mine after uni.”

      “Or you could come to mine.”

      He lifts his head. “I want to be home when Casey gets back from swimming. He’s always tired and in need of a hug. Is that okay?”

      “Why wouldn’t it be?”

      He shrugs.

      “You’re in a relationship with two people now. There’s going to be some give and take from all of us. I get to spend the afternoon and evening with you, and then Casey gets to have some time with you. I’m cool with that.” I’m surprised that I am. I thought I’d be feeling jealous or insecure, but I’m not.

      “Thank you.”

      “It’s settled. I’ll come to yours and cook for you. We can snuggle, kiss, and get sexy.” My voice drops to a whisper by the time I reach the end of the sentence.

      “I’d like that.”

      “We’ll go at your pace. Will you tell me if something doesn’t feel right or if we’re going too fast?”

      “Yes. You know you don’t have to leave when Casey gets home.”

      “I know, but I tagged along this morning. You two should have some alone time.”

      “Okay.”

      I’m guessing that Emory is hoping our vee not only lasts but turns into a triad at some point in the future. The future. Fucking hell. What is wrong with me? I’m a one-night-stand kind of guy, yet here I am, spending hours on end with an adorable nerd while also lusting after his fit, swimmer best friend. No. Not best friend. Well, yes, best friend. They will always be best friends. But as of last night, they’re boyfriends, and so are Emory and I. I’ve never had a boyfriend before. That’s a first for all of us. It’s weird and right, and I’m going with it, even if my brain does stutter over it every so often, like now.

      “Casey is a great guy.”

      “He is.” Emory smiles. “I should go to the library and get some work done.”

      I pout. “But we were kissing.”

      “You could come with me.”

      I curl my top lip.

      He laughs. “No need to look so disgusted at the idea. Have you told your dad how much you hate your degree?”

      I look away. “He knows I do. He doesn’t care. He should probably adopt you and make you his heir. You’d make him prouder than I ever could.”

      “Auggie.”

      “It’s true. In his eyes, I’m nothing but a deadbeat loser. But he can think whatever he likes about me. It’s my life, and I’ll live it my way.”

      Big words, except they’re not entirely true. I have to complete this degree, or I’ll be left with nothing. But that doesn’t mean I’m going to spend every waking second studying. Emory might enjoy it, but I don’t.

      “You go study. I’ll see you later.”

      “In our lab session?”

      I sigh. “Sure. I’ll be there.”
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        * * *

      

      We go to Emory and Casey’s flat straight after our lab session, which is too late to catch Casey before swimming practice. I cook us spaghetti bolognese, which Emory practically has an orgasm over. The way he moans as he tries it is adorable and not unlike the reaction Casey had to my cooking last night. If the way to these men’s hearts is through their stomachs, I’ll gladly cook for them whenever they want.

      We wash up together. I scoop bubbles onto my fingers and boop Emory’s nose with them.

      “Hey, what was that for?” he asks.

      “You look cute with bubbles on your nose.” So cute I have to kiss him. I end up with bubbles on my nose.

      He points and laughs. I gather more bubbles in my hand and fling them at him. Bubbles float through the air between us and pop on our clothes.

      “Do you always mess around while washing up?” Emory asks.

      “I don’t normally have anyone to mess about with.”

      “What makes me so lucky?”

      “You’re you.” I put my fingers through his belt loops and pull him to me for a deep, searing kiss.

      I’ve never wanted to behave like this with anyone. What makes Emory so different?

      He licks his lips. “Wow. We should finish washing up.”

      “Spoilsport.” I peck his nose, which is damp from the bubbles, and then turn to the sink to do the rest of the washing-up.

      “Now what?” Emory’s voice tremors.

      I stroke his cheek with the crook of my finger. “Nervous?”

      “A little. Excited too. I’ve never—but I want to—”

      “Finish a sentence.”

      He fans his face. “Can’t. You’re making me too flustered.”

      I point at myself. “I’m making you flustered? I’m not doing anything.”

      “You’re being you.”

      “Is that a compliment?”

      “Yes. You’re so—” He gestures to me.

      I laugh. “All right, then.” I take his hand and lead him into the sitting room.

      “What are we going to do?”

      “Something that will help you relax.” I tug him onto the sofa and sit, turning to face him, with one knee resting on the seat.

      “What?”

      “Have you ever played Two Truths and a Lie?”

      Emory scrunches his face up. “No, but it’s obvious how you play.”

      “Let’s throw in some extra rules.”

      He tilts his head.

      “If we guess the truths and lies correctly, we get rewarded with a kiss.”

      “Do we get punished with a kiss if we get them wrong?”

      I clutch my stomach and cackle. “Nice try, Emory. This repressed nerd act is sexy.”

      He dips his chin. “It’s not an act.”

      I grasp his cheeks gently and kiss him. “I know. I was teasing. I’m sorry. I’m glad you enjoy kissing.”

      “I enjoy kissing you and Casey.”

      I smile and press my lips against his. “Good to know. I enjoy kissing you too.”

      “Two Truths and a Lie?”

      “Right. You go first.”

      He covers his face with his hands. “Why are you putting me on the spot?”

      “Because I know you’ll come up with something brilliant.”

      He peeks at me through his fingers. “You’re overestimating my ability to think on my feet.”

      “Nah. You’re a genius. You’ve got this.”

      Emory’s gaze becomes vacant. A vertical slash appears between his brows, and his lips pucker and blanch. His concentration face is gorgeous, but it’s more pronounced now than during our tutoring sessions. He must be thinking hard. Is he going to catch me out or make it easy for me so I can win a kiss?

      “I can’t skateboard. I’ve broken a bone, and I used to want to work for NASA.”

      I press my lips together to repress a smile. He might not have made it intentionally easy for me to guess the lie, but thanks to Casey, I know it.

      “You’ve never broken a bone.”

      “That’s right.” He leans forwards and taps his lips.

      I tickle his nape with my fingers as I claim my reward. “Why don’t you want to work for NASA anymore?”

      “My dreams changed when I saw how unwell Gran’s medication was making her.”

      “That’s sweet.”

      “Potentially helping people is more important than walking among the stars.”

      I cup his jaw. “You are amazing. Don’t let anyone ever tell you any different.”

      He blushes. “Your turn.”

      “I like cooking, love pharmacology, and I have brown hair.”

      Emory folds his arms. “You’re cheating.”

      “How is that cheating?”

      “Because there’s nothing for me to guess.”

      “Which means you’ll get it right and have to kiss me. Are you going to complain about my strategy?”

      His lips twitch, and then he sighs and rolls his eyes. “No.”

      We grip each other’s shoulders and hips as we make out for a minute or two. Emory’s glasses get knocked while we’re kissing, so I straighten them for him when we pull apart. His lips are glossy with saliva, which is sexy.

      “I was born in Lancaster, Casey is my best friend, and I study philosophy,” he says.

      “Now who’s cheating?”

      “Are you complaining?”

      “Not at all.”

      I pull him onto my lap and kiss him fiercely. He runs his fingers through my hair while I cradle the small of his back.

      “Should we take this game more seriously?” he asks.

      “Maybe, or we could forget about it and make out more.” I nuzzle his nose.

      “One more go each? But this time, I want to find out something about you that I don’t already know.”

      “Right back at you, cute nerd.”

      He slips off my lap onto the sofa. “It’s your turn.”

      “When I was seven, I decided I wanted to be left-handed. I’ve been to a charity ball at The Berkeley in Knightsbridge, and I got selected for Crystal Palace’s junior football squad but turned it down.”

      Emory tilts his head. His concentration face is back. He’s so adorable.

      “The third one is the lie,” he says.

      “Correct. I hate football.”

      “How can you decide to be left-handed?”

      “You can’t, but I was seven, so what did I know? I thought it would be cool to be left-handed. I spent a week writing with my left hand, but then one of my teachers called my parents, and they yelled at me about it. Or rather, Dad did. Mum was out of the country. And he yelled at me on the phone. He was too busy to come to the boarding school because of something like messy handwriting.”

      Emory squeezes my knee. “I’m sorry.”

      “My parents suck. I’ve come to terms with that. The plus side is that I get to be a spoilt brat.”

      Sadness fills Emory’s eyes.

      “If you didn’t know, The Berkeley is a posh hotel in London. Dad gets invited to charity stuff quite a bit. It’s one of the perks of owning a highly successful business, I guess. When I was younger, he dragged me to them if they were for family-orientated charities. It made him look good to have a cute, well-behaved kid in tow.”

      “You were well behaved?”

      “You’re questioning that, but not whether or not I was a cute kid?”

      He leans forward. “I can imagine you being a cute kid. Well behaved? Not so much.”

      I snort-laugh and then kiss him. “Your reward. Your turn. Take it seriously.”

      He folds one arm across his chest, rests his other elbow on it, and taps his chin. “My favourite scientist is Albert Einstein. I’ve never had any pets, and my first celebrity crush was on Zac Efron.”

      “High School Musical guy?”

      “You’ve seen it?”

      “No, but I can imagine you crushing on him hard, so that’s not the lie. You must love Einstein, so that can’t be a lie either. You’ve never had a pet.”

      “Nope. You’re wrong.”

      I gape. “You didn’t crush on Zac Efron?”

      He laughs. “I did. Hard. My favourite scientist isn’t Einstein.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yes. I admire him, but my top spot goes to Alan Turing. He invented the first computer to crack the Enigma Code, but no one knew that until the nineteen seventies because the files were classified. He created the first computer chess programme and is the father of artificial intelligence. Ever watched a sci-fi movie where they talk about the Turing Test?”

      I nod.

      “And he was gay.” Emory frowns and sighs heavily. “But homosexuality was illegal then. He was arrested in 1952 because he was in a relationship with a man. He was chemically castrated instead of being sent to prison.”

      “That’s awful.”

      “It’s how it was then. It broke him. He received a pardon years after his death, and now everyone knows how brilliant he was, but it doesn’t make up for it, you know?”

      “Yeah.” I stroke the back of his hand. “Yeah. I’m glad we live in different times.”

      “Me too.”

      “Is that why he’s your favourite scientist? Because he was gay?”

      “Partially, but it’s also because he was a misfit and an outcast. He was different to his peers and didn’t fit in. I could identify with that growing up. Until I met Casey, I didn’t fit in with anyone.”

      I wrap my arms around him and pull him into a hug. “I’m glad you met Casey.”

      “Me too. Um, we’ve each had another go.”

      “We have.”

      “That means we get to make out again?”

      “Definitely.”

      I put my hand on his nape, and he strokes his fingers through my hair as our lips lock and our tongues tangle. It doesn’t take long to wrap our arms around each other, and even less time passes before Emory is lying on the sofa, with me half on top of him. It allows me to kiss him deeper.

      “Is this okay?” I ask between steamy kisses.

      “Very okay.”

      I slip my hand beneath his T-shirt and stroke his soft, silky skin. Yes, his belly is squishy, but I like it. My cock plumps up in agreement and strains against my zipper. A quick glance tells me Emory is hard too.

      “Do you still want me to make you come?”

      “Yes.” He gasps. “Yes, please. Should we go to my room?”

      “It’s up to you. Where would you feel more comfortable?”

      He puts his hands on either side of my face. “I’m comfy here, but it might be better to be in my room. More space.”

      I haul him to his feet, lead him to his room, and knock the door shut with my foot as we go inside. We tumble onto the bed, resuming the passionate kissing we’d paused in the lounge. He’s so sexy. His glasses keep getting knocked askew, only for him to right them between kisses. His chin is red from my beard, his lips are damp and kiss swollen. His wide pupils are mesmerizingly dark against the vivid, pale blue of his eyes.

      “Fuck, you’re gorgeous.” I undo his jeans.

      “So are you. Should I be doing something too?”

      “Just do what you’re doing.”

      I kiss him and pull the waistband of his underpants over his hard cock. He shivers and whimpers as I grasp his length at the root.

      “Is this okay?” I ask.

      “Yes. Oh, fuck, yes.”

      I give him one last kiss before moving down the bed.

      “Auggie?” His voice is quiet and trembling.

      I glance up. “I’m going to make you come.”

      He widens his eyes. “You’re going to—?”

      “Suck your beautiful cock.” I grin and push his T-shirt up, exposing his belly. I twirl my tongue in his belly button. He tips his head against the pillow as his back arches.

      “Tell me if you want me to stop.”

      He curls his hands into his quilt. “I don’t.”

      I hold his cock below the head and slide my hand, pulling his foreskin down to reveal the glans. I smirk. I did learn something in biology. I found the lessons on the anatomy of the penis incredibly interesting. A single bead of pre-cum leaks from his slit. I lick it with the tip of my tongue and hum.

      “You taste so good.”

      “Oh, fuck.”

      I doubt he’s going to last long once I get my mouth on his cock. But that’s fine. I want to see him come. I lap my tongue firmly over the glans and then flick it over his frenulum. He whimpers and moans as I lick down the underside of his shaft and then twirl my tongue back up again.

      “I’m going to enjoy sucking your cock.”

      He licks his lips. “Oh, god.” His fingers twitch in the covers. “I want to—”

      “What? What do you want to do?”

      He lifts one hand and clutches my hair. “Is this okay?”

      “Yes. That feels great.”

      He knots his eyebrows together. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “You won’t. Do whatever feels right.”

      “Okay.” He tightens his grip, tugging my hair away from my scalp.

      I stare at his face as I take the head of his cock into my mouth. I lick and suck. His eyes flicker, and his lips part in a moan. The muscles in his neck become pronounced as he stretches it. He’s fucking gorgeous.

      I take him deeper as I make patterns on his length with the tip of my tongue. Then I bob my head up and down as he shivers and trembles beneath me. His grip on my hair tightens.

      “Auggie!” His voice is desperate. “I’m going to—”

      His eyes roll back. His cock jerks in my mouth as a shudder rocks his body and my heart. Hot salty cum sprays over my tongue and hits the back of my throat. I suck, lick, and swallow, drinking him dry as he quivers. I suck until he’s still and panting. His face flushes red, and he covers it with his hands.

      I let his softening cock pop out of my mouth and lie beside him, stroking his cheek. “What’s wrong?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “What for?”

      “I came so fast. I lasted, what? Thirty seconds?”

      “A little longer than that. I’m glad you enjoyed yourself.”

      “But—”

      “Shush.” I move his hands from his face and kiss him with cum-damp lips. “You were perfect.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes. You were sexy when you came.”

      “What about you? Should I do something for you? Should I make you come?”

      I chuckle. “Only if you want to. It’s fine if you don’t.”

      “I-I want to.”

      “Why don’t you give me a handjob? You’ll know how to do that.”

      “I’ve only jacked myself off.”

      I kiss him. “Exactly. Do what you enjoy. I’ll like it.”

      He swallows.

      “You don’t have to. I wanted to make you come. I’m happy.”

      “You’re amazing.” He undoes my jeans.

      I keep kissing him as he frees my cock. He reaches into a basket on the shelf beside his bed and retrieves a half-empty bottle of lube. He squeezes some onto his hand and then strokes my cock. His grip is loose at first, but the more we kiss, the more he relaxes and the tighter his hand becomes . Soon I’m panting into his mouth as his hand works up and down my length at a frantic pace. It takes me longer to come than him, but not much, because I’m hot for him. I grunt and groan as my cock jerks and my load spills over his hand.

      “That was wonderful. Thank you.” I can’t get enough of kissing him.

      “Really?”

      “Yes. Perfect. You’re perfect.”

      He grabs some tissues from the same basket and mops up my cum. Then we lie in each other’s arms, flaccid cocks lolling out of our underwear as we trade lazy kisses.

      Without warning, a giggle bursts out of him.

      “What?”

      “I’ve just had my first blow job. And I’ve given a guy a handjob for the first time.” Another giggle, light and bubbly, breaks free of his lips. “Fucking hell, that was sexy. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”
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      “Hi.” Casey comes up behind me and hugs me as I leave my tutorial on Thursday afternoon.

      “Hey, you.” I press my back against his chest, and he rests his chin on my shoulder. It’s a small gesture, but it makes me feel like we’ve stepped out of the friend zone into something more. “What are you doing here? I didn’t think you had anything this late.”

      “I didn’t. I was waiting for you.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “For me?”

      Casey nods against my shoulder. “Do you want to do something?”

      “Something? Like what?”

      He shrugs. “I don’t know. Maybe bowling, or we could see what’s on at the cinema. We could go out for food.”

      “Like on a date?”

      “Yes, exactly like that. Sorry I haven’t come armed with a plan. I’ve never gone on a date before.”

      “I think there’s a teen movie on at the cinema. It might be a musical.” I know those aren’t Casey’s favourites.

      “Sounds good.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes. I’ll be happy with whatever you want to see.” He lets me go and pulls his phone out.

      “Being prepared to sit through a musical because I want to see it must be love,” I say in a teasing tone.

      He glances up from his phone screen. “Yeah, it is.” His smile is hesitant, but it warms my heart.

      I brush my thumb over his temple. “I love you too.”

      He waves his phone at me. “There’s a showing in fifteen minutes. We’ll be able to make that if we don’t mind missing the adverts.”

      “Does anyone like sitting through the adverts?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      He puts his phone away and slides his fingers through mine. I’m captivated by his smile. He looks so damn happy. So am I. I’m relieved we’ve found a way to move forward, and while the awkwardness hasn’t vanished into thin air, what’s left is a different kind of awkwardness. The awkwardness of getting to know each other in a different way.

      We walk hand in hand to the cinema. Casey buys the tickets and gets us popcorn—salted for him, sweet for me—and drinks. We can’t hold hands while we’re juggling so much stuff, but we walk into the screen, arms brushing, until the moment we find our seats. We’ve missed the adverts, but not the trailers. We whisper to each other as the trailers play, discussing which films look worth seeing and which are ones to miss. Casey scoops up a handful of my popcorn and then tries to feed it to me. It’s messy and makes me laugh, and of course I have to do the same to him. It’s the dorkiest thing I’ve ever done, but it makes me feel like I could float off the seat. My eyes meet his in the flicker of light from the screen. I lean closer, desperate to kiss him, but hesitate. He closes the gap, pressing his mouth to mine in a soft, sweet kiss. His lips taste of salt. As the film starts, we break apart, giggling like school kids as the people behind us shush us in irritated whispers.

      I lean my head on Casey’s shoulder, and he rests his head on mine. We stay like that for a lot of the film, occasionally feeding each other popcorn. The film is fun and light-hearted. It’s a typical American teen movie, which plays into stereotypes in a big way. The songs are catchy, and the choruses are easy to remember. It’s hard to resist the urge to sing along, but I manage. I laugh so hard my belly aches. Casey chuckles from time to time too, which means he doesn’t hate every second of it.

      When the credits roll, most people get up and leave, but we stay where we are. Our popcorn is long gone, the tall boxes standing on the floor at our feet. I like sitting through the credits for two reasons. The first is that I feel like I owe it to all the behind-the-scenes people who only get recognised in the credits. The second is that, sometimes, there’s fun stuff during the credits or right at the end. Most of the time, there isn’t, but I’d always be wondering if I’d missed something if I left the moment the film ended.

      “This was fun,” I say in a soft voice, even though we’re pretty much alone. The people who shushed us earlier were among the first to leave. “Thanks for suggesting it. And for watching a film you didn’t want to.”

      “I did want to.”

      “Only because I wanted to.”

      “That’s a good enough reason for me.”

      My heart swoons. That’s possibly the most romantic thing I’ve ever heard. It’s definitely the most romantic thing anyone has ever said to me.

      “Did you like it at all?” I ask.

      “Yeah, it was funny in places.”

      We discuss our favourite bits as the credits roll, and the lights slowly get brighter, which ends up with me in stitches again, barely able to speak for laughing. Casey cups my cheek and pecks my lips. It’s a swift, barely there kiss, but it’s enough to make my lashes flutter and stop me from laughing. I put my hand on the back of his neck and pull him closer for a longer kiss. Our lips remain firmly closed. It’s nothing like the heart-racing kisses I share with Auggie. It’s gentle, beautiful, and makes my heart patter.

      Someone clears their throat, making us part and look up.

      “The film’s over,” a spotty-faced teenager says in a nasal voice. He’s holding a bin bag, which he’s already put our popcorn boxes and empty drink cups in. I’d guess he was sixteen or seventeen, so barely younger than us. “We need to clear it up before the next film starts.”

      Casey and I glance at each other and giggle.

      “Well, I feel suitably told off. Don’t you?”

      Casey nods. “We’re going.”

      We put our coats on, hold hands, and hurry out of the screen.

      “Do you want to get something to eat?” Casey asks.

      “Could something be burger and chips?”

      “Whatever you want.”

      We walk to our favourite burger place on the opposite side of town. Technically it’s fast food, but it’s expensive, so we don’t go very often. The burgers are amazing, the best I’ve ever tasted. The portions of fries are huge, so we share. The milkshakes are thick, creamy, and cost an arm and a leg. We share one of those too, something we wouldn’t have done before.

      I find myself staring at Casey as we eat. He looks relaxed and happy. His eyes sparkle with light and warmth. They often change colour, sometimes appearing more brown, other times greener. The green is especially prominent today.

      “What?”

      “I was just thinking about how beautiful you are.”

      His smile is shy. “So are you.”

      Of course I blush. Why didn’t he blush? Why am I the one whose face always goes nuclear?

      He picks up a chip and dips it in a dollop of ketchup. “I was thinking—”

      “About what?”

      “That it might be nice to do something like this more often.”

      “Go on a date?”

      “Would you like to?”

      I reach across the table and squeeze his hand. “Yes, definitely.”

      His shy smile becomes more confident. “We should also talk about what you want to do for your birthday.”

      It’s a week today. I wave my other hand. “Nothing. You know me, I don’t like anyone to make a fuss over me just because it’s my birthday.”

      Casey gives me a serious look. “You’ve got two boyfriends now. We’re not going to let your birthday slip by without doing something.”

      “Auggie doesn’t know my birthday is coming up.”

      “He will.”

      I glare at him, but at the same time, my lips quiver with barely repressed laughter, so I doubt he takes me seriously. “I’m glad you and Auggie are getting along.”

      “Me too. He’s nice.”

      I arch an eyebrow. “Just nice?”

      “What do you want me to say? I enjoy being around him. He’s fun. He makes you happy, which makes me happy.” His eyes become unfocused as he stares into the distance behind me. “Yeah, I like him.”

      That makes me giddy.

      We finish our food and then walk to the bus station to catch a bus home. Our fingers are intertwined the whole time. We chat and pause to kiss every so often. On the bus, we lean against each other, not talking but enjoying being close. When we get home, we gravitate to my room and snuggle on the bed. We kiss some more and finally get around to telling each other about our days.

      “This is nice,” I say before kissing him again.

      He nuzzles my nose with his. “It is, but I’m not sure what I’m doing.”

      I laugh. “Nor am I. We’re both new to this boyfriend thing.”

      “It must help to have Auggie to guide you.”

      “Maybe with the sexy stuff, but he’s as new to dating as we are.”

      “True.” He looks down.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Do you mind not doing the sexy stuff with me?”

      I trace my fingertips over his jaw. “No. Have I fantasised about it? Yes. But now I know you’re not into it. Besides, it doesn’t mean we can’t do romantic things, right? This is romantic. We spent all evening being romantic. It’s been amazing. I’ve had the best time.”

      “Me too.”

      “Stay with me tonight?”

      “You mean to fall asleep together on purpose?”

      I laugh and nod. “Yes. We can kiss and snuggle until we’re too tired to keep our eyes open.”

      He grazes his fingers over my cheek. “I’d like that.”

      I rest my forehead against his. “I only have one regret.”

      “What’s that?”

      “That it took me so damn long to tell you I’m in love with you.”

      “It took me long enough to realise I loved you. But let’s not have regrets, okay? Let’s forget about what we did or didn’t do and how fast we did or didn’t do it. Let’s enjoy what we have now.”

      I sigh happily. “And this is why I love you.”

      “I thought it was because I look hot in Speedos.”

      I snort-laugh. “Oh, you do. So fucking sexy. But I love you because you’re a gentle soul.”

      He wrinkles his nose. “Don’t tell Auggie that.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because then he’ll realise I won’t thump him if he breaks your heart.”

      I cackle. “We can’t have that.”

      “Although I don’t think he will. You bring the best out in people, Em. In me, in Auggie, in everyone around you. It’s what makes you special.” He looks up and stares at the wall behind me. My periodic table poster. There’s nothing else it could be.

      “You still won’t find an E-M element,” I tease.

      He chuckles. “No, but there is an A-U.”

      “Gold. Atomic number of seventy-nine.”

      He keeps scanning the poster. “I’ve found your element.”

      “I told you there isn’t an E-M.”

      “Nope, but there is an element that fits you perfectly.”

      I frown. “Which one?”

      “E-S.”

      I laugh. “Einsteinium? Atomic number ninety-nine.”

      “You’ve memorised the whole table, haven’t you?”

      “You know me so well.”

      He kisses me. “Yes, I do. Einsteinium is your element.”

      My face burns. “You’re going to give me a big head.”

      “Nah. It’s not big-headed to think you’re brilliant if you are. You are brilliant, Em. In every way possible.”

      My heart swells. I put a hand over my face. “Stop.”

      “I will never stop complimenting you.”

      I don’t want him too, even though it does make me blush. Sometimes I hate lighting up like a Christmas tree at the slightest thing, but not right now. Now it’s a reminder of how warm and fuzzy Casey’s can make me with a few words.

      I lower my hand. “Casey.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Should we get ready for bed?”

      We’ve fallen asleep together before, but always fully dressed. We had sleepovers as kids, although never in the same bed, and we both wore pyjamas. I don’t wear pyjamas to bed anymore, and I’m pretty sure Casey doesn’t either.

      “We should.”

      “Do you want to meet me here in a few minutes?”

      Casey pecks my cheek. “See you in a few.”
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            CASEY

          

        

      

    

    
      I hang out in my room for a bit while Em does his bedtime routine, and then I go and do mine. A strange quivering sensation has taken up residence in my chest, right beneath my breastbone. My stomach isn’t faring much better, which is crazy because this is Em. We’ve fallen asleep together before. Admittedly we were fully dressed and in the friend zone. I take a deep breath. Sharing a bed is no big deal.

      I strip to my boxer pants and go to his room. His door is open, and he’s sitting in bed with the quilt tucked around his waist. He’s taken his glasses off. His arms are folded, and he’s chewing his lower lip. His stare trails down by body. I shiver. I don’t feel like I’m on display when I’m swimming, but now I do. My fingers twitch as I resist the urge to use my arms to cover my body. He beckons and holds the quilt up, inviting me into bed. He’s wearing underwear too. He lies as I reach the bed. I climb in and lie beside him. We face each other, hands tucked against our chests.

      “Why is this awkward?” Em asks.

      “No idea.”

      But it is.

      “Do you normally wear underwear in bed?”

      I blink and part my lips. “Um, yeah. You?”

      “No.”

      “You sleep naked?”

      “Yes, I prefer it. But I thought it might make you uncomfortable.”

      He’s not wrong.

      He strokes my face, which triggers butterflies in my stomach. “You okay?”

      “Yes.” I close my eyes for a second and take a breath. “Nervous. Which is crazy. All we’re going to do is fall asleep.”

      “And cuddle. If you still want to?”

      “Yeah. Yeah, I do.”

      “And maybe kiss?” His eyes glimmer with hope.

      I breathe out slowly. This is Em, the guy I feel most comfortable around in the world. The man I love to hug and snuggle and, as I’ve discovered the last few days, kiss. So what if we’re wearing nothing but underwear? It’s still Em. I shuffle closer, wrap my arm around his waist, and peck his lips. Em closes the small gap between us, presses his palm against my cheek, and kisses me more fiercely. It’s still a closed-mouth kiss, but the force of it shocks me. He presses his chest to mine. His body is warm, and his fine hair tickles my skin. His cock presses against my thigh, getting harder by the second. I gasp and jerk back.

      “S-sorry.” Em’s face becomes as bright as molten lava. He throws the quilt aside as though he’s going to bolt. He probably is.

      I put my hand on his arm. “Don’t. Stay. It’s okay.”

      “I got carried away.”

      “It’s fine.”

      “Is it?” Worry dulls his eyes.

      I pull him into my arms. He angles his body so I can’t feel his erection. My muscles relax. So does he, though his heart is pattering at a furious rate. Mine is too. It’s weird. I understand he’s hard because he’s attracted to me, and on some level, that makes me feel warm and fuzzy inside. But on another, I don’t get it. I’m attracted to him. He’s beautiful, amazing, I trust him more than anyone, and I want to be close to him. I want to hold him in my arms and feel the warmth of his skin. But none of that makes my body react like his does. Having his erection pressing against me felt… meh. I didn’t hate it, but I didn’t enjoy it either. If anything, it was an uncomfortable reminder that he wants and desires me in a way I can’t reciprocate.

      “Talk to me,” he whispers.

      What do I say? I don’t want to make him feel bad about it. It’s a natural reaction for him to have to someone he’s sexually attracted to. Plus, if we’re going to spend the night together, it’s something we’re going to have to navigate. Should I offer to jerk him off? No. I don’t want to do that. I’ve masturbated. I don’t especially enjoy it. It’s not gratifying. It’s something I’ve done on occasion to relieve morning wood. A cool shower tends to work better because it also wakes me up for the day.

      “Casey?”

      “Yeah, I’m here.”

      “I know you are.” He kisses my chest. “It was too much, wasn’t it? The way I was kissing you, me getting hard—”

      “The kissing was full on, yeah.”

      “I’ll slow down.”

      “Thanks. You don’t need to be embarrassed about finding me sexually attractive.” I squeeze my eyes shut. “Ugh. I sound like a biology teacher.”

      Em laughs. It’s a happy, relaxed sound. Thank god.

      I open my eyes. “You don’t have to be embarrassed about getting turned on by being close to me. That wasn’t any better, was it?”

      “A bit. I don’t want you to feel uncomfortable around me. I’m sure a dick prodding you in the leg is the last thing you want.”

      I puff my cheeks out. What do I say?

      “It’s okay. I understand.” Em runs the backs of his fingers down my cheek and over my jaw.

      “Do you need to relieve yourself?”

      He shakes his head. “Is cuddling like this okay?”

      I can’t feel his erection, so— “Yes.”

      He kisses me on the lips. “And kissing like this is okay?”

      “Yes. More than okay. It’s lovely.” The butterflies are back, flitting around like it’s a bright summer’s day and they’re drunk on nectar.

      We snuggle closer, more careful about our relative positions than we were before.

      “Being skin to skin with you is nice,” I say.

      “Like clothed snuggles plus plus?”

      I bark out a laugh. “You and newspeak.” We both had to read 1984 in school. Em loved it. I found it hard going and really, really didn’t like the Room 101 scenes. “But yeah, that’s a good way of describing it.”

      I press my ear over his heart. The gentle, rhythmic thud relaxes me. I close my eyes, hold him close, and stroke my thumb back and forth over his side. This, more than our cinema date and more than kissing, makes me feel like we’re boyfriends now, and I couldn’t be happier.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The alarm on my phone makes an obnoxious noise. Two short beeps, followed by a longer one, over and over until I find it so I can snooze it. I can’t turn it off, because I have to get to swim practice. Besides, I’m awake now. It’s like my brain instantly switches on the moment my alarm goes off. I hardly ever snooze it. Normally, I’d turn it off and go for a piss and a shower. But this isn’t a normal morning. I’m in Em’s bed, and he’s snuggled up against me. He snorts a couple of times, which is the most adorable thing I’ve ever heard, and then blinks his eyes open.

      “What time is it?”

      “Early.” I kiss his forehead. “I’ve got practice. You should go back to sleep.”

      “Ugh.” He turns towards me, his morning wood grazing over my thigh. He pulls back. “Sorry.”

      “It’s fine. You’re going to have to stop apologising for being hard.”

      “It’s a morning thing.”

      “I know. It happens to me too.”

      “Oh, yeah, of course.”

      I kiss him on the lips. “I’m going to have a shower.”

      “Is that your way of tactfully leaving me alone to masturbate?”

      “Partly. But I do need a shower.”

      He scrunches his face up. “But you’re about to get in a pool, and I know you’ll shower after.”

      “That doesn’t mean I want to stink out the bus on my way to the pool.”

      “You love water.”

      “Guilty as charged. I’ll see you later, okay?”

      “Say bye before you go?”

      “Okay.”

      I remember to turn the snooze function off so the alarm doesn’t disturb Em, and then go to the door.

      I pause. “Open or closed?”

      He’s lying on his back now. He tucks his hands under his head, purses his lips, and stares at the ceiling for a few seconds. “Closed. I’ll open it again before you go, so you know it’s okay to say bye.” His cheeks go a pretty shade of pink, which is a vast improvement on the violent shade of red they went last night. “Casey.”

      “Yeah?”

      “We did an okay job of figuring it out, didn’t we?”

      “Yeah, we did.”

      “Don’t forget we’re having a film night with Auggie tonight.”

      “I won’t. I’m looking forward to it.” Even though he’s likely to pick a movie he’s already made me watch at least a dozen times. I’d watch it a hundred more if it made him happy.

      I close the door and go to the bathroom. I have a spring in my step. I always thought that was metaphorical, but no, it’s not. My gait is bouncier than normal, and I can’t stop grinning. It’s going to be a good day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            19

          

          

      

    

    







            AUGGIE

          

        

      

    

    
      Emory is being freaking adorable. We’ve spent the last hour making out on his sofa, but now he’s getting ready for our film night by getting extra cushions and making two flavours of popcorn.

      “Do you prefer salt or sweet?”

      “Sweet.”

      “Me too. Casey prefers salted popcorn.”

      “Don’t get me wrong. There are some things I do like salty, like cum. But when it comes to popcorn, I prefer sweet.”

      Emory’s skin fills with colour from his hairline all the way down until it disappears beneath the collar of his T-shirt. I’d love to take his T-shirt off to find out how far down his blush goes.

      “Do you want me to do anything?” I ask casually as though I haven’t embarrassed the heck out of him.

      “Uh, no. Sit and relax. I’ve got this.”

      I cross my legs at the ankles, hook my arms over the back of the sofa, and enjoy the view of Emory’s arse in stonewashed jeans as he pops corn. My phone beeps.

      
        
          
            
              
        Grant

      

      
        Party?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I told you I wasn’t having one tonight.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Why are you so boring all of a sudden?

      

      

      

      

      

      He sends me a photo of him with his arms around the shoulders of two girls. They’re holding bottles of beer.

      
        
          
            
              
        We’re drunk with nowhere to go. Party!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Not tonight.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tomorrow?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I have plans.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Who with? Can we gatecrash?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        No one you know and no.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        When are you going to throw another party? I miss wild nights at Ollie’s.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ollie? Who the fuck is Ollie?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Uh. You are.

      

      

      

      

      

      I scrunch my eyes shut and swear under my breath. What the fuck?

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m Auggie.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Oh. I’ve had your name wrong in my phone. Oops. My bad. Party?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I found a guy. He’s hot.

      

      

      

      

      

      He sends me a photo of an attractive guy in a skin-tight T-shirt.

      
        
          
            
              
        He wants to party too. We can be at party central in half an hour.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        That’s your place, by the way.

      

      

      

      

      

      I pinch the bridge of my nose. Either Grant is too drunk to take no for an answer, or he truly believes that I’ll cave and invite them all over. The thing is, I would have done not that long ago, but now the last thing I want is to have a bunch of strangers in my house. Or my bed. I want to be here with Emory and, in a few minutes, Casey. I want to have a relaxed night watching a film I probably would have avoided like the plague before meeting Emory. Why? Because what I have with them is real. It’s genuine. They give a shit about me, what I want, and how I’m feeling. And they know my name.

      
        
          
            
              
        No party.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Boring.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Fuck you,” I hiss.

      “Are you okay?” Emory is standing in the doorway, holding two bowls of popcorn, one bigger than the other.

      “Fine. I hope the bigger bowl is full of sweet popcorn.”

      “It is.” He puts them on the coffee table and sits beside me. “Why were you swearing at your phone?”

      “Oh, one of my so-called friends is giving me grief over not throwing a party this weekend.”

      “Do you want to? You don’t have to come over tomorrow evening if you’d rather party with your friends.”

      I hold his hand. “I’d rather spend my time with you. And Casey. When’s he getting home anyway?”

      “Any second. It’ll depend on how long he had to wait for a bus. Stop changing the subject.”

      “You think I’m one of the cool, popular kids from your movies, right?”

      “You are.”

      The door opens, and Casey slips inside. Without a word, he takes his shoes and coat off while I plough on.

      “Are they lonely? Are they surrounded by a bunch of fake friends? Because I’ve realised that’s who I am. You and Casey are the first real friends I’ve made since coming to university, and probably for a long time before that.”

      “I’m sure that’s not true,” Emory says.

      I wave my phone. “It is. The guy who was texting me didn’t even know my name. He thought I was called Ollie, for fuck’s sake.”

      “I’m sorry.” Emory pulls me into a hug.

      Casey sits on the other side of me and presses his hand against my shoulder blade in a comforting gesture. I think of the way he asked for a hug the night of the fake date. The urge to ask him for one now rises inside me. I would love his arms around me, along with Emory’s.

      “I’m a slacker and a loser.”

      “You’re not. You’re amazing,” Emory says fiercely.

      My phone beeps and vibrates in my hand. Grant’s name flashes up. I’m tempted to block his arse. I’ve known him since Freshers Week. How could he not have known my name? He’s sent me another photo, this time of two guys kissing.

      
        
          
            
              
        Grant

      

      
        They want to join the party too.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        No party. You guys have fun. I’ll see you around.

      

      

      

      

      

      I turn my phone off and put it face down on the coffee table. I grab a handful of sweet popcorn and pop a couple of pieces in Emory’s mouth. “You promised me a movie night.”

      “You’re changing the subject again.”

      “I am. Because I want to relax and have fun with two wonderful guys who aren’t going to accuse me of being boring because I don’t want to party.”

      “If you’re boring, then we are too,” Casey says.

      “Let’s be boring together,” Emory says.

      I laugh. “I can’t think of anything I’d rather do than be boring with the two of you.” I stuff the popcorn into my mouth and then put my arms over their shoulders. “Is this okay?” I ask Casey, painfully aware that, unlike Emory, he is not my boyfriend, and while I know he’s tactile with Emory, he might not want to be with me.

      “It’s nice.” He rests his head against my shoulder. He smells of chlorine and shampoo. “Is this okay?”

      I smile. “Very okay.”

      Emory does the same. He also puts his arm over my waist, hugging me while holding Casey’s hand. He uses the remote to turn the film on, then jumps up and switches the light off.

      “Do you want me to fall asleep?” Casey asks.

      “No. I thought it would be cosier with the light off.”

      “I like cosy,” I say.

      “Me too, but don’t be mad if I can’t stay awake.” Casey yawns.

      Emory cuddles up to me again, assuming the same position he was in before.

      The film is mediocre at best, in my opinion, but it doesn’t matter. I’m with my boyfriend and my friend, so I’m happy. Happier than I can remember ever feeling. About halfway through, Emory pauses it and goes to the toilet.

      “How are you holding up? Still awake?” I ask Casey.

      “Barely. It doesn’t help that I’ve seen this film before.”

      “How many times?”

      “At least twelve. Maybe more. Em loves it. It’s his go-to feel-good film.”

      “Good to know.”

      “If you’re going to stick around, you’ll end up watching it several more times.”

      “I’m not planning on going anywhere. I adore Emory.”

      “I’m glad. He adores you too. Hey, are you busy tomorrow during the day?”

      I frown. “No. Why?”

      “Would you be able to meet me in town?”

      “Yes, but why?”

      The bathroom door opens.

      “I’ll tell you tomorrow,” Casey says.

      “Mysterious. But okay.”

      “What are you two whispering about?” Emory asks as he joins us on the sofa.

      “You,” I deadpan.

      “We were swapping notes on how awesome you are,” Casey says.

      “Stop making me blush.”

      “But it’s so easy,” I say.

      “It’s true,” Casey says.

      “And now you’re ganging up on me. No fair.”

      I laugh at the mock indignation in Emory’s voice. I hug and kiss him. “Are we going to watch the rest of the film?”

      He presses Play and cuddles up to me.

      The second half is mildly funnier than the first. Emory laughs through most of it. Casey and I chuckle a few times too. Towards the last third of the film, Casey’s head nods, and then he relaxes against me. His body crumples in sleep, and he ends up with his head in my lap.

      Emory pauses the film. “Should we wake him?”

      “He’s fine. As long as you’re fine with him falling asleep on me?” I put my hand on Casey’s shoulder.

      “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “Because he’s your boyfriend, but his head is in my lap.”

      Emory kisses me. “I’m not jealous.” He turns the film back on.

      Why does it feel so right to have Emory cuddled up to me while Casey is sleeping on me? It’s as if my heart wants to expand to accommodate them both. If only. We’re in a vee. Casey is Emory’s boyfriend. Not mine. He only sat beside me because I was upset and angry when he got home. If I hadn’t been, he would have sat beside Emory and fallen asleep on him. Wouldn’t he?

      “What did you think?” Emory sounds like an excited puppy.

      “Huh?”

      “About the film?”

      I blink at the screen. Emory must have muted the TV because there’s no peppy music accompanying the credits.

      “Were you paying attention?”

      “I was for most of it. Until Casey fell asleep, and then I got distracted by having two gorgeous guys cuddled up to me.”

      Emory strokes Casey’s hair. “He is beautiful, isn’t he?”

      “Yes.”

      “So are you.” He kisses me tenderly while still touching Casey.

      It’s the most perfect moment I’ve ever experienced. My heart swells, and my throat constricts. I kiss Emory harder, slipping my tongue between his lips. I want him to know how much I adore him. How much I want him. After a few heady moments, we break apart.

      “What did you think about the film?”

      “The film was okay, I guess, but the company was amazing. I had a great time.”

      “Should we wake Casey up yet?”

      I shake my head and coax Emory to rest his head on my chest. “I want to stay like this for a while. Is that okay with you?”

      “Yes. I like having my two favourite people close.”

      My heart quivers. I’ve never been someone’s favourite person before. It makes me teary to know Emory feels that way about me. He’s my favourite person too, and I’m fairly sure that Casey is sneaking into my heart as well, whether he means to or not.
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            CASEY

          

        

      

    

    
      Auggie meets me at the bus station on Saturday morning. We stand awkwardly for a moment, neither of us knowing what greeting to give the other. In the end, we give each other what Em would call a bro hug. It’s a ‘one-armed, firm pat on the back’ hug. And yet even though it’s the kind of hug two male friends would give each other, it feels nice to have Auggie’s arm around me. Almost as nice as when I woke up in the early hours of the morning with my head on his lap while Em was stroking my hair. I felt bad when Auggie decided to get a taxi home but couldn’t figure out how to ask him to stay.

      “You give good hugs.” I’m still slightly bemused at how safe I feel with him. In the grand scheme of things, I barely know him, yet embracing him feels right, as if my heart knows he won’t hurt me.

      “So do you. I… never mind.”

      “What?”

      “I was going to say I give good kisses too, but that’s crossing a line.”

      I consider that. He and Em have said they’re open to forming a triad rather than a vee, but I’m still wrapping my head around how I feel about Em, romance, and sex. I’m still getting used to the idea that it’s okay to be in a poly relationship and that, even though Em is with Auggie and me, I don’t have to feel jealous.

      I’m not jealous. Things have been great between Em and me since last Sunday, and I know from the sappy grin on his face that they’ve been good between him and Auggie too.

      Auggie is coming to the flat this evening while I’m swimming. I wonder if he’ll stay over this time. He hasn’t yet, but it’s a step they’re going to want to take soon, and I’m surprisingly okay with that. Auggie isn’t a threat. He isn’t my competition. He’s someone else who makes Em happy.

      Tuesday is our check-in day to ensure we all want to continue our vee relationship. I get tummy butterflies thinking about how that’s going to go. I doubt any of us are going to back out of it, but will any of us ask for more?

      “The suspense is killing me. Why are we here?” Auggie asks.

      “It’s Em’s birthday on Thursday.”

      “It is? He didn’t say anything.”

      “He doesn’t like people making a fuss of him. But I figured you should know and thought you might like to look for presents together. Or maybe we could look for something we can give him together.” Is that a weird suggestion to make?

      Auggie grins. “I’d like that. Thanks.”

      “You would?”

      “Yes, I think it’s a great idea.”

      I breathe out. “Great. Uh, let’s go.”

      We walk side by side out of the bus station. Auggie’s fingertips graze against mine. I should pull away, but I don’t want to.

      “Why doesn’t Emory like people making a fuss of him on his birthday?”

      “He never has done. He’s always preferred the day to be low-key. It’s who he is.”

      “What about you?”

      “I had parties most years in primary school, but once I got to high school, I preferred to do something casual with a handful of friends.”

      “Like?”

      “Go to the cinema, or order pizza and watch films. That kind of thing.” I nudge his shoulder with my own. “What about you?”

      “My birthday is during term time, so I was at boarding school. We tended to make a fuss of each other on birthdays because we were all in the same boat.”

      “How?”

      “We’d decorate the dorm and use our allowance to buy extra sweets and a cake so we could have a party during free time. Once we were in sixth form and were allowed to leave school grounds on our own, we’d go out for a meal or bowling.”

      My heart aches for him. Even though it sounds like he had fun, I can’t imagine my family not being there on my birthday. Even now they’ll insist on seeing me as close as possible to the actual day.

      “John Lewis?” Auggie asks, pointing at the large department store across the road.

      I shake my head. “I don’t think we’ll find anything for Em there.”

      “Probably not. We need to find some nerdy gifts. Isn’t there a gift store-type place in Trinity?”

      “That’s where I was thinking of going.”

      “Great minds think alike.”

      I smile.

      “How did you two meet? I know you’ve been friends for years, but there must be a story behind you becoming friends.”

      I tilt my head. “There must?”

      “There’s always a story.”

      “I guess that’s true.”

      “Tell me yours.”

      “We went to primary school together. We’d been in the same class since reception but didn’t register on each other’s radars until year five.”

      “What happened?”

      “PE.”

      Auggie raises his eyebrows. “PE?”

      “Yes. In the autumn term, we did a lot of team games. The teacher would choose captains, and they got to take turns picking kids to be on their team.”

      Auggie shudders. “God, I used to hate that. I was never one of the first to be picked. I was never last either, which was something. I bet you were always picked first.”

      I nod.

      “And Emory?”

      “Last.”

      A muscle twitches in Auggie’s cheek, and his jaw hardens.

      “I hated it too. I realised the same kids were being picked last every week. So when it was my turn to be team captain, those were the people I chose first. Starting with Em.” We stop at a crossing, and I scuff the toe of my shoe against the pavement. “Afterwards, Em came to talk to me. He said he’d never been picked first in PE. Not once. I can’t imagine how shitty that would feel. So for the rest of primary school, every time I was made team captain, I’d pick those same kids.”

      Auggie’s smile is sappy.

      “What?”

      He lifts his hand as though he’s going to graze his knuckles over my cheek but drops it without touching me. “That was a nice thing to do.”

      “I don’t know about that, but it felt like the right thing to do. And hey, I got a best friend out of it, and we even won a few games of rounders in the summer term of year six.”

      The red man switches to green, and a beeping sound fills the air, letting us know it’s safe to cross the road.

      “Besides, Em paid me back tenfold by helping me keep on top of my homework when I got selected for the city’s swimming team.”

      “Speaking of swimming, we’re coming to watch you next weekend. I booked our hotel yesterday.”

      “You’re sharing a room?”

      “Is that okay?”

      “Why wouldn’t it be?”

      “Emory and I haven’t spent the night together yet. I wasn’t sure how you’d feel about it.”

      I nip my bottom lip between my teeth. “You could have done. You should. I know Em would like you to. Don’t let me stop you. Have I done something to make you think I wouldn’t want you to?”

      He squeezes my shoulder, grounding me. “No. Relax. This relationship dynamic is new for all of us. There’s bound to be bit of tiptoeing around each other, at least to start with.”

      “You make Em happy.”

      “So do you.”

      “Not in the same way.”

      “True, but you make him happy in ways I never could.”

      I snort. “I think you’ve got that the wrong way around.”

      “Let’s agree with both giving him something the other can’t.” Auggie winks, and my stomach flutters.

      We find the gift store we’d thought of and browse the shelves and rails. For the most part, it’s full of tacky gifts, but there are some gems to be found.

      “What about this?” Auggie shows me a mug with ‘Ah! The Element of Surprise’ on it. The ‘Ah!’ is printed in the style of the periodic table.

      I snort-laugh. “That’s brilliant. But if we’re getting him a mug, he needs a coaster to go with it.”

      I quickly thumb through the ones on the shelf beside me, eventually settling on one that has the symbol for pi in the centre and its numerical value in a spiral around it.

      “Perfect.” Auggie scratches his jaw. “We could put together a gift basket of nerdy things.”

      “Things to make Em smile?”

      “Exactly. I saw a T-shirt I think he’d like. It’s over here.”

      I follow him to the back of the shop. After a moment of searching, he pulls a T-shirt off the rail which says ‘Two kinds of nerds: May the force be a: equal to mass times acceleration or b: with you.’

      “Which would he pick?” Auggie asks.

      My chin trembles as I press my lips together so I don’t burst out laughing again. “Probably both.”

      We spend the next hour choosing gifts for Em. We go overboard, but there are too many things in the store that we’re sure he’ll appreciate. Every time Auggie shows me something he’s found, my heart melts. Either he knows Em better than I thought, or the two of us are on the same wavelength as far as nerdy gifts are concerned. Maybe it’s a bit of both. Either way, it makes me warm inside.

      “Do you know anywhere that makes custom keyrings?” I ask after we’ve gone through the till.

      “Maybe one of the key-cutting places will. Or there’s a photography shop. They might. We could look in the market too. Why?”

      “Just an idea for one last present. It’s fine. I’ll sort it out another day.”

      “Are you going to let me in on your idea?”

      I shake my head. “No. Not this one.”

      He waggles his eyebrows, making me laugh. “Intriguing. Let me buy you lunch. Then we can find a box to put Emory’s presents in.”

      “You don’t have to.”

      “I know, but I want to.” His smile is infectious.

      The restaurants in Trinity are crazy busy, so we end up on the other side of town, near the concert arena, at an expensive all-you-can-eat Japanese.

      “Don’t worry about the cost. It’s my treat. I’m a spoilt rich kid, remember?” Auggie grins, but there’s a hint of sadness in his voice.

      “If you’re sure—”

      “I am.”

      I shift my weight from foot to foot. We’re two friends going out for lunch. That’s all there is to it, so why does it feel like a date? I shove the thought out of my head. It’s not. We’re the ends of the vee. Our relationships are with Em, not each other. But we can be friends. And friends are allowed to have lunch together.

      There are fake sakura trees in the centre of the restaurant, some with pink petals and others with blue. The lighting is low, and the vibe is friendly. We’re given a tablet with the menu, which is how we order. The choice is great, and the food comes rapidly after we’ve ordered our first round.

      “How did you know this place existed?” I ask.

      “We ate here when my parents dropped me off at uni at the start of Freshers Week last year. It’s the one and only time they’ve come to Leeds.”

      “They don’t visit?”

      “They’re busy with work. It’s fine.”

      “Is it?”

      “I’m used to them not being around. But you don’t need to listen to my family woes. Let’s forget my parents and enjoy the food. How’s the sushi?”

      I ordered cucumber sushi. “It’s great. I’ve never had it before.”

      “Not brave enough to try some with raw fish?”

      I must pull a face because Auggie cracks up laughing.

      “I’ll take that as a no. That’s fine. There’s plenty of other stuff to try. I recommend the salt-and-pepper chicken wings or the salt-and-pepper bean curd.” He does a chef’s kiss.

      “Can you cook stuff like this?”

      “I’ve not tried. Yet. I should.”

      “When did you get into cooking?”

      “At school. We had lessons, but we also had study time to fill. Some of that was meant to be homework time, but there were also clubs. I joined the cooking one.”

      I eat some of the vegetable tempura, which is vegetables deep-fried in a light batter. It’s melt-in-your-mouth amazing. “But your parents don’t know how much you enjoy cooking?”

      “Don’t know. Don’t care. Someone needs to take over the business, and I’m an only child, so—”

      “Me too. I mean, I’m an only child. There’s no family business for me to take over.”

      Auggie raises his bottle of beer and toasts the air. “That means we’ve got something in common.”

      “We have at least two things in common.”

      Auggie raises his eyebrow.

      “Em.”

      “Technically, three things. We’re both doing science degrees.”

      “Neither of us likes high school movies all that much.”

      He laughs. “But we’ll both watch them to make Emory happy. I prefer horror movies.”

      “Ugh, really?”

      “Yeah. I think it comes from sleeping in a dorm.”

      “They let you watch horror movies at boarding school?”

      Auggie snorts and pauses to eat some raw salmon sushi. “Nah. But we stayed awake after lights out and sat under blankets, with torches illuminating our faces, and told each other ghost stories. The idea was to scare the shit out of each other.”

      I shudder. “That doesn’t sound like fun.”

      “It was great.” His eyes have gone dewy. “Let’s order some more food. I want to try as many dishes as possible. Then I can plan a Japanese-style meal for you and Emory.”

      “Don’t you mean Emory?”

      “Um. No. I don’t think I did. Unless you don’t want me to cook for you.”

      Do I? The Indian meal he cooked was the best I’ve ever tasted. But he’s Em’s boyfriend. I have to keep reminding myself of that, no matter how date-like this meal feels. We’re friends. Em’s boyfriends having a meal out together. That’s totally normal, right? And Auggie can cook for me, as I’m his friend. Just like the three of us watched movies together last night. And I fell asleep on Auggie. With my head in his lap.

      “Casey?”

      “I was staring into space, wasn’t I?”

      “Pretty much. Pick some more food.” He hands me the tablet.

      I pick three dishes that look interesting. Auggie has already chosen his, so I hit the order button. I finish the vegetable tempura while we wait for more food to arrive.

      “I’ll plan a meal anyway. Let me know if you want to eat with us. It’s cool if you don’t.”

      “I do.”

      Why would I want to miss out on amazing food and good company? The more I get to know Auggie, the more I like him. It’s easy to understand why Em has fallen for him. Whoever was texting him last night is an idiot for not seeing how great Auggie is.

      “More food.” Auggie rubs his hands together. “We should try each other’s dishes.”

      “Okay. I’m up for that. Unless there’s raw fish involved. That’s my line in the sand.”

      “Noted. No raw fish when I cook for you and Emory.” He uses chopsticks to pick up a prawn and then leans across the table. “Open wide.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Yes. Open wide.”

      I do, and he feeds me the prawn. It feels more couply than it has any right to.

      “You should bring Em here.”

      “I will. I was thinking of taking him bowling this evening. He likes bowling, doesn’t he?”

      “Yes, but he’s not very good at it.”

      “Being crap at it is half the fun. I have to have the guard rails up.”

      “Really?”

      “Yup. If I don’t, every single ball will end up in the gutter, so Em will be in good company.”

      “You’ll have a great time.” I push my plate of teriyaki beef towards him.

      He takes a piece with his chopsticks and eats it. “This is good. I’m adding this to my list of dishes to learn how to cook.”

      “You’re going to have a long list by the time we leave here.”

      “I’m sure you and Emory will have fun trying them. Eat up, and then we can order more. We have a thirty-dish limit. Each. And I want to reach it.”

      I widen my eyes. “No way are we going to be able to eat thirty dishes each.”

      “Between us? And they all have to be different.”

      I bob my head from side to side. “Yeah, I’m up for that challenge.”

      “Great. Game on.”

      We talk, laugh, and eat until our table time is up. My chest has a bubbly lightness, and I can’t stop smiling.

      Afterwards, we go to a card shop and find a gift box big enough for all Em’s presents. We also get wrapping paper and a card, which we sign.

      “Should I take everything back to mine?” Auggie asks as we reach the bus station.

      A quick check of the arrivals board tells me we’ll have a ten-minute wait before one of us can catch a bus.

      “That would be best. I wouldn’t have anywhere to hide this much stuff.”

      He laughs. “We’re spoiling him.”

      “We are. Thanks for today.” I hug him. Not a bro hug but a proper hug.

      “I had fun. We should hang out more often.” He can’t hug me back because his hands are full of bags, whereas I’m only carrying one. How did that happen?

      “I’d like that.”

      He purses his lips. “As friends?”

      The way he says it suggests that’s not all he wants. My heart patters.

      “I fancy you. You know that, don’t you?”

      “It’s the Speedos, isn’t it?” I ask, injecting lightness and humour into my voice.

      He puts the bags on the ground around his feet. “Partly. Tuesday, when we have our check-in, will you consider being a triad? I want to date you and Emory.”

      I bite my lip. “It’s a bit soon, isn’t it? We’re only figuring this dynamic out.”

      He steps closer. “Emory and I want more than a vee.”

      I look away. “I know.” My voice is a rough whisper.

      “Can you see yourself wanting more?”

      I shrug and nod at the same time.

      Auggie laughs. “I’m not sure that answer helps.”

      I turn my face and meet his stare. “Yes. I think so. I’m still kinda confused, though.”

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be pressuring you.”

      “You’re not. You’re telling me how you feel. That’s not the same thing at all.”

      He smiles as relief flits through his eyes. “I want to kiss you.”

      I swallow.

      He puts his hands on my hips. “Can I?” His dark blue gaze bores into mine, making it hard to breathe.

      The butterflies are back, as crazy as when Em cups my cheek or grazes his fingers over my skin. A kiss will probably add to my confusion, but knowing that doesn’t stop me from wanting it.

      “Yes.”

      Auggie leans forward and presses his mouth to mine. He applies more pressure than I was expecting, but it’s nice. Lovely, even. My lips tingle. I put my hand on his waist, partly for contact but also to steady myself. His tongue brushes over my lips. I pull back, rubbing my neck.

      “Sorry,” Auggie says.

      I gesture to his mouth. “I’ve never—It’s fine.”

      How do I feel about the concept of French kissing? The kisses I’ve shared with Em have all been of the closed-mouth variety. Even when he got carried away in bed on Thursday night, he didn’t use his tongue. A busy bus station probably isn’t the right place to find out whether it’s something I like or not. Would kissing like that help me feel closer to Em and Auggie? Would it make me feel more like Em’s boyfriend? I suck in a breath and close my eyes. That’s not the right way to think.

      Auggie rubs my arm. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes. Just having a minor freak-out about kissing with tongues. Sorry.”

      “Don’t apologise. I shouldn’t have tried to kiss you like that without warning. It was my mistake. I’m the one who should be sorry.”

      I put my hand up. “We’re going to go round in an everlasting apology circle if we’re not careful.”

      He laughs. “Let’s not do that.”

      “The first part of the kiss was nice.”

      “Nice enough to do again?”

      I nod, and he leans in and kisses me.

      I touch my lips. “I’ll think about it.”

      His brow furrows. “About what?”

      “Changing our vee into a triad. I’ll think about it.”

      “Thank you. Do you have evening training on Thursday?” Auggie asks in a thoughtful tone.

      “No.”

      “You and Emory should come to mine to celebrate his birthday. I’ll cook. Maybe you could stay over. Bring your swimming stuff. Then you can go straight to training in the morning.”

      “Stay over?” Has he missed the part where I said I’d think about being in a triad with him and Em? I’m not there yet.

      “If you’re not comfortable sleeping over, that’s fine. If it helps, my house has three bedrooms. We could all sleep in separate rooms. Or you and Em could share.”

      “Won’t your housemates have something to say about us hijacking their rooms?”

      “I live alone.”

      “You—why didn’t I know that?”

      “It hasn’t come up in conversation.”

      “You and Em could share.”

      “Right. Three rooms give us options.”

      Knowing I’d have my own room makes me relax, except it’s not that simple. “We’re travelling to Sheffield on Friday. The first session of the competition starts at six, and Josh wants us there and checked into our hotel in plenty of time.”

      “That’s fine. Bring everything you’ll need with you.”

      “Okay. I’ll bring my things and tell Em to bring his.”

      “Great. The two spare rooms only get used when I have parties.”

      “People have sex in them?”

      “And crash in them when they’re drunk. I’ll make sure both beds have clean sheets on in case neither of you wants to share. I mean, I’d like you to. Both of you. Share with each other. Or with me. But you might not want to. Emory might not want to.”

      I press my hand over my mouth to repress a laugh.

      “What?”

      “I’ve never seen you get flustered before.”

      He cups my cheek. “I’ve never wanted to date someone on the ace spectrum before. I know we’re not dating. But maybe we will soon. I’m trying not to fuck up here.”

      Hi again, butterflies. My knees have gone weak too. “You and me both, but I think we’re doing okay,” I whisper.

      “Yes. I think we are.” He glances at the departure board. “My bus is here. I’d better go.”

      “Thanks for today, Auggie.”

      “Thanks for suggesting it. I’ve had a lot of fun.”

      “Yeah, me too.”

      He takes the bag I’m holding from me and picks the others up. “I’ll get these wrapped and ready for Thursday. We’re going to spoil Emory rotten on his birthday.”

      I wait for his bus to leave and then walk into town. I need to buy one more gift. As I search for a shop that can make custom keyrings, I think about what happened with Auggie today. The time we spent together, the brief kisses we shared. Aborted French kiss aside, it was fun and relaxed, and yes, lunch felt like a date. He made me smile. Simply being around him made my tummy flutter at times, especially when he cupped my cheek. I feel safe when I’m with him. I’m pretty certain it all adds up to one conclusion: I like Auggie as more than a friend.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            21

          

          

      

    

    







            AUGGIE

          

        

      

    

    
      As I travel to Emory and Casey’s flat on Tuesday for our agreed check-in, I dwell on what happened between Casey and me at the bus station on Saturday. I regret half of our final conversation, if not all of it. I pressured him. I’d told myself I wouldn’t, but I did anyway. Telling him how I felt. Kissing him. Almost putting my tongue in his mouth. What the fuck was I thinking?

      I wasn’t thinking. Not with my head anyway. But not with my dick either. I rub my chest. I was still an idiot. Now I’m terrified I’ve done the opposite of what I intended. What if I’ve scared him off?

      It’s why I didn’t stay at the flat on Saturday night, even though Emory asked me to. We had a great evening together. We went bowling, which was hilarious because we were both hopeless at it. I don’t think anyone has ever got a worse score than the two of us. We spent more time laughing and kissing than bowling. When we did toss balls down the aisle, our efforts were half-hearted and hampered by fits of giggles. I’ve never had so much fun bowling in my life.

      Afterwards, we went to his flat, and I cooked dinner and then we watched a film. Okay, a film was on. It was terrible, so we ended up making out on the sofa and then frotting in his bedroom, which was insanely hot. Plus, I got to see his orgasm face again. Watching a cute nerd in glasses come undone is insanely sexy. But I left before Casey got home from swimming. Not because I didn’t want to see him, but because I knew I’d fucked up.

      I spent yesterday evening with Emory too. We played some board games and chatted. Everything was relaxed and easy, but once again, I avoided running into Casey. I’m such a coward.

      Now I’ve got no choice but to face him and hope I haven’t ruined things between the three of us.

      My heart flutters as I ring their intercom. Emory buzzes me up. My nerves only get worse as I ride the lift to their floor and then knock. Emory greets me with a kiss.

      I sniff the air as I step inside and shut the door. “Something smells nice.”

      Casey looks out of the kitchen. “It’s my turn to cook for you. It won’t be long.” He grins and ducks back inside.

      That’s a good sign, isn’t it? Casey seems cheerful and relaxed. Maybe I didn’t fuck up after all.

      “You look nervous,” Emory says.

      I join him on the sofa. “I’ve never done one of these relationship check-ins before. I’ve never had a relationship before.”

      He holds my hand. “None of us have. I don’t think there’s anything to worry about. It’s been a great week, hasn’t it?”

      “For you. You’ve had two men at your disposal,” I tease, leaning forward to kiss him.

      Pink splashes across his face, creating blotchy patches over his cheeks and nose. “It’s been nice.” He glances at the kitchen door. Then he looks at me with concerned eyes. “You’ve been okay with it, haven’t you?”

      I nod. “Yes.”

      “Then there’s nothing to worry about.”

      “Do you know where Casey’s head is at?” I ask.

      “On my shoulders, where it’s supposed to be,” Casey says from the kitchen doorway. He’s carrying a tray with three bowls on it. “I hope you like stir-fry.”

      “I love it.” I hold my nose to stop myself from laughing at his deadpan comment, but it still escapes.

      He brings the tray over, and we each take a bowl.

      “It’s not as fancy as the stuff you cook. Just chicken, vegetables, and a packet of sauce.” He puts the tray on the carpet and sits beside it.

      I get control of my laughter so I can grab a bowl and taste the food. “It’s great.”

      “I burn the wok when I cook stir-fry,” Emory says.

      Casey sniggers. “That’s why you keep me around, isn’t it?”

      “One of the reasons.”

      Casey nods to me. “But Auggie is the best cook.”

      “In the world,” I agree, which makes us all laugh.

      The tension I was feeling when I arrived is lifting off my shoulders. Things seem relaxed and comfortable, which I’m glad about. Even so, banter and laughter can’t alleviate all my worries or my guilt.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, unable to contain it any longer.

      “For what?” Emory asks.

      “Casey knows.”

      Casey tilts his head. “I do?”

      “What happened on Saturday.”

      Emory looks between us. “You saw each other on Saturday?”

      Casey widens his eyes a fraction in a ‘shut up’ kind of way. “We bumped into each other in town.”

      Oh, shit, yeah. Our birthday present-buying expedition is meant to be a secret.

      “Yeah. We bumped into each other, and I was an idiot and tried to kiss Casey.”

      Casey dips his chin. “Tried?”

      “Okay, I did kiss you.”

      “You did?” Emory’s eyes are big as he looks at me and then Casey like he’s watching a tennis match. “Does that mean—? Do you two want to—? Are we going to—?”

      “You might want to finish a sentence,” I say.

      “It’s something we should talk about,” Casey says. It looks like he’s better at understanding Emory’s unfinished sentences than I am. “It was a nice kiss.”

      Except for the part where I tried to put my tongue down his throat. I know he didn’t like that.

      Emory splays his fingers over his thigh. “I know it’s only been a week, but we’ve made a vee relationship work so far. Haven’t we?”

      Casey and I nod.

      “There’s been no jealousy?” Emory asks.

      “No. Which I wasn’t expecting, to be honest. I thought I would feel jealous, knowing you two were hanging out and probably doing stuff I’ll never be interested in.” Casey takes a breath as he moves his stir-fry around the bowl with his fork. “A week ago, I was convinced that we’d start as a vee but that you two would end up as a couple and I’d be friend-zoned.” He stares at his half-eaten food.

      “And now?” Emory asks.

      “I’m more confident we can make this work. Going on a date helped.”

      Emory smiles. “Doing something romantic?”

      “Yes. If we’d acted the same all week, I’d have wondered what the point of the vee was. But we didn’t. And being romantic with you was really, really nice.” He shovels some noodles, vegetables, and chicken into his mouth and stares at the floor while he eats.

      “What about kissing Auggie? There must be something between the two of you if you kissed. Friends don’t kiss.”

      “I kissed him,” I say.

      “I let you. I wanted you to,” Casey says.

      Beside me, Emory holds his breath.

      “I liked it. You’re a good kisser. You’re both good kissers. Not that I have anything to compare to, but you both give me butterflies, so I think that means I’m attracted to both of you.” Casey eats another huge mouthful of stir-fry.

      I’m pretty sure he’s eating to quell his nerves. I can relate.

      “What about you?” Emory asks me.

      “Hey, it’s no secret that I fancy Casey. It’s the Speedos.” I wink.

      Casey laughs.

      Emory releases his breath with a sigh. “Those Speedos.”

      The tiniest trace of pink surfaces on Casey’s cheeks.

      “It’s more than that,” I say. “You’re a great guy. I fancy all of you, not just your body.”

      “Yeah, I got that. I’m open to a triad relationship, but I do have some reservations.” Casey puts his empty bowl on the tray, pulls his knees to his chest, and wraps his arms around them.

      “You are? You do?” Emory asks.

      Casey rests his chin on his knees. “I’m worried all of this is moving too fast and that I might get left behind when you both realise you need more than romance with a partner. I don’t want to be the third wheel in your relationship.”

      Emory puts his bowl on the carpet, slides off the sofa, and rests his hands on Casey’s knees. “You won’t be. Sex isn’t everything.”

      Casey sighs. “I know.”

      I put my bowl down and join them. “It’s one part of a relationship. And yes, that’s something Emory and I will share that’s unique to the two of us. But you and Emory have something I’ll never be part of too.”

      Casey lifts his head. “We do?”

      “A shared history. I can’t compete with the years the two of you have known each other. I’ll never be able to join in when you talk about school and your shared experiences. But that’s okay because you and I have something Emory isn’t part of.”

      “We do?”

      “Yeah. Bonding over feeling intellectually inferior to him.”

      “Hey,” Emory objects.

      “I was complimenting you.”

      “Uh-huh. It didn’t sound like it.” He crosses his arms and fake pouts.

      “You’re adorable right now,” I tell him.

      “You really are,” Casey agrees.

      I adopt a more serious tone. “We’re all going to feel insecure at some point or another as we find our feet in this relationship. It’s not something any of us has done before. We don’t have poly role models around us to take notes from. But if we communicate, we can figure it out together.”

      Emory nods. “Maybe we are moving a bit fast, but does it matter if we’re all on the same page? If a triad is something we all want, why don’t we go for it? We can always switch back to a vee if it doesn’t work out.”

      Casey knocks his thumb against his chin. “Would we?”

      “Yes,” Emory replies. “Because we’re adults.”

      I snort. “That’s debatable. We’re nineteen. We’re not known for always thinking rationally.”

      “Speak for yourself.” Emory’s tone is teasing.

      I put my hand on the back of his neck and pull him to me for a searing kiss, which is all tongues and clashing teeth.

      “Sorry, I got carried away,’ I say to Casey.

      He shakes his head. “It’s fine. Kissing in front of me is fine.”

      “Is kissing you fine too?”

      He nods, so I shuffle closer and press a long kiss to his lips. “In case it wasn’t obvious, I’d love to be in a triad with the two of you.”

      “So would I, but you knew that already,” Emory says.

      “It was kind of obvious,” I say.

      Casey holds his thumb and forefinger five millimetres apart. “Just a little.”

      Emory blushes. “So, is that what we’re going to do?”

      We exchange glances.

      “Yes,” I say.

      Casey nods.

      “And what about more check-ins? Do we need to have another chat a week from now?” Emory asks.

      Casey grimaces. “A check-in would be good, but maybe not a week from now. I’ll be exhausted after a weekend of swimming.”

      “Fair point,” Emory says.

      I squeeze Casey’s shoulder. “How about in a fortnight? Or in a month? Or we could agree to talk if anything is bothering us or doesn’t seem to be working. This check-in was the right thing to do, but Emory is right. We are adults. We can communicate without having a set time to do it.”

      “I thought you were an immature nineteen-year-old?” Emory teases.

      I stick my tongue out at him.

      He giggles. “So mature.”

      Casey shakes his head. “How have I ended up being the most mature person in the room?”

      I make eye contact with Emory and grin. “Hug tackle?”

      “Hug tackle,” he agrees.

      “Huh?” Casey asks right before we launch ourselves at him, wrap our arms around him, and drive him to the floor.
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      It’s Wednesday evening, but I’ve lost track of time kissing Auggie in a post-orgasm haze. The front door clicks as it closes.

      I break our kiss and grin. “Casey’s home.” My door isn’t shut, but it’s not wide open either.

      I climb over Auggie, tucking my cock into my pants as I go to open it. I’m aware of Auggie doing the same behind me. Not that I want to hide what happened between us, but I know Casey doesn’t want to see our limp cocks when he walks into my room.

      “Casey?” I call.

      “In here.” His voice comes from the kitchen, so he’ll be putting his swimming things into the washing machine.

      I join Auggie on the bed, settling into his arms once more.

      A moment later, Casey appears at my door. “Hey, Em. Hey, Auggie. Good evening?”

      “Auggie cooked for me.”

      “It was nothing special,” Auggie says.

      Casey chuckles. “Probably more special than if Em had cooked for you. He’s not a great cook.”

      “I’m not that bad.”

      He arches an eyebrow.

      “Okay, fine, you’re better than me. And Auggie is a better cook than us both.”

      “That’s true.” Casey gestures to Auggie. “Careful, or you’ll be cooking for us all the time.”

      “I like cooking,” Auggie replies.

      “Join us?” I stretch my fingers out to Casey.

      Auggie and I scoot apart so there’s space for Casey between us. My bed is a single, which is all that will fit alongside the desk, so having three people on it at the same time will be cosy. Casey kneels on the end of the bed and crawls up it to lie between us. We put our arms around him.

      “Double snuggles,” I say with a contented sigh.

      “So nice,” Casey agrees. “But I’m not sure how to lie.” Right now, he’s on his back, staring at the ceiling. “Normally I’d—” He gestures to my chest. “But then I’d have my back to Auggie.”

      “Do whatever feels natural,” Auggie says.

      My heart flutters. He’s so damn sweet.

      Casey rolls onto his side, rests his head on my chest, and puts his arm over my stomach. It’s the way we always snuggle. Auggie moves onto his side and spoons Casey’s back.

      “Tell me if this isn’t okay,” Auggie whispers.

      “It’s nice.”

      “How was practice?” I ask, stroking Casey’s hair.

      “Hard work. We’re focusing on getting ready for Sheffield now. I mean, we were always focusing on that, but the friendly against York was a welcome distraction.”

      “You must be tired,” Auggie says.

      “Yeah, but it’s a good kind of tired. I know I tried my best. My times were good, and I even got a compliment from Josh.”

      “You must have done well.”

      Auggie gives me a questioning look.

      “Josh isn’t the most positive of guys.”

      “No, but the team has been doing well since he was made captain, so he must be doing something right. What have you two been up to? Other than eating dinner.”

      Heat rises to my cheeks, which would be all the answer Casey needs if his head wasn’t tucked against my chest.

      “Auggie gave me a blow job.” My voice comes out as an excited whisper. “It was amazing. And then I jacked him off.” I haven’t built up the courage to suck him off yet.

      Casey squeezes me. What does that mean? He’s not telling me to shut up, which I take as a positive sign. It sounds awful in my head, but it’s hard for me to understand why he wouldn’t want to experience the thrill of having another’s guy’s mouth on his cock. He probably doesn’t get why I’m so excited about it.

      “I want to kiss you,” I tell him.

      Casey tilts his face up so I can lean down to give him a closed-mouth kiss. It’s long, tender, and soft. His lashes flutter as I pull away and smile at him.

      “That was lovely.” He lays his head on my chest again.

      I smile and kiss his hair.

      “That’s nice too.” He half rolls, so he’s semi-facing Auggie.

      Auggie seems to know exactly what Casey wants. He pushes up onto his elbow and kisses Casey. Even though it’s a sweet kiss, watching them still turns me on. They look stunning together, especially as Auggie’s beard scruff creates a red texture on Casey’s chin.

      Auggie pushes up farther and kisses me over Casey. I’m aware of Casey glancing up from the movement of his head. Is he watching us as our mouths open and our tongues connect? Auggie lies down again, and the three of us go back to snuggling.

      After a while, Casey shifts position and snuggles against Auggie. I turn to spoon his back, which is a new experience. I’ve never spooned with anyone. It’s nice being so close to him, having his back resting against my chest. I loop my arm over him and stroke Auggie’s arm. A thrill runs down my spine. We’re in a three-way relationship. Okay, so it’s brand new and tentative and awkward, but I’m lying in bed, cuddling two amazing and beautiful men. The excitement goes straight to my cock. Casey sucks in a breath.

      “Sorry,” I whisper.

      “It’s okay,” he says in an equally quiet voice.

      Auggie raises his eyebrows. My face heats up in response. His eyebrows climb higher, and his mouth forms an understanding O.

      “Do you want me to go while—?” Casey asks.

      “No. I want to stay like this, with both of you,” I reply.

      Auggie grimaces. “As nice as snuggling with you is, I don’t want to fall asleep like this. If one of us so much as breathes, I’ll fall out of bed.”

      Casey and I laugh.

      “You should come to mine soon. My bed is big enough for three, so there wouldn’t be any danger of any of us falling out.”

      “Would your flatmates mind?” Casey asks.

      He snorts. “I don’t have any.”

      “You live alone?”

      “Yes. Dad bought me a house to stay in when I had to move off campus. Of course, what he gives, he can take away as easily, and he probably will if I fail the year.”

      “You won’t. Not with me as your tutor,” I say in a determined voice.

      Auggie laughs. “We’ll see about that. You can lead a horse to water and all that.”

      “He bought you a house?” Casey says, his voice quivering with awe.

      “Yes. He’s rich and is used to London prices, so a house in Leeds was like a drop in the ocean to him. Sorry. I’m an entitled brat.”

      “You don’t need to apologise for who you are,” I say.

      “The point is, I don’t have any housemates to tiptoe around. We can do whatever we want, in whatever room we want.”

      I whimper.

      “We could cuddle in every room. I have a big sofa.”

      “I’d like to come to yours one day.” I tickle Casey. “But we’d have to find a time that fits around your swimming schedule.”

      He squirms and laughs as I tickle him, which does nothing to deflate my erection.

      “How about tomorrow?” Auggie suggests.

      “Casey has to get up early on Friday mornings.”

      “Are there any mornings you don’t have to get up early?” Auggie asks, exchanging a glance with Casey.

      I’m sure he must know tomorrow is my birthday. Casey said he was going to tell him.

      “Yes,” Casey says as he gasps for air.

      I stop tickling him so he can breathe.

      “Three. Wednesday, Saturday, and Sunday. But Wednesday is the only day I don’t have an evening swimming session the day before. Saturday’s practice is the latest. We’re not done in the pool until nine.”

      “Wow. Swimmers aren’t allowed to have a social life, are they? Although I guess nine isn’t that late on a Saturday. There are plenty of late-opening bars and nightclubs. You could party all night, as you don’t have to get up in the morning,” Auggie says.

      “Yeah, I don’t do that. A lot of the team does. They go out after practice on Wednesday and Saturday nights. On Wednesday, they meet up with the polo team, who are either celebrating or commiserating, depending on whether they won their match that day.”

      “You don’t join them?” Auggie asks.

      “I’m not much of a drinker, but I go out with them sometimes. Anyway, if it’s a night when I’ve got swimming the next morning, I’ll bring my kit bag with me. It’s not a problem.”

      Auggie grins. “Tomorrow night, then?”

      I narrow my eyes as I stare at them. They’re planning something.

      Casey covers his mouth as he yawns. “I’m going to go to bed. Have fun. Do everything I wouldn’t do. Night.”

      I catch hold of his arm as he tries to move. “You don’t have to go.”

      He twists to look at me. “I know. Snuggling has been nice, but I am tired. And you’d benefit from some alone time with Auggie. I don’t need to be around while he relieves you.”

      “Don’t need to be or don’t want to be?”

      He blows out a breath. “Both. Watching you would be awkward and weird.”

      “I don’t want you to feel like we’re chasing you away.”

      “You’re not. I’m making a choice. Snuggling was wonderful. Now it’s time for me to sleep.”

      I take the opportunity to peck his lips. He turns to kiss Auggie and then smiles, shuffles down the bed, and leaves.

      I stare at the closed door. “Is he tired, or did he run away because I’m hard?”

      Auggie moves closer and rests his fingers against my jaw. “He’s tired, but he also wanted to give us some space. It’s going to take us a while to get used to what we all want and need.”

      “I want us to fit together perfectly right away, but that wish is unrealistic.”

      “We’ll find our way. One thing you need to work on is not feeling guilty when Casey leaves us so we can get sexy. It’s his choice, Emory. He could stay, but he doesn’t want to.”

      “I know.”

      He cups my cock through my jeans. “Do you want me to help you with this before I go?”

      “You’re leaving too?”

      “I don’t have any clean clothes, and you know me. I’m not much of a morning person. But if you’d rather I stayed and then missed our morning lecture so I can go home and—”

      I press my fingers over his lips. “No. I don’t want you to skip a lecture. Next time, bring some clothes with you so you can stay if you want.”

      Auggie squeezes my cock again. “Am I going home now or later?”

      “Later. I want you to make me come again.”

      He chuckles, kisses me, and undoes my jeans. “With pleasure.”
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        * * *

      

      Casey is gone by the time I wake the next morning. He’s left a Post-it Note on my pillow.

      Happy birthday. See you at Auggie’s after uni. C.

      My grin spreads far wider than it should, considering it’s a cute note. I get a text notification as I’m reading the note for the third time.

      
        
          
            
              
        Auggie

      

      
        Happy birthday.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Are you coming to lectures today?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        And there was me thinking you might play hooky on your birthday.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        No.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Fine. I’ll be there.

      

      

      

      

      

      I chuckle as I imagine him rolling his eyes, but then my smile fades. If only he could do a subject he was invested in. He’d be far less of a slacker if he were interested in the course. Does he hate pharmacology, or has he told himself he doesn’t like it because it’s what his dad wants him to do? I sigh. I can’t do anything about it except help him through the rest of his course.

      The thought makes my heart stutter. We’re not even at the end of the first term in our second year. Am I thinking ahead to the end of our third year? Would it be such a bad thing if I was? Maybe it’s a thought best kept to myself for now.

      I shower, have breakfast, and get to university early. Auggie meets me outside the lecture theatre with two minutes to spare, and we spend the day together. He even lets me tutor him without complaining too much.

      Once we’re done with our lab session in the afternoon, we travel to Auggie’s by bus. I’m confused as we go past the main student zone into a leafy suburban area where the houses are probably eye-wateringly expensive. I’m even more confused when Auggie leads me to a red brick semi-detached house with bay windows and a garage.

      “This is where you live?” I’m gawping, and I know it.

      “Yes. I told you my parents are used to London prices, so this was nothing to them.”

      He opens the door and leads me inside. It’s surprisingly neat, tidy, and clean for a student house, especially one that’s used for parties. Not that Casey and I are slobs, far from it. I sniff and inhale the scent of air freshener.

      “Do you have a cleaner?”

      Auggie chuckles. “Busted. Courtesy of my parents. They want to be able to sell this place when I graduate, so they don’t want it to be a revolting cesspit. Their words, not mine. And we’re back to the topic of me being an entitled brat.”

      “You’re not.”

      “I am.”

      We go into the lounge-diner, which is open plan except for an archway between the two spaces. A bright blue box sits on the dining table, with a ribbon tied around it and presents sticking out of it. I was right. Casey and Auggie have been planning something together. I didn’t expect a box full of gifts. My men are amazing.

      “You can’t look at that until Casey gets here.” Auggie puts his hands on my shoulders and steers me so my back is to the dining room. “What do you think?”

      “It’s beautiful.”

      In a show-home kind of way. The walls have been painted in stone brown, and there’s a thick beige carpet. A large leather sofa dominates the room, and a huge TV takes up the wall where a fireplace used to be. Auggie hasn’t personalised the space at all. If he hadn’t told me this was his house, I’d have thought a middle-aged couple lived here.

      Auggie rubs the back of his neck. “It’s perfect for parties, although my parents disapprove of me throwing those. My neighbours aren’t a huge fan either.”

      I frown. “I know you invited us to a party when we first met, but you haven’t had one since, have you?”

      Auggie threads his forefingers through my belt loops. “No.”

      My frown deepens. “If you enjoy them—”

      He silences me with a kiss. “I haven’t wanted to. I haven’t felt like anything’s been missing recently.”

      I widen my eyes. “But you did before?”

      He pecks my lips. “All the damn time. I don’t know what it is about you, nerd boy, or our loveable jock, but being with you makes me feel—” He purses his lips and looks at the ceiling. “Settled.”

      I stare at him while my heart beats fast enough to power a lightbulb.

      “What?”

      I shake my head, put my hand on his nape, and tug him to me for a kiss that rocks me to my core. It’s the only way I can show him what his words mean to me.

      “Wow. I like this version of you. You can kiss me like that whenever you want.”

      My face ignites.

      He tucks his knuckle under my chin. “Aw, don’t be embarrassed. It was amazing. You should be assertive more often.”

      “I’ll try.”

      He grins. “When will Casey get here?”

      I check my watch. “He has a lecture until five, so he’ll be an hour at least.”

      “Damn. I’ll have to think of a way to keep you away from those presents.”

      “I’ll be good.”

      “Did I say anything about you being good?”

      “I meant I’ll be good and not touch my presents.”

      “That’s okay, then. Does that mean you want to be naughty in other ways while we wait?”

      I dip my gaze and bite my bottom lip. “I was wondering if—” I stumble over my words as my tongue ties itself in knots. My face gets hotter. “If you might— If you would—”

      Auggie kisses me. “Does that help?”

      “No, but it was nice. Would you teach me how to suck your cock?” My request rushes out as a connected jumble that’s probably impossible to decipher.

      Auggie’s eyebrows climb upwards and disappear beneath his messy hair.

      “Please?”

      He steps back and does an elaborate bow that wouldn’t be amiss at a fairy tale ball. “It would be my pleasure. But first—” He scoops his phone out of his pocket and spends a few seconds searching for something. “I got tested earlier this week. For STDs. I slept around a lot before I met you. While I did use condoms, there’s always a risk. I wanted to know that my test status was negative for whenever you decided you wanted to do more sexy stuff. Like sucking my cock.”

      And my cheeks are burning again.

      He turns his phone around, showing me the results. “I’ll still wear a condom if you want me to.”

      “I didn’t when—” I stumble over my words.

      “You were a virgin.”

      “I still am.”

      He puts his phone away. “You’re not a blow job virgin anymore. Do you want to go to my bedroom? I’ve put clean sheets on the bed.”

      “How romantic.”

      “I am the king of romance.”

      He takes my hand and leads me upstairs into the bedroom above the lounge. The bay window makes it feel bigger, even though an entire wall of fitted wardrobes reduces the floor space. A king-sized bed takes up a lot of room. The sheets might be clean, but the bed hasn’t been made. Clothes hang over a chair, and the laundry basket in the corner is overflowing.

      “Yeah, this room isn’t as neat as downstairs. I’ve banned the cleaner from coming in here. I do run the Hoover over the floor. I even dust.”

      “Downstairs is nice, but this room feels more like you.”

      “A hot mess?”

      “I was going to say cosy and disorganised.”

      “I’m cosy, am I?”

      “Yes.”

      “Cosy. I like it.”

      He closes the curtains. They’re cream and not thick, so although no one can see in or out, they still let light into the room. He holds me and kisses me, which helps to chase away the butterflies that are having a party in my stomach.

      “Do you still want me to teach you how to suck dick?”

      I undo his jeans. “Yes. You make me feel so good when you suck mine. I want to be able to make you feel the same way.”

      He dips his tongue into my mouth as he kisses me. “I’d like that, but take it slow your first few times. Don’t stuff your mouth full of cock, or you might gag.”

      “Right. Slow.”

      He turns us around. “Sit down.”

      I sit on the edge of the bed, which puts my face level with his groin. He slides his jeans and pants around his thighs and steps close so his limp cock is a few centimetres in front of my face. I’ve jacked him off several times, but I still stare at it as if it’s the most beautiful thing in the world. I lick my lips. He told me to go slow, but I have an urge to stretch my lips around his length and take him deep. That’s a good sign, right?

      He strokes himself until his cock is hard, making it an even more beautiful sight. It also reminds my stomach butterflies to stop napping and start partying again.

      “You don’t have to,” he says, which means my nerves are showing on my face.

      “I want to, but I don’t know what to do.” I cover my face with my hands, knocking my glasses askew. “I mean, I know roughly what to do. I’ve watched porn and paid attention when you’ve gone down on me. But it’s not like a handjob. It’s not something I can practise on myself.”

      I lower my hands in time to see Auggie smirk.

      “Actually, I did hook up with a guy who could… never mind.”

      My jaw hits the floor.

      “He was very flexible. He was a gymnast or a dancer. Something like that. I can’t remember. Anyway, it was his party trick, and it was pretty hot watching him suck himself off.”

      “He did it at parties?”

      Auggie laughs. “No! I meant he did it to show off.”

      “Oh. Yes. Of course. Duh.”

      Auggie catches hold of my face and kisses me. “Hey. It’s natural to be nervous.”

      “Were you your first time?”

      “Hell, yeah. I also gagged, but that’s because the guy grabbed my hair and tried to stuff his cock down my throat.”

      I squint. “Was this the same guy who shoved his tongue down your throat the first time you French kissed?”

      “Yeah. That’s the guy.”

      “Why did you keep doing stuff with him?”

      “Because he wanted me.” The laughter has fled from Auggie’s voice. “And I needed to feel wanted, so I kept going back for more, even though it wasn’t great. Besides, it was a series of excellent lessons on what not to do with a guy.”

      “Auggie.” I brush my fingers against his.

      I hate that he was so lonely growing up that he’d let himself be used like that.

      “Let’s not talk about it now. You want a masterclass in sucking cock.”

      Will he ever want to talk about it? Really talk. Not say a few things and then skip onto happier or sexier topics.

      “Make a circle with your thumb and forefinger around the head of my cock,” Auggie instructs with a needy breathiness that turns my brain to mush and makes me almost forget that he sounded so sad a few seconds ago.

      He shivers the moment I do as instructed.

      “Try brushing your lips over it.”

      “Kiss it?”

      “If you want.”

      I kiss the head of his cock.

      “Lick it.”

      I flick my tongue out, barely touching his cock with the tip. His body responds by producing a clear bead of pre-cum. I stare at it. I’ve tasted myself on Auggie’s lips before. Will he taste just as salty? I stick my tongue out and lick with more confidence, lapping the drop of pre-cum. It’s salty but otherwise doesn’t have much taste.

      “Oh, fuck, Emory, that feels so nice.” He tips his head back and lets out a content sigh.

      My heart quivers. I’m bringing him pleasure. I have before, via kissing and handjobs, but this is different. It’s more intimate.

      When another bead of pre-cum appears, I lick that up too.

      “If you want to, try holding the head of my cock in your mouth. Keep your fingers where they are. They’ll stop you from taking too much too fast.”

      I don’t hesitate. I open my mouth and seal my lips around the head of his cock. It’s heavy on my tongue. I have to breathe through my nose. It’s a strange sensation. Not unpleasant, but not breathtakingly awesome either. I release it after a few seconds.

      Auggie tips his head forward and meets my stare. “There’s no right or wrong way to give head. I’m bound to like anything you do. Just no biting, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “Lick, suck, use your mouth like a Hoover. Do whatever feels right. Use your hand to keep control of how much of my cock you want in your mouth. It’s fine if you only want the head in there. It’ll still be an awesome blow job.”

      “Will it? You always take me deep.”

      He strokes my hair. “I’ve had a lot of practice. And, Emory?”

      I look into his eyes, waiting for him to continue.

      “Don’t be surprised if I lose my load fast. This is the first time I’ll have had my cock sucked by someone I care about. Really care about.”

      A shiver snakes down my spine.

      “I’ll tell you before I do. I don’t expect you to swallow my cum. Point my cock at the floor. You probably don’t want a facial either.”

      “A fa—oh! Oh. Will you tell me if I’m doing something wrong?”

      “You won’t do anything wrong.”

      “No teeth.”

      He chuckles. “That’s the only rule. Take a breather if you need to. It’ll give me a chance to get a grip, so I have a hope in hell of lasting. If you only want to suck my cock for a few seconds and then finish me off with your hand, that’s fine too. Any blow job, no matter how long or short, is amazing.”

      I nod, take a breath, and then wrap my mouth around the head of his cock again. I suck. Hollowing out my cheeks makes him go cross-eyed.

      He strokes my hair. “Oh, that’s good. So damn good.”

      I smile at the praise and suck more. Then I move my tongue, but I can’t get the hang of doing both together, so I give up sucking for a while.

      “Fuck, Emory.”

      Even though I’m sitting, I put my hand on his hip to steady myself. His muscles twitch beneath my touch. Is he resisting thrusting into my mouth? Would it be sexy if he did, or too much? I can ask him to fuck my mouth once I’ve got the hang of giving head. Not today, but someday in the future. My heart flutters. I’m doing it again. Thinking of us. Me, Auggie, and Casey having a future.

      I close my eyes so I can concentrate on the feel of his cock and on breathing. That’s important too. His gasps and groans spur me on. I move my thumb and forefinger down his shaft and chase them with my mouth.

      “Emory.” He gasps as I go back to Hoover-like sucking.

      Giving him head is nicer than I expected it to be. I understand why he likes doing it to me so much. It’s amazing to be in control of his pleasure. I let go of his hip, reach between his legs, and grasp his balls.

      “Jesus fucking Christ, Emory. What are you doing to me?” His knees sag.

      Making him come. I squeeze his balls as I move my fingers again and take a bit more of his length into my mouth. It’s not pleasant anymore. I can feel the head of his cock against the back of my throat, which keeps tightening despite my efforts to keep calm and not gag. I pull off, back to that happy place where I’ve got the right amount of his cock in my mouth, and stroke his exposed length.

      “Oh, Emory. That’s fucking amazing.” He groans and tugs my hair for a second before relaxing his grip.

      I squeeze his balls and rub and suck his cock. His heavy ball sack twitches in my palm.

      “Oh, fuck, I’m going to come. Let me go.”

      I open my eyes, release him from my mouth, and point his cock towards the floor as he told me to. His body shudders. He groans, and his cock pulses in my grip. Thick white cum spills onto the carpet between us, soaking into the deep fibres.

      He grasps my shoulder and leans onto it, gasping for breath. “Oh, fuck. That was so good. So fucking good. Did you enjoy it?”

      “Yes. So much. Now what?”

      He leans down and kisses me. “Now you let me take care of you.”
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        * * *

      

      “I’m glad you’re here.” I tug Casey’s hand, pulling him onto the sofa beside me, kiss his lips, and hug him tight.

      “He’s desperate to open his presents,” Auggie says, a smirk in his voice.

      I ignore the jibe. “Your note was so cute this morning. Thank you.”

      Casey runs his fingers through my hair and kisses my forehead. “You’re welcome. Presents?”

      I jump up. “Yes, please.”

      Auggie laughs. “Told you.”

      “I’m surprised you were so patient,” Casey says as we wander into the dining room.

      “I couldn’t open them without you.” I stop and stare at the garden through the patio doors. “Wow. That’s huge.”

      “Are we talking about my dick?” Auggie puts his arms around our shoulders.

      I snort-laugh. “I meant your garden, but now that you mention it—” Not that I have anything to compare his dick to except my own. Oh, and the way Casey’s fills out his Speedos. I make a funny whining noise in my throat.

      “It’s a big garden,” Casey agrees.

      “How long is it?” I ask.

      “Oh, easily ten inches,” Auggie replies.

      I give him a stern look.

      “Forty feet.”

      “Your cock is not ten inches,” I say.

      “It’s ten-man inches.”

      “What does that mean?” Casey asks.

      “Guys have a tendency to overexaggerate the size of things, especially their cock,” Auggie replies.

      Casey lifts one eyebrow. “We do?”

      “Some guys do. It makes us more desirable. Or that’s the theory anyway.”

      Casey makes a face. “But ten inches? I know I’m not into sex, but wouldn’t that be painful?”

      Auggie throws his head back and laughs. “Probably. I’m not sure I want to think about it.”

      I definitely don’t want to think about having ten inches of dick anywhere.

      “Presents?” Auggie says.

      I turn away from the garden and lean on the table. “Where do I start?”

      “With whichever one is closest to you,” Auggie says.

      I pluck a thin, floppy present out of the box and tear off the paper, revealing a blue T-shirt. I laugh at the slogan on the front, hold it up, and turn it to face them. “A. Force is definitely equal to mass times acceleration.”

      Auggie nudges Casey. “You said he’d pick both.”

      “I thought he would.”

      “I like Star Wars, so it was a fair assumption.” I open the next present. It’s a notepad with squared paper. Every page has a right angle marked on it, along with a cat with its front paws on the vertical line and its back paws on the horizontal line. Beneath the cat, it says ‘Purr-Pendicular’.

      “It’s an apology for doodling all over your other notebook,” Auggie says.

      I hug it to my chest. “I love it. Where did you find it?”

      Auggie taps his nose. “That’s our secret.”

      “You got these together?”

      Casey smiles and nods.

      My heart becomes warm and fuzzy. “Ran into each other in town, my arse. That’s what you were up to on Saturday, isn’t it?”

      “Guilty as charged.” Auggie nudges Casey with his shoulder. “It was Casey’s idea.”

      “You two are amazing.”

      “We know.”

      The next present is another T-shirt with ‘What part of’ above lots of mathematical equations and ‘don’t you understand?’ beneath them.

      “Do you understand any of that?” Auggie asks.

      I stare at the equations for a while. “Some of them. This is E equals M C squared. Everyone knows what that is.”

      “Um—”

      “Energy equals mass times the speed of light squared.”

      He shakes his head. “Nope.”

      “It does.”

      “I mean, nope, I don’t understand.”

      “I’ll explain it properly sometime. You must have learnt it at school, so you’ve probably forgotten.”

      “We don’t need to know that for our degree, do we?”

      “No. It’s physics. Pharmacology is biochemistry.” I unwrap two pairs of socks, one with algebra on them and the other with three-dimensional shapes. I take my socks off, put the algebraic pair on, and then wriggle my toes. “They’re a perfect fit.”

      “Almost as if we know your shoe size. Well, Casey does. I could have guessed.”

      Casey smiles.

      My cheeks ache from grinning as I unwrap a coaster with pi on it. Next is a mug with the element of surprise on it. I groan at the joke. “Please tell me you know this isn’t a real element?”

      “It’s not?” Auggie asks in mock shock.

      “We know,” Casey says.

      “I still love it.” I put the mug on the coaster.

      The penultimate gift is a number puzzle. I slot a few pieces in place before taking the last present out of the box. It’s a weighty oblong.

      “I put it in the bottom to save the best until last,” Auggie says.

      I tear the paper off, add it to the pile on the table, and then open the box inside. I gasp. It’s a periodic table of elements in glass, with small pieces of the elements inside. Not all the elements, obviously. The ones that are either liquid or gas at room temperature have three-dimensional representations of what they might look like if captured in time, and symbols mark the radioactive ones.

      “It’s beautiful,” I whisper as a stray tear drips down my cheek.

      Casey uses his crooked finger to wipe the tear away. “I’m glad you like it.”

      “I love it. Thank you.”

      “We wanted to spoil you.”

      They each pick a side and hug me, their hands resting over each other’s.

      “You did. Thank you.” Thank you doesn’t feel like enough, but what else can I say?

      “There is one more gift,” Casey says.

      “There is?” Auggie and I ask in unison.

      “Yes. It’s more a gift for all of us than for you. And it’s kind of dorky and nerdy, so I hope you like them.”

      “Them? Now I’m intrigued,” Auggie says.

      Casey takes a paper bag out of his pocket and tips three key rings onto the table. Each one is a wooden square, representing an element in the periodic table. My heart swells as I look at each one.

      “Our elements. They’re perfect, Casey. Thank you.” I fling my arms around his neck.

      “Our elements?” Auggie asks.

      “Gold.” I hand him the Au keyring.

      “Why the fuck is gold A-U?”

      “It’s derived from the Latin word for gold, which is aurum,” I reply.

      “Uh-huh. I guess it’s true that you learn something new every day.”

      “I certainly did.” My cheeks flush.

      Casey arches his eyebrow.

      “Auggie taught me how to suck cock.”

      Casey widens his eyes. “I guess you’ve had a good birthday, then.”

      “The best.” I pick up the Ca keyring and give it to Casey. “Calcium.”

      “Oh, well, that makes sense. He needs strong bones to be a good swimmer, right?” Auggie says.

      We all laugh.

      “And gold makes sense for me because my family is rich. And both of these elements are the first two letters of our given names. But why isn’t yours E-M?”

      I chuckle. “There isn’t an E-M element.”

      “Well, there should be. Hurry up and find a new element that you can name Emulinium or something.”

      I clutch my stomach as I cackle. “I want to research new medicines, not discover new elements.”

      “Details. Details. What does Es stand for?” Auggie asks.

      “Einsteinium. It was named in honour of Einstein.” Casey replies.

      “Oh, yeah. I get it now. That’s perfect for our nerdy mega-brain. Good job.” He and Casey fist-bump.

      “I love my keyring, thank you.” I kiss Casey softly.

      “I thought we could order pizza and then snuggle on the sofa while watching some films,” Auggie says.

      I gasp. “You’re not going to cook me a birthday meal?”

      “I could if you prefer. Or we could go out to dinner. Whatever you prefer. It’s your day. You should choose.”

      “I was teasing. A pizza and movie night would be great.”

      “Casey has an early start in the morning and a long day, so we could get an early night together,” Auggie says.

      I hug them. “How did I get lucky enough to have two amazing guys?”

      “It’s because you’re wonderful too,” Auggie says.

      “I love you,” Casey says.

      I close my eyes. “I am so happy right now.” I want to bottle this feeling so I can make it last forever. But I can’t, so I’ll have to savour every second of it instead.

      “Pizza,” Auggie says.

      “Snuggles,” Casey whispers.

      “Hey, do I get to pick the films?”

      “Yes. We can watch whatever you want,” Auggie says.

      I rub my hands together. “Great. An evening of American teen movies it is.”
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      The short-course final goes about as well as can be expected from a competition involving every university swimming team in the UK. Our team gets top ten places in several events but no medal placings. I’m happy with fifth place in the one-hundred-metre free stroke, and our mixed medley relay team gets fourth. It’s a long and exhausting weekend, during which I miss Em and Auggie far more than I’d expected to. The crazy thing is, they’re there. I see them watching every time I go out to swim, but I don’t have time to talk to them, because I’m always with the team.

      On Sunday evening, the team coach drops us off at the university, and from there, I get the bus home. I open the door to Auggie and Em kneeling on the sofa, waving banners with my name and ‘Champion’ on them.

      “What’s going on?”

      “We’re welcoming our champion home,” Em says as though it’s obvious.

      “I didn’t win anything.”

      “You will always be a champion in our eyes,” Auggie says.

      I rub the back of my neck. “You two are so dorky.” But I can’t deny my heart has melted into a puddle.

      They abandon their flags and come to hug me. I wrap my arms around them and soak up their tender warmth. Cuddles are the best.

      “Are you tired?” Em asks.

      I nod. The competition was full on. If I wasn’t swimming, I was warming up or cheering on my teammates. Each evening, we ate as a team and then hung out in the hotel bar together, going to bed far too late. When the competition ended, we went for food before boarding the coach to come home.

      “Sore?”

      “A little.”

      They shepherd me to the sofa. Em stands behind me, kneading my shoulders, while Auggie sits cross-legged on the floor, takes my socks off, and massages my foot.

      “What are you doing?”

      “What does it look like we’re doing?” Em asks.

      “Pampering our boyfriend.” Auggie grins.

      “Um—”

      “Don’t you like it?” Em asks.

      “Yes, but I’m confused.”

      “Relax and enjoy,” Auggie says.

      I do, but my thoughts still ping-pong around. Or they do until I succumb to the calming pressure of their hands. I sigh, close my eyes, and let my head sag against the top of the sofa. Em’s hands work the tight knots out of my shoulders while my feet turn to jelly thanks to Auggie’s skilled fingers.

      “So nice.” What have I done to deserve this?

      The weight of Auggie’s thumbs pressing against my instep uncoils something inside me. I groan and then gasp, opening my eyes as I tense and pull away. Auggie’s grip remains firm, not letting me escape. Em stills his hands but leaves them on my shoulders, pushing down slightly, which has a grounding effect.

      “Is something wrong?” he asks.

      “Uh—” Why did I freak out? The massages were lovely, so I don’t think that was the trigger, so what was? Unable to piece it together, I rub my temples.

      “Was it because you groaned?” Auggie asks.

      He’s right. How does he know me better than I know myself?

      “I don’t understand,” Em says.

      “Aren’t groans sexual?” I whisper.

      “They can be. But really, they’re a way of expressing pleasure. You were enjoying it, weren’t you?”

      I nod. “I think I thought you might expect something more from me when I reacted that way. Maybe you’d think you’d found a way to turn me on or something. It’s stupid.”

      Auggie releases my foot and sits beside me on the sofa. He pulls me into his arms so my cheek is resting over his heart. “It’s not stupid. You can’t help the way you feel. Maybe that concern is highlighting something else you’re worried about.”

      Emory lets go of my shoulders and sits on the other side of me. “Is there something else you’re worried about?”

      I reach behind me so I can thread my fingers through Em’s. “I was worried I was going to come home to discover you had decided to be a couple. You’ve spent the weekend together without me. You might have realised that you don’t need me, especially when I can’t give you everything you desire.”

      Em presses his cheek against my back. “Oh, Casey. We missed you.”

      “Being together is great, but it doesn’t feel complete without you,” Auggie says.

      “Which is why we wanted to spoil you when you got home,” Em says.

      “Right. We know how cuddly and tactile you are. Touch is your love language, so we thought you’d enjoy a massage,” Auggie says.”

      “I was enjoying it. I’m sorry I ruined the moment.”

      “You didn’t. We promised we’d communicate, and that’s what we’re doing.”

      “Talk to us,” Em says.

      I suck in a breath. It would be better to tell them what’s in my head rather than bottling it up. “I felt weird over the weekend, knowing you were staying together in a hotel while I was with the team.” I chew the inside of my cheek. What were they going to do? Have separate rooms because I couldn’t be with them?

      “Jealous weird or something else?” Em asks.

      “I guess jealous and insecure. Do you need me?”

      Auggie squeezes me. “Did you miss the part where I said we don’t feel complete without you?”

      “No, but be honest. Would you be happier without me tagging along? You must have had fun at the weekend, being free to do whatever you wanted without worrying about me.”

      “We spent the whole weekend thinking about you,” Em says.

      “We were there to watch you,” Auggie says.

      I rub my hand over my hair. “I know. I’m sorry. I’m not sure I’m enough for you.”

      “You are,” Auggie says.

      “I love you,” Em reminds me.

      I wave my hand. “I know. I’m being silly. Ignore me.”

      “We could never ignore you. We care too much about you to do that,” Auggie says.

      “Why don’t you think you’re enough for us?” Em asks.

      My gut twists, but I’ve said too much to clam up now. I need to put my insecurities on the table. “The two of you do things together that I’ll never be able to get involved in. It’s not even like I want to, but I know you’re more intimate with each other than either of you will ever be with me. It’s like feeling like you’re missing out on a party that you never wanted to go to in the first place. Does that make sense?”

      “It does, but it’s not true,” Em says.

      “How? You guys have sex.”

      Em flushes. “We haven’t had sex.”

      I stare at him. “You’ve had oral sex.”

      “True, but we haven’t had penetrative sex. My point is that we’re not more intimate with each other than we are with you. It’s a different kind of intimacy.”

      “Emory is right. There are so many ways to be intimate with someone, and most of them don’t involve sex. Emotional intimacy. Physical intimacy. Romantic intimacy. I know we haven’t been a triad for long, but you give us all of that, Casey,” Auggie says.

      “In spades,” Em says.

      I chuckle. “That sounds like something my granddad would have said.”

      Auggie strokes my shoulder. “Sexual intimacy isn’t the be-all and end-all. It’s one way of being close to someone. I’d rather give up sex altogether than lose the emotional connection I’ve built with you two. Fuck, I can’t believe I said that. Double fuck. It’s true. Fuck.”

      “That’s a whole lot of fucks,” Em says.

      “No one is asking you to give up sex,” I say.

      “Oh, thank fuck for that. Just know that I would if I needed to.”

      “I appreciate your gesture, but I’d never ask either of you not to have sex. I don’t know why I’m feeling jealous when I don’t want it.”

      Em runs his finger over the back of my hand. “I don’t think it’s jealousy. Like you said, you felt insecure over the weekend, but you don’t need to, Casey.”

      “We adore you,” Auggie says.

      “I adore you too, but am I doing enough? Is there something I should be doing that I’m not? Another way I could be intimate with you that I haven’t thought of? I mean, we kiss, cuddle, and snuggle. We’ve shared a bed. But is there anything else?”

      “Not that I can think of. You’re doing what you’re comfortable with, and that’s all we’d ever ask of you,” Auggie says.

      Em hugs me. “I love you. I need you exactly as you are. I’d be lost without you.”

      I smile at his words.

      “I’ve said it before, but I’ll say it again. This triad wouldn’t work without you,” Auggie says.

      “Well, no, you’d be a couple.”

      He swats his hand over my knee. “You know what I mean.”

      “I do.” I take a breath. “I’ll do my best to stop being insecure.” Although it’s probably not as simple as willing myself to be confident about my place in our triad.

      “The way you feel isn’t going to change overnight, and that’s okay. We’ll keep showing you how much we need you. We’ll do our best to show you that you’ve got nothing to worry about,” Em says.

      “Every day,” Auggie agrees.

      “Thanks. I’ll do the same for you.”

      “And for the record, you can make all the appreciative noises you like when we hug and massage you. We won’t misconstrue them as anything more than you showing us you’re enjoying what we’re doing.”

      I wipe my hands over my face. “I’m sorry for freaking out. I’m making a fuss over nothing.”

      “It isn’t nothing. We’re all learning about ourselves and each other. We’re giving each other lessons in all the different kinds of relationship chemistry.”

      “You’ve taught me that I like foot massages.”

      “You’ve never had one before?”

      I shake my head. “You’re good at giving them.” I squeeze Em’s hand. “And you’re great at giving shoulder rubs.”

      “I’m glad you liked it. Want me to carry on?” Em asks.

      “Please.” I need to relax again, and they can help me do it.

      They return to their previous positions, Auggie on the floor and Em standing behind me.

      “Did you have a good weekend?” I ask as they soothe my tired muscles. I’d been too wrapped up in my head to ask them.

      “Yes. We got to watch our gorgeous boyfriend swim,” Em replies.

      “The best part of the weekend is right now because we’re all together again,” Auggie says.

      Their words fill my heart and make me warm and fuzzy inside. I hate that I let fear cloud my thoughts and make me doubt them and how they feel about me. This might be new, but it feels right. They make me happy, and I hope I bring them joy in some way too.

      I let appreciative sounds tumble from my lips, mostly content sighs, but the occasional groan slips out too. When I’m well and truly relaxed, they join me on the sofa, and we cuddle and kiss.

      “You give the best cuddles,” Em tells me.

      My heart flutters. I hold him tighter.

      “When is your next swimming competition?” Auggie asks.

      “Towards the end of February.”

      “Is there any way you could convince Josh to let you stay with us instead of the team?”

      “Afraid not. He wants us to bond as a team. Wait. February is two months away.”

      Auggie shrugs. “So? I already know I’m going to miss you that weekend.”

      “You do?” I haven’t even begun to think about the future. I still need to fully wrap my head around being with Em and Auggie and that they want me for me, as demonstrated by the spiral into self-doubt that they had to drag me out of.

      “Yes. Where is it?”

      “Sheffield. All the BUCS competitions are there.”

      “Then we’ll be there.”

      “With bells on,” Em says.

      “And banners to cheer you on.”

      I laugh. “Thank you.” Thinking ahead to February should be scary, but it’s not, probably because I’m so cosy and comfortable in my boyfriends’ arms. But I can’t stay here. It’s late, and although swim practice is cancelled, I still have to be on campus by ten. “I should get some sleep if I’m going to make lectures tomorrow.”

      “You could skip them,” Auggie says.

      “I can’t.”

      “You are a bad influence,” Em says.

      Auggie shrugs. “I keep trying, but you two are impervious to it. And because you’re both so great at going to lectures, it makes me feel guilty for wanting to blow them off all the time. And then I end up going to them, mostly so I can sit next to my cute nerd. Who knows? I might pass this degree after all, by association with you.”

      Em laughs. “It’s going to take more than hanging out with us, but you will pass.”

      “You’ve got Em as a tutor.” I cover my mouth as I yawn. “I’m sorry. I’m fading. I need to sleep.”

      “That’s my cue to leave,” Auggie says.

      “Or you could stay.” Em sounds hopeful.

      I nod in agreement.

      “I’d love to, but we can’t all fit in a single bed.”

      “We could hold on to each other,” Em says.

      “All night?”

      I smile and squeeze Auggie’s hand. “Yes. Please stay.”

      Auggie rolls his eyes and grins. “Fine. You’ve twisted my arms. But I’m counting on you to make sure I don’t fall out of bed and hurt myself.”

      “You won’t. I won’t let you,” I say.

      “It’s a good thing I trust you.” He pecks my lips.

      “And it helps that he’s a big, strong jock,” Em says.

      I shake my head and groan. “I’m not a jock.”

      “Yes, you are. You’re hot, muscly, and good at sports. You are a jock.”

      “Hey, I’ve got a joke for you,” Auggie says as we walk towards Em’s bedroom.

      “Is it a good joke?” Em asks.

      “Probably not. Do you want to hear it anyway?”

      “Go for it,” I say.

      “What do a nerd, a jock, and a slacker have in common?”

      “I don’t know,” Em says. “What?”

      “Each other.”
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      On Tuesday evening, Auggie cooks stuffed peppers and savoury rice. It’s amazing, like everything else he’s cooked for us. Afterwards, we snuggle on the sofa. After taking turns kissing me, Em and Auggie lean across me and make out for a few moments. It’s the most they’ve done in front of me. I’m okay with it, even though I don’t understand what they get out of it.

      “Are we all good with carrying on as a triad?” Auggie asks.

      “Why wouldn’t we be?” Em asks.

      “No reason. I know we agreed we’d talk rather than have scheduled check-ins, but this feels like a good moment to make sure we still want the same thing.” He glances at me.

      He’s probably thinking about my wobble on Sunday. Em was right. My insecurities haven’t gone away overnight, but I’m doing my best to believe that they need and want me as much as each other. Being close to each other helps.

      “Yes to the triad.” The warmth and eagerness in Em’s voice are palpable.

      Auggie strokes my wrist. “Casey?”

      “Yes. I’m still nervous about everything, but I’m getting there.”

      “We’re doing okay figuring out how this dynamic is going to work for us,” Auggie says.

      “Together,” Em agrees.

      I twirl my finger over the back of his hand. “There is something I’d like to try.”

      “Oh?”

      “French kissing.”

      “Really?” Em slaps his hand over his mouth.

      “It’s fine. You’ve got every right to be surprised.”

      “Don’t feel you have to. We don’t need you to kiss us that way. I know I got carried away when we kissed at the bus station. I shouldn’t have done it, and I’m sorry. I don’t want you to feel pressured into doing something you don’t want to,” Auggie says.

      I wave my hand. “I don’t. I don’t get a kick out of watching you guys do it, but maybe it would be different if I were the one being kissed. Or not. I might hate it, but I’d like to try.”

      I remember how I pulled back when Auggie tried to French kiss me in the bus station that day. Was it because I wasn’t expecting it, or because subconsciously I knew I wouldn’t like it? I won’t know unless I try again.

      “As much as I’d like to make out with you, Auggie is the better kisser,” Em says.

      “I don’t think that’s true,” Auggie says.

      “You have more experience.”

      “True, but you’ve been getting lots of practice.”

      Em blushes. “Also true, but experience trumps practice.”

      Following their conversation is like watching a game of ping-pong. Who is going to let the ball go off the table first as they keep debating which of them is the better French kisser?

      “Um,” I say, drawing their attention to me. “I’m sure you’re both great at it. Maybe I could try with both of you? Not at the same time. Would that even be possible?”

      “If you like making out, we could find out.” Auggie waggles his eyebrows.

      “If. You seem to enjoy it. A lot.” But they enjoy everything they do that I don’t see the point in. “I’ve joined a couple of ace forums. This isn’t me changing the subject, by the way.”

      Em stares at me. “You have?”

      “Yes. I thought it might help.”

      “Has it?” Auggie asks.

      “Yes. It’s helped clarify some things for me, and it’s also interesting to read about other people’s experiences. I know you told me it was a spectrum, but I didn’t appreciate what that meant until I read posts and comments on the forum. Everyone’s experiences seem to be different. There doesn’t seem to be a right way to be ace. Logically I should have realised that, but emotionally I hadn’t.”

      “And now?” Em’s voice is soft.

      “I’m getting there. I’m happy to label myself as asexual now. Demi doesn’t feel right. My emotional connection to you has been intense for some time, but I still don’t have any interest in having sex with you. Grey-ace doesn’t feel right either. If I were going to feel sexual attraction to anyone, it would be the two of you, but I don’t. So yeah. I’m ace. And I know you already knew that, and I suppose I did too, but I needed to acknowledge it out loud. I needed to own it.”

      They hug me so tightly that I’m sure they’re going to break my bones between them. Thankfully, they don’t.

      “I got sidetracked. Sorry. I mentioned the forums because one of the threads was about making out. A lot of the people who commented said they didn’t like it, but some of those were repulsed by the sight and sound of others doing it, while others were fairly nonplussed about it. There were also people who said they enjoyed it. That they liked the intimacy of it, even if they didn’t get anything sexual out of it. So I thought maybe I should try because I know I like being close to you, and I don’t mind when you make out when I’m around. So maybe once I’m over the initial shock of having someone else’s tongue in my mouth, there’s a chance I’ll enjoy it. But I might not. I’m babbling now, aren’t I?”

      Auggie rubs my shoulder. “A little. You’re tense and nervous.”

      “I know my first kiss was meant to be fake, but Auggie made it wonderful. He’ll take care of you, like he took care of me,” Em says.

      “That kiss wasn’t fake,” I say.

      “It won’t be fake if and when I kiss you in that way. Do you want me to?” Auggie asks.

      ”Yes.” What’s the point in putting it off? I’ve decided I want to try. Nerves be damned.

      He puts his fingers under my chin and guides my lips towards his. “Relax if you can. We’ll start with a closed-mouth kiss. Part your lips whenever you feel ready.”

      His lips meet mine, and we kiss. It’s soft and slow, which is how I like it. It makes me think of first kisses in old romance movies. Those moments were all about romance. About people confessing their love without the need for words. Romance is something I can do. Something I’ve discovered I need. Kisses like this make my pulse race and lead to butterflies throwing parties in my stomach. But I know I enjoy this type of kiss, and I want to try more. I part my lips. Auggie’s tongue slips into my mouth and brushes against mine. It’s a strange sensation. The thought of something being in my mouth that I can’t control makes me want to gag. I pull away, heart pounding for all the wrong reasons.

      “I’m sorry.” I want the sofa to swallow me whole.

      “It’s fine.” He strokes my cheek.

      Em hugs me.

      Should I ask Em to kiss me like that to see if it will make a difference? I know in my heart it won’t. “I’m sure you’re a great kisser. I bet you both are. But—”

      “It’s not for you?” Auggie asks.

      “No.”

      “It’s fine,” Em says.

      “Is it?”

      “Yes. I still get to kiss you on the lips, right?”

      “Yes, as long as there’s no tongue.”

      He grins. “That’s all I need. And I wouldn’t even need that if you didn’t like it.”

      “I do.”

      He chuckles. “I know.”

      We fall into a comfortable silence. I debate asking if they want to watch something on TV, but I’m enjoying simply being with them. The evening slips by in a haze of kissing and cuddling.

      “It’s almost the end of term,” Auggie says as I’m getting sleepy. “Do you go home?”

      “Not for the whole four weeks, but we’ll go back for Christmas week,” Em replies.

      “Why not for the whole break?” Auggie asks.

      “I have two younger, very noisy siblings. I can’t concentrate on studying if I’m home.”

      “The swimming pool is better here,” I say.

      “Nothing to do with getting me to study with you?” Em asks.

      “That might have something to do with it. What about you?” I ask Auggie.

      “I’m staying here.”

      I stare at him. “For the whole holiday?”

      He nods.

      “You’re not even going home for Christmas?” Em asks.

      “Nope. There’s no point. Oh, sure, my parents and I will have Christmas dinner together, but we’ll barely say two words to each other. And anything Dad does say will be a criticism.”

      My heart hurts. I hold him and run my fingers through his messy hair.

      “I’d rather stay here,” he says.

      “You should come home with us,” Em says.

      Auggie waves his hand. “Oh, no, it’s fine. I’m used to spending Christmas alone.”

      “Not anymore,” I say through gritted teeth.

      Em nods in agreement. “You’re with us now. We’re not going to leave you alone at Christmas.”

      “I appreciate the gesture, guys, but—”

      I glare at him. “No buts.”

      “Don’t resist. It’s futile,” Em says, making us laugh with his misquote.

      Auggie smiles and holds his hands up like he’s being arrested. “Okay, I give in. We can tell your parents I’m your friend.”

      “Why would we do that?” Em asks.

      Auggie raises his eyebrows. “Have either of you told your parents that you’re in a poly relationship?”

      “Well, no, but I was planning on it next time I see them. By the time we go home for Christmas, we’ll have been together for six weeks. That’s serious enough to introduce you to my parents as our boyfriend,” Em says.

      Auggie looks at me. “Do you feel the same way, Casey?”

      I puff my cheeks out. “It’s not that I don’t want to tell my parents I’m with you both. It’s just—I’m going to have to tell them I’m not straight and ace and that I’m in a triad. It’s going to be a lot.”

      “Too much?” Em asks.

      I shake my head. “I don’t think so. I’ve got no reason to think my parents won’t be supportive. But they will ask a lot of questions, and that will be exhausting.”

      “Would it help if we came with you to help answer their questions?”

      I shrug. “Maybe? I don’t know. I’m not going to hide who I am or who I’m with, but that doesn’t mean I’m not nervous about telling them.”

      “That’s understandable,” Auggie says.

      “You should come home with us. My parents are going to want to meet you.”

      “So will mine,” Em says.

      Auggie hangs his head. “I can’t tell my parents. They won’t understand. I’m sorry.”

      “We’re not going to be spending Christmas with them,” Em says softly. “You can spend as much of the holiday here with us as you want. I could clear you some space in my chest of drawers.”

      Auggie laughs. “Or you could come and stay at mine, where there’s plenty of room.”

      “But all my books are here.”

      I have to laugh at the shock in Em’s voice.

      “Bring them. You’re going to make me study anyway,” Auggie says.

      “I am. And we’ll have an essay to write.”

      “We will?”

      Em nods. “We were given a heads-up about it today. We don’t have the title yet. Weren’t you paying attention?”

      Auggie shrugs. “I guess not.”

      “I’ll have one too,” I say. “We were given a schedule of all our essays and their due dates at the start of term.”

      “That’s organised,” Em says approvingly.

      “It’s because most of us are in sports societies, so our lecturers know we’re juggling coursework, practices, and competitions. It’s easier to keep on top of things if you know what’s due when and when all your fixtures are.”

      “That makes sense,” Em says.

      I sigh. “It’s a special brand of cruel to set assignments over the Christmas holiday.”

      “Like when our mock GCSE exams were right after Christmas,” Em says.

      “That was awful. I didn’t enjoy the holiday at all that year. And I barely had time to go swimming.”

      “We’ll enjoy the holiday this year,” Auggie says. “Yes, we’ll study. But we’ll have fun too.”

      “And we’ll be together,” Em says.

      “I can’t think of anyone else I’d want to spend the holidays with.” He kisses Em and then me.

      “That’s because you adore us.”

      “Careful, you’re in danger of being sappy,” Auggie warns.

      Em’s smile lights up the room. “Is that a bad thing?”

      “Nope. Thanks to you guys, I’ve decided I like sappy.”

      I rest my head against Auggie’s. “I like sappy too.”

      “It’s settled,” Auggie says.

      Emory frowns. “What is?”

      “We were made for each other.”

      I close my eyes and smile. As sappy as Auggie’s statement was, my heart is convinced it’s true.
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      My phone rings on Friday afternoon as I’m deciding what to make for dinner for Emory later. I’ll make enough for Casey too so he can eat after swimming practice if he’s hungry. I’m still amazed at how much food he can eat.

      Christ. What’s happening to me? I’ve gone from the world’s biggest flirt and man whore to planning meals for my boyfriends. I’m the sappiest sap that ever did sap.

      Enough of that. My phone is ringing. I answer it without bothering to look at the caller ID first. Bad mistake.

      “August.”

      I tense. “Dad.”

      “I’ve finished speaking to the dean.”

      Of course he has. I grit my teeth. “Checking up on me?”

      “Well, I did say you had until the end of the term to get your act together.”

      “Exactly, Dad. The end of term. There are three weeks left.”

      “There’s no need to sound so antagonistic.”

      Isn’t there?

      “The dean said your attendance has improved dramatically recently. I’m impressed. Obviously, the threat of pulling you out of university has had an impact.”

      No, Emory and Casey have. Watching Casey balance swimming and university is fucking inspirational, even if he does struggle at times.

      “I also heard that you got a decent mark in the last two assignments you had to hand in.”

      Next, the dean will let Dad know I’ve taken a dump. I brace myself because I’m positive I’m not going to get a verbal pat on the back.

      “You’re going to have to do better than decent,” Dad says.

      I guess there won’t be a blue moon tonight.

      “Does Mum agree?”

      “Of course. Improving your attendance is one thing. But I’m expecting you to do better than scrape by.”

      I wouldn’t call a third-class degree scraping by. Assuming I can keep doing that well.

      “Your grade average will need to be at least a two-one by the end of the academic year.”

      I debate hurling my phone out the window, but it’s shut, and I quite like my phone. Oh, and not having a window-sized draft in late November.

      “Or what?” I hiss.

      “I’ve already told you. We won’t continue to support you. You’ll have to come home and get a job. I’ll find an internship for you.”

      I grip my hair and tug slightly. “I don’t want to work for you.”

      “You wouldn’t be reporting directly to me, obviously.”

      “That’s not—” I sigh. What’s the point? He never listens.

      “I hope you put more effort into your next assignment.” And with that, he hangs up.

      I hold my phone in front of my face and glare at the call summary. “Bye to you too. Have a great day, Dad.”

      I need to calm down. I create a group chat and add Emory and Casey to it. Casey won’t have gone swimming yet.

      
        
          
            
              
        Are either of you around?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Emory

      

      
        We’re here. I’ll be coming to yours soon.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Casey

      

      
        Swimming later.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I know. I’ve almost memorised your swimming schedule.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Emory

      

      
        A shared calendar would mean you don’t have to memorise anything.

      

      

      

      

      

      I chuckle as I see Casey’s name appear, with three bouncing dots next to it. His name and the dots vanish, reappear, and then vanish again.

      
        
          
            
              
        Emory

      

      
        Was that suggestion too nerdy?

      

      

      

      

      

      I laugh out loud.

      
        
          
            
              
        A little.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Casey

      

      
        It could be useful…

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Are you doing anything?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Emory

      

      
        We’re having a study session before Casey swims and I come to yours. Do you want to join us?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I’d rather go out and let my hair down. Want to join me? After swimming. Unless you want to call in sick for once.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Casey

      

      
        I couldn’t do that.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You could, but you don’t want to. And that’s fine. It’s hot that you’re so dedicated. You finish at 9, right?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Casey

      

      
        Yes.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        We can do something after.

      

      

      

      

      

      Maybe I should suggest a study session this evening rather than a night on the town. I could work on getting that two-one Dad has demanded. Fuck that. I’d rather gouge my eyes out with a rusty spoon. Yes, I want to spend time with my boyfriends, but I don’t want to study, not tonight.

      
        
          
            
              
        Casey

      

      
        Did you have somewhere in mind?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        We could dress up and do the Otley Run.

      

      

      

      

      

      The Otley Run is something every student at Leeds University needs to do at least once. Well, that’s my opinion anyway. It’s the king of pub crawls.

      
        
          
            
              
        Casey

      

      
        Won’t it be a bit late in the day?

      

      

      

      

      

      He’s right. We wouldn’t get to all the pubs before closing time unless we took taxis between them.

      
        
          
            
              
        Casey

      

      
        We could have a drink at the last pub on the route.

      

      

      

      

      

      The Dry Dock is a pub in a docked boat at the top edge of the city centre, next to Leeds Beckett University. I’ve only been a couple of times, but it’s got a cool, relaxed vibe to it. I’m not in the mood for a chat and a pint. I want to do something different. Something that will help me forget my conversation with Dad.

      
        
          
            
              
        There’s a club I’ve been wanting to visit since I moved here.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Casey

      

      
        Which club?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        The Heaven and Hell Club. Have you heard of it?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        No.

      

      

      

      

      

      Of course he hasn’t. He didn’t even realise he was interested in guys until recently. It’s also not the sort of place I should be taking my ace boyfriend to. Or my easily embarrassed boyfriend, for that matter. Why did I mention it? Ah, that’s right because I often act before I think.

      
        
          
            
              
        Are you still there, Emory?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Emory

      

      
        I’m here.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You went very quiet on us.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Casey

      

      
        He was looking up the Otley Run.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You haven’t done it?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Emory

      

      
        No. Fourteen pubs?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yes. It’s amazing. Fancy dress is NOT optional.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I’ll pass.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        We’ve already decided it was a bad idea.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I know. I’m caught up. Do you want to go to the Heaven and Hell Club?

      

      

      

      

      

      I read his message three times and then chuckle.

      
        
          
            
              
        You’ve heard of it?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        The LGBTQ+ society handed out flyers for it once.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You’re in the LGBTQ+ society?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yes. Aren’t you? Also, stop changing the subject.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Casey

      

      
        I’m missing something, aren’t I?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ask your boyfriend to fill you in.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You’re my boyfriend too, and one of you needs to tell me what I’m missing.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Emory

      

      
        It’s a gay pole dancing and strip club.

      

      

      

      

      

      I can imagine that Emory’s face has gone bright red.

      
        
          
            
              
        Casey

      

      
        Oh.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Is that a no?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        It’s an oh.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        What does that mean?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Oh.

      

      

      

      

      

      What I wouldn’t give to be a fly on their wall right now. Or to be having this conversation with them in person. I’d have to kiss Emory to stop him from blushing, which would make him blush harder, and then I’d have to kiss Casey too, probably while laughing because I have no fucking clue what ‘oh’ means.

      And like that, I realise that my dour mood has vanished. In fact, I’m smiling so much that my cheeks ache. If this is the effect they have on me, then I’m happy to keep being the sappiest sap that ever did sap.

      
        
          
            
              
        Emory

      

      
        Are you serious?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        About going to the club?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yes.

      

      

      

      

      

      Am I? I mean, yes, I’d like to go. An evening of watching gorgeous guys gyrating around a pole while taking their clothes off? Yes, please. But I need to consider what my boyfriends want too.

      
        
          
            
              
        Not if it’s going to make either of you uncomfortable. Casey mentioned meeting at the Dry Dock for a drink.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        The club could be fun…

      

      

      

      

      

      My eyes widen at his message. What thoughts are running through his beautiful head?

      
        
          
            
              
        Casey

      

      
        Why not?

      

      

      

      

      

      Now that does surprise me.

      
        
          
            
              
        Seriously?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yeah… Watching people strip is probably going to be about as exciting as watching paint dry, but I’ll be with you two, so why not?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I adore you.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Why? What did I say? Uh, type.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Never mind, just keep being you. Do you have swimming practice in the morning?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        No, not until the evening.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I should have known that, shouldn’t I?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You did say you’d memorised my swimming schedule.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I said ALMOST.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Emory

      

      
        I can set up a shared calendar.

      

      

      

      

      

      That might not be a bad idea, even if it is a nerdy one.

      
        
          
            
              
        The club opens at 10. Shall we meet you outside, Casey? Will that give you enough time to get ready?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Casey

      

      
        Sure. I’ll take clothes with me to swimming practice. Um, what should I wear?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jeans and a T-shirt will be fine. It’s not a nightclub, so you don’t need to dress up.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Okay. Thanks.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You should bring ID, Emory.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Emory

      

      
        Why me specifically?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Because you’re too cute to look eighteen.

      

      

      

      

      

      Emory sends an emoji with its tongue sticking out.

      
        
          
            
              
        Casey

      

      
        I’ll see you at 10, with ID. Have a fun evening together.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Have fun swimming.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Heaven and Hell Club is on the outskirts of the city centre. We meet Casey at ten and join the queue to get in. It’s not lost on me that there are only men in the queue or that we’re the youngest waiting to get in.

      Emory looks up and down the line while fiddling with his shirt buttons.

      “Are you okay?” Casey asks, beating me to it.

      “This wasn’t a good idea.”

      “Why?” I ask.

      Emory pulls us close and drops his voice to a whisper. “What if I get turned on?”

      I squeeze his shoulder. “That’s the point. Trust me, if you do, you won’t be the only one. But if you’d rather go somewhere else, there’s a pub down the road that won’t be kicking out for another hour or so.”

      “No. No. I said I’d come—” He makes a strangled noise and squeezes his eyes shut.

      I adjust his glasses—not that they were crooked—and run my thumb over his jaw. “I tell you what. If you get all hot and bothered, I’ll come home with you and help you get some relief.”

      He whimpers and bites his lip. “Don’t make promises like that.”

      “Why not? I’ll follow through.”

      He crosses his legs and dips his knees. “I know you will.”

      “You should come home with us anyway. They’re letting people in,” Casey says.

      We shuffle along.

      “But your beds aren’t big enough for three,” I whine.

      Casey shrugs. “We managed the other night. Besides, it’ll be you two who need company anyway.”

      He’s right, but I hate the thought of leaving him out. On the other hand, he won’t want to share a bed with two horny guys.

      “I should have brought a toothbrush,” I muse.

      “I have a spare. You’re not borrowing my underwear, though,” Emory replies.

      I clutch my stomach as I cackle, drawing the attention of the men in the queue on either side of us. “What did I do without you?”

      Casey tilts his head and narrows his eyes a fraction. “What do you mean?”

      I sigh. “Dad called earlier with more ultimatums. It put me in a bad mood, which is why I wanted to go out tonight. But it’s impossible to be moody around you.” I loop my arms over their shoulders. “Thanks for cheering me up.”

      “Next time, tell us you need cheering up,” Emory says.

      Casey nods in agreement. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “He wants me to turn my grade average into a two-one by the end of the academic year. A third isn’t good enough for my parents.”

      We move along again.

      Casey winces. “I’m sure everyone who has a third-class degree would disagree.”

      “Right? A degree is a degree. The classification gives you nothing more than bragging rights. But then, Dad loves to brag. I think that’s what pisses him off the most—that I’m too much of a loser to brag about.”

      Casey hugs me, almost squeezing the air out of my lungs. “You’re not a loser.”

      “Tell him that.”

      “You’re not,” Emory says. “When you’re doing something you love or you’re interested in, you’re brilliant. Cooking, all that research you did on poly relationships. I bet if you were doing a subject you enjoyed, that you’d get the grade he wants easily.”

      “Maybe. But I’m not. I fucking hate pharmacology. No offence.”

      “None taken. I couldn’t do sports science, but Casey enjoys it.”

      “Have you told your parents you don’t enjoy your course?” Casey asks.

      “Repeatedly. It’s Dad’s dream to keep the business in the family. I swear, it’s the only reason he had a kid in the first place.” I shove my hands into my pockets. “Let’s not talk about this now. I’m getting pissed off again. I want to have a fun night with you.”

      “I thought it was impossible to be moody around us?”

      I chuckle and hug Casey back. “It pretty much is.”

      We reach the end of the line, where a huge bouncer dressed in black asks to see our ID and looks in Casey’s swimming bag.

      “First time?” he asks as he checks my driving licence and their student ID cards.

      “Yes,” I reply.

      He taps a poster on the wall with the club rules printed on it. “Read that.”

      I skim over the rules. I’ve never been to a strip club before, but I’d guess that the ‘look but don’t touch’ rule is pretty standard. From what I can gather from the rules, we won’t see any full-frontal nudity unless we pay for private dances. If we want those, we have to buy tokens at the bar. No putting folded notes in G-strings, then. That would violate the no-touching rule.

      He gives us our ID back. I pay for us, and the bouncer stamps the backs of our hands with a pair of horns with a halo hanging off one of them and ushers us inside.

      The club is dark with sultry red lighting. A staircase with an amazing view of the raised stage leads down into the club. The stage has three poles, which are being worked by a trio of muscly men in red leather hot pants, cropped waistcoats, and black collars studded with crystals. Fuck, the dancers are sexy. Most of the seating is arranged facing the stage. Some are grouped around small round tables. As we walk down the stairs, I notice a long bar at the back of the club with red neon lighting, staffed by men and women in black T-shirts and jeans. The two long walls are lined by individual booths that can have thick curtains pulled across them. Is that where the private dances happen? Big guys dressed in smart black suits stand around, keeping an eye on things. The music is loud, with a heavy bass that thrums through my body, but not too noisy that we won’t be able to talk.

      We find three seats around a table towards the back of the club. While Emory and I make ourselves comfortable, Casey goes to the bar. Emory’s eyes are wide as he stares at the dancers on the stage. His cheeks turn a pretty shade of pink.

      I nudge his arm. “Like what you see?”

      “Uh-huh.” He claps his hand over his mouth. “Am I allowed to say that?”

      “Why wouldn’t you be.”

      “Because I’m here with my boyfriends,” he hisses. Then he smiles, and his eyes get dreamy. “Boyfriends.”

      “Sounds good, doesn’t it?”

      “Yes.”

      A twinky dancer in his mid-twenties approaches us. He has light brown curls on top of his head, while the back and sides have been shaved short. His piercings catch the light, drawing my attention to them. He stands between our chairs, puts his hands on the back of them, and leans between us.

      “Fancy a dance?” He has a strong Cockney accent. “Bring your friend.” He smirks as Casey joins us, drinks in hand. “Friends,” he amends with a wink. “All three of you can come and watch for the price of two.”

      Emory’s sweet pink blush has turned vibrant scarlet.

      “Maybe later,” I say.

      The dancer tuts and stands tall. “I might not be available later. Trust me, I’m the best dancer here.”

      “Then I look forward to seeing you dance on the stage.”

      “You won’t be able to miss me, darling.” The cute dancer gives us a finger wave and then saunters to the next table, swaying his hips.

      “I don’t know where to look,” Emory admits.

      “I think we’re meant to be watching the dancers,” Casey says.

      “That’s—” Emory shakes his head. “Never mind. Oh, god, they’re taking their clothes off.” He covers his face with his hands and peeks through his fingers.

      “They’ll only strip to their underwear. We have to pay extra if we want to see cock,” I say.

      Emory chokes. Casey pats him on the back and hands him a pint of beer.

      “I didn’t pick you as a beer drinker,” I say.

      Emory sips the beer, getting froth on his upper lip. Once he’s stopped choking, he peers at me. “Why not?”

      “I don’t know. I just didn’t.”

      “Well, now you know something new about me.”

      I don’t intend to stop discovering new things about my boyfriends. I lean across to lick the froth off his lip and then kiss him.

      The dancers get down to their G-strings during the last chorus of the song. When the music stops, they bow and begin to work the room while a fresh group of three dancers take the stage. These men are even bigger than the last lot. I tug at the collar of my polo shirt. Damn, I bet they work out a lot.

      I spend as much time watching Emory and Casey as I do watching the dancers. Emory’s face remains bright red as he stares at the stage, eyes wide. He rubs the heel of his hand back and forth over his thigh, and a quick glance down tells me he’s getting hard. Casey, on the other hand, looks totally disinterested.

      “You work out, don’t you?” I ask him.

      “A couple of times a week on top of swimming, yes.”

      “What kind of workout regime do you think the dancers have?”

      “These guys in particular?”

      I nod.

      “They probably concentrate on weights to build muscle and fat-burning exercises to stay lean.”

      “They must be incredibly fit to dance like that,” I muse.

      Considering the size of the dancers, they’re surprisingly nimble as they throw themselves around the poles.

      “Pole dancing looks like hard work,” I say.

      “Yes. Aside from the stamina they’d need, it will also require a lot of upper body strength and control.”

      “You’re telling me,” I say as the dancers invert themselves, their legs straight up with only one arm wrapped around the pole. It makes their biceps bulge and gives me a hot flush. “Wow.”

      “Thanks,” Casey says.

      “What for?”

      “Helping me find a way to enjoy being here.”

      “Is that something you could do as a job one day?” I ask.

      He widens his eyes. “Pole dancing?”

      “No.” Although I have that mental image in my head now. Thanks, Casey. “I meant devising exercise regimes for dancers. Dance is a sport, right?”

      “I guess, maybe. I haven’t thought about what I’ll do after uni. Just that it’ll probably be something sports-related.”

      “How can you talk?” Emory asks.

      I laugh. “By stringing words together into a sentence. It’s not that hard.”

      He glares at me and gestures at the stage. “I mean right now, while that’s going on. I’m not going to be able to walk out of here I’m getting so hard.”

      I ghost my lips over his ear. “I’m glad you’re enjoying the show.”

      He whimpers. “It’s so good.”

      The dancers swap around again. This time, the trio is made up of two twinks and a Black man who looks huge compared to the men he’s dancing alongside, even though he’s not as massive as the dancers we’ve watched. One of the twinks is the Cockney guy who talked to us when we arrived. The other has jaw-length brown hair and is covered in silver body paint. He’s also only wearing grey jeans, not the sexy uniform all the other dancers have on, but damn, is he good. They all are.

      I’m salivating by the time the first song of their set is over. Beside me, Emory looks increasingly uncomfortable. He keeps fidgeting and changing position, no doubt in an effort to hide his erection. Casey is slumped in his chair, chin resting on his hand, gaze lowered. Shit. I’m glad he came, but I didn’t mean for him to be bored.

      “Do you want to go?” I ask them.

      Casey lifts his head. “Aren’t you having fun?”

      “Yes, but are you?”

      Casey shrugs. “I’m okay. The music is good, and I’m with you.”

      That makes me grin.

      Emory fans his shirt. “The dancing is hot. Too hot. At least when I watch porn I’m alone in my room.” His face brightens to the intensity of molten lava. “Hi, I’m Emory, and I watch porn.”

      I snort-laugh. “So do I.”

      “I watched porn once, but you knew that,” Casey says in a matter-of-fact tone. He purses his lips. “Does it count as twice because I watched two scenes in the same sitting?”

      “Once,” Emory and I say in unison, which makes us all laugh.

      “I prefer the real thing, but porn is a great fantasy to jack off to,” I say.

      “So good,” Emory whispers, sinking down in his chair. “I should have brought a longer coat.”

      “You don’t have a longer coat,” Casey says.

      Emory wipes his hand over his face. “I should have bought one. How am I going to walk to the bus station like this?” He squeaks and gestures to his crotch.

      “There’s a taxi rank right outside,” I say.

      “Thank god.”

      “You’re adorable when you’re flustered,” I tell him.

      “It’s true,” Casey says with a shrug.

      “Neither of you is helping,” Emory hisses.

      “I’ll help you all you want when we get back to your place,” I offer.

      He fans himself with his hand and sinks down even more. “Oh. My. God. Have you seen his tattoo?” He gestures to the Cockney dancer, who has ‘Danger Zone’ and an arrow pointing towards his dick tattooed on his stomach above his G-string.

      I whistle. “That’s hot.”

      “It’s cocky,” Casey says.

      “I bet it’s good for getting guys to pay for a full striptease,” I muse.

      Emory whimpers.

      “Why, Emory, are you thinking about paying for one?” I ask.

      He shakes his head. “No.”

      “I could strip for you.” I waggle my eyebrows.

      Emory glances at Casey. “I don’t want to leave you out.”

      “Eh, you need Auggie tonight. He can give you relief.”

      I’m surprised Emory doesn’t combust on the spot.

      “You’ll know what we’re doing,” he says in a strangled voice. “Our walls are thin. You’ll be able to hear us.”

      “I have good headphones,” Casey deadpans.

      “Do you want to get out of here?” I repeat, mostly because I’m aching to be of assistance to Emory.

      He tugs his shirt collar up around his face and nods. We leave. Casey walks in front of Emory, and I walk behind him. Taxis are waiting outside, and there’s no queue at the rank, so we get one straight away. I take shotgun while Emory and Casey sit in the back. I watch them through the rear-view mirror. Emory still looks mortified, but Casey is doing a good job of calming him down by cuddling him and whispering to him. I’d love to know what Casey is saying.

      By the time we get back to their flat, Emory seems a lot calmer, although the bulge of his cock in his jeans hasn’t gone down. Not that I mind one bit.

      “Tonight was fun, thanks,” I say to them once we’re inside.

      “Your night isn’t over yet. Have fun,” Casey says.

      I catch hold of his hand as he tries to go towards his bedroom. “You’re amazing, do you know that?”

      He wrinkles his nose. “So you keep telling me.” He kisses me and then turns to kiss Emory. “Enjoy each other.”

      I let him go, and he slips into his room.

      Emory sighs and presses against me. “Is he okay with this?”

      “Yes,” I say, staring at Casey’s half-open door. “And I’m not just saying that because I want to get my mouth on your cock.”

      “You—?” Emory trembles against me.

      I thread my fingers through his and lead him to his bedroom. “I’m going to strip for you, and then I’ll make you come so hard you see stars.”

      “Oh, fuck.” He whimpers. “Yes, please.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Afterwards, once Emory is capable of moving again, we clean up, put our underwear on, and go to Casey’s room. His door is still half-open. His lamp is on, and he’s lying in bed, arms tucked under his head, headphones on. His eyes are closed, but he’s not asleep.

      “Knock, knock,” I say.

      He cracks one eye open. “Hey. What time is it?”

      “Bedtime,” Emory says.

      “Can we join you?” I ask.

      Casey takes his headphones off. “I’d love that.”

      We get into his bed and lie on either side of him. I pull the quilt over us.

      I squeeze his arm. “Hold on to me all night and make sure I don’t fall out.”

      He grins and puts his arms around our shoulders, hugging us close. Emory and I rest our cheeks on Casey’s chest.

      “You guys are the best,” Casey says.

      I chuckle. “We are.” I twist and turn the bedside lamp off, plunging the room into total darkness.
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            AUGGIE

          

        

      

    

    
      The last two weeks of term zip by quickly, although not as fast as the first week of the holiday. Thanks to Emory, I attended most of my lectures, labs, and tutorials in the run-up to the break, and the essay I handed in didn’t suck. I could have probably got a higher mark if I’d given a flying fuck about the subject matter, but Emory handheld me through the process of researching and planning it, so all that was left for me to do was prove I had a grasp of pharmacology, which I do now. Just.

      While Casey swims, Emory and I spend our early evenings getting to know each other better sexually. Emory gets more practice giving blow jobs, and damn, it’s a sexy sight to see his mouth around my cock, his pretty blue eyes staring up at me from behind his glasses.

      After swimming or on Casey’s evenings off, we spend time together. As fun as it is to get sexy with Emory, I miss Casey when he’s not with us. When we’re all together, everything feels right in the world. I’m content to lounge on the sofa, cuddling and kissing my two beautiful men.

      When the Christmas break starts, they come to stay with me. I’ve never been so domestic before, but I love every second of it. Casey doesn’t have swimming practice, which means we get to spend lazy mornings together, snuggling in bed. I cook every meal, surprising them with twists on traditional meals like lasagne, toad in the hole, and bangers and mash. Emory cajoles us into daily study sessions, during which we’re all good and get the essays we’ve been set over the holidays written and handed in electronically.

      We go swimming with Casey, do the Otley Run dressed as Star Wars characters, and have film marathon nights, taking turns to be in charge of choosing what we watch. Emory chooses American teen movies, while Casey’s picks are more eclectic, ranging from action to superheroes and a romance film that makes me sniffle a bit. I scare the crap out of them with some of the scariest horror films ever and then have to hold them while they sleep with the lights on. Not that protecting them from nightmares is a hardship.

      Honestly, it’s been the best week of my entire life. Not because of what we do but because of who I’m with. I look forward to every second of being with my boyfriends.

      It’s the day before Christmas Eve and our last night together before we catch the train to Lancaster to visit their families. I haven’t decided which of them I’m going to stay with and hate that I have to choose.

      “I’m nervous,” I say as I watch them wrap presents for their families.

      “About meeting our parents?” Emory asks.

      “Yes. What if they don’t like me?”

      Emory and Casey exchange a glance.

      “Why wouldn’t they?” Casey asks.

      “I don’t know.” I thread my fingers together. My parents think I’m a loser. Why would their families think any different of me? My boyfriends have their shit together. I do not.

      “You’re amazing, and they’ll adore you,” Emory says.

      I want to believe him.

      Casey abandons his task and sits beside me, wrapping his arms around me. He gives the most amazing hugs. Emory’s are good, but Casey’s are on a whole other level as if he knows instinctively how to hold me to give me optimal comfort. He applies the right amount of pressure with his arms to activate the happy chemicals in my brain. It’s hard not to smile when I’m in his arms.

      “Thanks,” I whisper.

      “Talk to us. We agreed we’d communicate,” Casey says in a soft voice.

      “About our relationship,” I remind him.

      He stares at me with big brown eyes. He doesn’t have to say anything. I get it. Keeping things bottled up isn’t good for me, which in turn, isn’t good for us.

      “I hate this time of year,” I say.

      Emory sits on the other side of me and clasps my hand.

      “I don’t have many happy Christmas memories. Maybe that’s not entirely true, and it is unfair to my nannies. They always tried to make Christmas wonderful when I was little. But when I went to boarding school, it was easier to pay extra for me to stay there during the holidays than to employ a short-term nanny. Not that I always spent the holidays at school, but I spent more there than I wanted to.” I rub the heel of my hand over my thigh. “Listen to me. A poor little rich boy boo-hooing about getting to run amok in a boarding school with practically no one else there.”

      “That’s not what you’re upset about,” Emory says.

      True. I’m upset because it always felt like my parents didn’t want me, and maybe that’s the truth, especially now that I haven’t turned into a perfect replica of Dad. Maybe I would have done if either of them had spent more time with me.

      “I spent a lot of Christmases without my parents. Not alone, exactly. I wasn’t the only kid who spent Christmas at boarding school. I felt sorry for the staff who had to stay with us. They had to miss out too, all because our families were rich enough not to have to make time for us.”

      Casey tightens his grip, which I’m grateful for.

      “I don’t think my parents ever wanted me. Not really,” I say in a harsh voice. “They aren’t proud of me. I’m pretty sure they don’t love me. Why should your parents?”

      “Because we love you, and they will too,” Casey says.

      My eyes prickle. My chest squeezes.

      “I’m sorry your dad can’t see how wonderful you are, but we do.” Emory’s voice is wobbly.

      “I’m sorry for getting maudlin. This isn’t me. I’m normally the life and soul of the party.”

      “You don’t have to pretend with us. In fact, we’d rather you didn’t.”

      I hug Emory’s head against my shoulder. “I know. Thank you. I hate talking about this shit. It seems wrong to complain when I’ve got everything I could ever need. I’m a student living alone in a three-bedroom house, and I won’t have any debt when I graduate. If I graduate.”

      “You will. I’ll make sure of it.”

      I laugh. “Yeah, you’re not going to let me get away with slacking off anymore. My point is I’m privileged as fuck, so what the hell do I have to complain about?”

      “Money isn’t everything. You need love too,” Casey says.

      “Yeah. I don’t think I’m going to get that from my parents anytime soon. Hold up. Can we back this conversation up a bit?” I wind my hand as I speak.

      “To which part?” Emory asks.

      “To where Casey said you love me. Do you?”

      My heart thuds painfully. I know they love each other and were in love before they met me, even if Casey hadn’t realised it. He’s adorable when he’s being oblivious. I never thought they’d say those words to me. I never thought anyone would or that I’d say them to anyone, but they’re on the tip of my tongue right now. Only I’m afraid to say them. How do I know if what I feel for them is love? It’s not like I’ve felt it before.

      Casey kisses my temple. “Yes, I love you.”

      Emory squeezes my hand. “So do I.”

      I blink a few times. “What does it feel like?”

      They look at each other.

      “Like wanting to do anything to make that person happy,” Emory says.

      “Getting tummy butterflies whenever you’re around them,” Casey says.

      “Having an uncontrollable urge to smile whenever they’re close by, or you get a text from them, or hear their voice on the phone.”

      “Wanting to protect them and be there for them,” Casey says.

      Emory laughs. “Spending hours at swimming competitions and helping them with their schoolwork.” He nudges me. “Tutoring them to spend more time with them.”

      “You don’t have to tutor me to spend time with me,” I say.

      “No, but I did to start with.”

      “Is there more?” I ask.

      Emory dips his gaze as his cheeks turn crimson. “Wanting to be close to them. Wanting to give myself to them.”

      My stomach flutters, and the world spins.

      “Wanting to snuggle and being willing to try new things with them, even if it doesn’t always work out. But also knowing that they won’t judge you or expect more of you than what you can give,” Casey says.

      I kiss his hair.

      He looks at Emory and me. “Knowing who I am will always be enough for you, and that who you are will always be enough for me.”

      I rub my eyes. “Okay, you two are making me tear up.”

      “Does any of that resonate with you?” Emory asks.

      “All of it. Fucking hell, I’m in love with you.”

      I kiss Casey and then make out with Emory. Losing myself in them holds my tears at bay.

      “Our families will love you,” Emory says.

      I sniff and wipe my eyes. “Fuck, I hope so. How are you feeling about telling them about us?”

      “I’m nervous about all of it,” Casey says.

      Emory and I squeeze his arm.

      “I am, but I’m also not. My parents will be shocked at first, but they’ll come around when they see how happy I am with you,” Emory says.

      “That’s pretty much how it’s going to go with my family too. They’ll be the first people I’ve had to come out to.”

      “Don’t we count?” Emory asks.

      Casey chuckles. “I didn’t exactly come out to either of you. Well, maybe I did come out to you, Em. But Auggie was the one to make me think about whether or not I was ace or grey or demi. Thank you for that, by the way. I’d still be confused if you hadn’t talked to me that night.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “Are you feeling any better?” Emory asks me.

      “Yes, lots, thank you.”

      “We’re here for you. Whatever you need to get off your chest, we’ll listen.”

      “It’s what boyfriends do,” Casey says.

      I put my arms around their shoulders and hug them to me as my heart swells. “I love you. Thank you for everything that’s happened since the moment we met.”

      “For transforming you?” Em asks.

      “I’m going to get that quote framed.”

      “Which one? The original?”

      “No. The revised version you came up with. You need to finish wrapping.”

      “We do?” Casey asks.

      “Yes. Then I can take you to bed.”

      “Speed wrap?” Emory suggests.

      Casey laughs. “You can. I’ll make a mess if I do.”

      I kiss his temple. “We can wait. Take your time.”
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      Casey and I are on the bed while Auggie takes a shower. Casey is sitting, and I’m lying with my head on his lap, stroking his thigh while he combs his fingers through my hair.

      “I meant what I said,” I whisper.

      “Hm? You said a lot of things this evening.”

      “About wanting to give myself to Auggie.”

      I’ve been thinking about it for a while. Not that I’ve said anything to Auggie or Casey. Then it popped out while Casey and I were explaining what being in love feels like.

      “Have sex with him?” Casey asks.

      I suck in a wobbly breath. “Yes. I want—I want to feel him inside me.”

      To his credit, Casey’s hair-stroking rhythm doesn’t falter at all.

      “But I’m scared.”

      “What of?”

      “What if I hate it? What if it hurts?”

      “I think—no, I know—that whatever happens, Auggie will take care of you. He’ll make your first time as special and enjoyable as he can.”

      “And if I do hate it?”

      “Then you’ll tell him, and he’ll be fine with it.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “You’re sure?”

      Casey laughs. “He offered to give up sex altogether for me. I’m sure, Em.”

      I drop my eyebrows into a half frown. “How do I know I’m ready?”

      This time Casey does falter. He rests his palm against my skull and strokes my shoulder instead. “I think that’s a question for Auggie to answer.”

      I roll onto my back so I can look at him. “Probably, but you’re the one I want to talk to right now.”

      “You need to trust what your heart is telling you.”

      “It’s telling me to go for it. I want him to make love to me. My stomach quivers every time I think about it.”

      “You can trust him. He’ll stop in a heartbeat if you need him to.”

      I press my lips together and nod. I want to ask Casey if he’d stay with us. I would love to share the experience with him. Have him there to hold my hand and stroke me while Auggie makes love to me. But I won’t ask. I can’t, because there’s too high a chance he’d say yes. He’d move heaven and earth for me, even if it made him feel awkward and uncomfortable in the process. I won’t put him in that position. So fantasies of Casey being with me as I lose my virginity aside, I’m ready. Aren’t I?

      “It’s a big deal. It’s not something I can take back. I’ll never have a first time again.” I flop my hand over my forehead. “Am I overthinking this? I’m overthinking this.”

      Casey chuckles. “A little. But no one can tell you when you’re ready. You’re the only person who can make that decision.”

      “Do you think everyone who wants to have sex thinks it’s a huge deal the first time?”

      “Everyone is different. Some people will wait until they’ve found the one or until they’re married. Others will wait for the first person they fall in love with. Some will get it over and done with as soon as they can. Their experiences aren’t yours. You’re the only person living in your skin.”

      I grimace as I recall one of the awful horror movies Auggie made us sit through. It involved— No. Never mind. I don’t want to think about it ever again. I understand what Casey means, and he’s right.

      “I love him. I want to make love to him.”

      “Then that’s your answer.” Casey’s voice is soft.

      “Good talk.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      I reach up and cup his jaw. “I love you too.”

      “I love you too. Do you want me to make myself scarce? The bed in the spare room is calling my name.”

      My eyes widen. “Tonight?”

      “Whenever you feel ready. Just let me know, okay?”

      I stare at the ceiling. My heart seems to have taken up residence in my throat. I want to be with Auggie, but the fears I’ve voiced to Casey remain. What if I don’t like it? What if it hurts? Those fears won’t go away until I’ve had sex for the first time, so they’re not a reason to hesitate. If I hesitate, I won’t have a chance to be with Auggie until after Christmas. Waiting wouldn’t be a bad thing, but I don’t want to. I’m ready. I want to be with him.

      Casey is staring at me with so much love in his eyes that it makes my heart slip back into my chest where it’s supposed to be.

      He leans down and kisses me softly. “Have fun.”

      I swallow. “Thank you.” I sit so he can get out of bed, and watch him walk to the door.

      Auggie opens it as Casey reaches it.

      Casey smiles, kisses him, and squeezes his hand. “Night. I’ll be in the spare room.”

      “Which one?” Auggie asks.

      “The small bedroom.”

      The one that isn’t right next door. That’s fair.

      “Was it something I said?” Auggie asks once Casey has gone. “Do I smell?” He lifts his arm and sniffs his armpit.

      I laugh. “Haven’t you just had a shower?”

      “Yes, but maybe I picked up the shower gel that smells of sewage rather than lavender by accident?”

      I laugh harder. “I’m sure you smell wonderful.” I pat the bed. When Auggie joins me, I put my hand over his and stare into his eyes. “I want to make love. I want you to make love to me.”

      His eyes widen. “You want to bottom?”

      “Yes.”

      “And that’s why Casey has made himself scarce?”

      “Yes.”

      He kisses me. “I’d love to top you, Emory.”

      It’s probably obvious that I’ve talked things through with Casey. Even if it’s not, he must trust me to know my own mind, which I’m grateful for.

      “Let’s get naked,” he says.

      It doesn’t take me long to wriggle out of my underwear, and then we lie under the quilt, holding each other and kissing. It’s impossible not to relax in Auggie’s arms. Like Casey, he makes me feel safe and wanted. He’ll take care of me, go at my pace, and make my first time as special as possible. I kiss him with all the passion in my soul and until my chin is sore from his beard, and my lips are bruised and kiss swollen. I’m so relaxed my muscles might as well be liquid.

      He rolls us so I’m on my back, leans over me, and slips his hand beneath the cover to stroke my cock. I’m already hard from our naked make-out session, but his touch is so very lovely. Firm but gentle. I moan into his mouth and then whimper when he releases my cock and reaches across me to pull something out of his drawer. I glance in that direction. Lube. A condom. My heart thrums.

      “D-do we need that?”

      He arches an eyebrow and points at the lube. “We need that.”

      “Not that.” I point at the condom.

      “No. Not if you don’t want me to wear it.”

      “I don’t. I want to feel you.”

      He shivers. “Fuck, Emory, you’re going to drive me insane long before I get inside you.”

      I bite my lip. I didn’t realise what I’d said was sexy, but it must have been.

      His lips press against mine as he frots against me. “I’ve never gone bare, but I’ve always wanted to. I’m glad my first time will be with you. Are you keeping these on?” He waggles my glasses.

      “Do you mind?”

      “No. They’re sexy. You’re sexy.”

      I gasp. “Keep doing that and talking like that, and I’ll come before you get inside me.”

      “We can’t have that, can we?”

      I shake my head.

      He lies beside me, picks up the bottle of lube, and squirts some over his fingers. “Spread your legs for me and bend your knees.”

      I do exactly as he asked. He kisses me, distracting me with his masterful tongue as he slips his hand between my legs. I shiver as his wet fingers trail down my taint and swirl around my arsehole.

      “How does that feel?”

      “So good.” I can barely speak for quivering.

      He kisses me again, helping me to lose myself in him as he strokes the pad of his finger against my pucker.

      My lips tear from his. “Oh, god, that feels amazing.”

      “Have you ever played with your arsehole?”

      I shake my head. Maybe I should have. I would have if I’d known it would feel so good.

      “I want you to do me a favour,” Auggie says.

      “What?”

      “Take a deep breath and hold it.”

      I inhale and press my lips together so the air trapped in my lungs can’t escape.

      “Breathe out slowly.”

      The moment I part my lips to release my breath, he pushes against my hole. My muscles resist at first, but then they give way, allowing his finger to slip inside me, and holy fuck, I never knew anything could feel so good. It’s the tip of his finger, but my muscles squeeze around it, and all of my nerve endings tingle in the most delightful way.

      “Are you good?”

      “Yes. It feels so nice.” My cheeks heat up, and I have an urge to cover my face. Am I embarrassed or overwhelmed?

      “Want me to stop?”

      “No. I want more. Please, Auggie.” I cover my face.

      “Move your hands. I want to look into your eyes.”

      How can I resist a request like that? I move my hands and use them to stroke his soft skin instead. Auggie takes his time pushing his finger deeper. It’s wonderful. Then his finger brushes over something inside me, and magic happens. I almost levitate off the damn bed. My cock jerks, and I swear I’m going to come. He releases the wonderful pressure, and the feeling subsides.

      He chuckles against my lips. “That was your sweet spot.”

      “My—?” Understanding dawns as my brain kicks into gear and reminds me of the things I learnt in biology. “My prostate?”

      “Yes.”

      “I had no idea it could feel so good. Your finger feels amazing.”

      He’s slipping it back and forth now. It moves easily because it’s so wet, and I’m relaxed.

      “But when can I feel your cock?”

      “Patience.”

      I almost expect him to say ‘padawan’, but thankfully he doesn’t. Quoting Star Wars during sex probably wouldn’t be sexy.

      I’m unsure how long we lie there, kissing and cuddling while his finger glides in and out of my arse. All I know is that I’m enjoying it. That I’ve never felt anything that made me feel this good. He warns me before he uses a second finger. It’s uncomfortable for a moment but not painful. Then I relax. I’m beside myself with need. My body is aching for him. I want to wrap my legs around his back and feel him deep inside me. I’ve never felt more ready for anything in my life, but I trust him to know me better than I know myself right now. He’s the experienced one. But fuck, I want him inside me. I need him inside me.

      “Do you still want me?” he asks when I’m gasping, panting, and writhing on his fingers.

      “Yes. So much. Please. Please don’t make me wait any longer.”

      “I’m not going to.” He glances at the condom.

      “We don’t need to use it. I don’t want to use it.”

      He slams his lips against mine, thrusts his tongue into my mouth, and drives his fingers deep, finding that sweet spot again. I groan, the sound pouring out of my mouth almost unearthly. He takes his fingers out of my arse, kneels, and makes his hard, dripping cock wet with lube. I lick my lips, almost tempted to suck his cock before he pushes it inside me, but lube probably wouldn’t taste nice.

      He kneels between my legs, puts his hands under my legs, above my knees, and pushes my thighs against my chest. Then he lines his cock up with my hole and enters me. His dick is bigger than his fingers, but my body accepts it hungrily. I moan as he sinks inside me.

      “Oh, fuck, Auggie.”

      “Okay?”

      “Better than okay. You feel amazing.”

      “So do you.” He rests his forearms on either side of my head and kisses me.

      I hook my ankles over his back and wrap my arms around his shoulders so I can tickle his nape and run my fingers through his messy hair. I gasp every time he thrusts. He makes love to me slowly, and it is beautiful.

      “I love you. I love you so much.” I’m glad I told him that before this so I know he believes it, that it’s not pouring out of my mouth because he’s got his cock up my arse.

      “I love you too.”

      I stare into his eyes as he rocks back and forth. “I… I wish—”

      “I know. Me too. We’ll go to him soon.”

      “Yes.”

      Auggie massages my lips with his, his tongue echoing the movement of his hips. “So you know, I’m not going to last long. I had no idea how damn good it would feel to be bare inside you. But fuck, it’s amazing, Emory. You’re amazing.”

      “So are you. You feel so good.”

      “Jack yourself off.”

      I put my arm between our hot, eager bodies and stroke my cock. Between that and his dick sliding over my prostate, it only takes seconds before my balls draw up and heavy pressure forms in my groin.

      “Auggie, I—”

      “Me too.” He slams his lips over mine.

      His cock jerks inside me, and a spurt of warmth fills me. I gasp, tearing our mouths apart as my release rocks my body. He thrusts through our orgasms, his lips finding mine over and over in a series of desperate kisses. He holds me as we pant and gasp for air. Our hearts patter furiously. My skin is hot and flushed. His is covered in a fine sheen of sweat that glistens in the light from the bedside lamp. He pulls out of me slowly. My inner thighs are wet. It must be his cum dribbling out of my arse. God, it’s sexy.

      He holds me for a while longer, kissing my forehead as our heartbeats and breathing calm. Then he grabs tissues and cleans us up.

      “Do you think you can walk?” he asks.

      “Yes, with help.”

      He gives me my underwear. “Come on. Let’s go find our boyfriend.”

      Casey is in the small room, sitting in the centre of the bed with his headphones on. He’s tapping his thigh, so he is probably listening to music. He looks up when we enter and takes his headphones off. We climb into bed on either side of him and snuggle him. Casey puts his arms around us.

      “It was amazing,” I whisper.

      He kisses my hair. “I’m glad.”

      “Auggie took good care of me.”

      “Did you doubt I would?” Auggie asks.

      “No.” I kiss Casey softly. “I want to make you feel special now. I want to make you feel loved.”

      He widens his eyes. “H-how?”

      “By holding you. Touching you. Kissing you. All the things you like. Shuffle down.”

      Casey moves down the bed, allowing me to sit behind him so I can massage his shoulders. Auggie cups Casey’s jaw and kisses him.

      “So many butterflies,” Casey whispers between kisses.

      He puts a hand on my knee and wraps his other arm around Auggie’s back.

      “We’ll always seek you out. Always.” Auggie says.

      “We love you. We need you,” I say.

      “Yeah, I’m getting that. Thank you.”

      I knead his shoulders harder. “Does it feel good?”

      “Uh-huh.” He moans.

      I kiss his nape.

      “Would you tell me about it?” he asks.

      “You want to know?”

      “Yes.”

      I tell him everything. Well, almost everything. I focus on the way Auggie made me feel rather than the mechanics of our lovemaking. Casey smiles throughout, occasionally whimpering or sighing when I hit a sensitive spot as I massage him. When I’m done, the three of us cuddle up. I lose track of who is stroking which part of me. All that matters is that I’m connected to my boyfriends and that we’re communicating our love through touch and tender kisses.

      “It’s been a perfect evening,” I say.

      “Perfect,” Casey and Auggie say in unison.

      “Fuck, I love you both.”

      “Love you too.”

      I burst out laughing as they speak together again. “That’s going to get creepy.”

      “Why? The twins do it,” Casey says.

      “The twins?” Auggie asks.

      “My siblings are twins. Hazel and Ash. You’ll meet them tomorrow.”

      “I knew you had younger siblings, but why the hell am I only now finding out they’re twins?”

      I kiss his jaw. “It never came up before. Anyway, I thought you wanted to keep finding out new things about me.”

      “I do.”

      “Well, there you go. You’ve found out something new tonight.”

      “That’s not the only thing I’ve found out.”

      I squirm as heat rises into my face. “It’s cute when the twins talk together. Twins are meant to do that.”

      “Casey’s cute,” Auggie says.

      “And you’re not?” Casey asks.

      “No. I’m sexy.”

      “You can be cute and sexy.”

      “And you and Emory are. I’m just sexy.”

      Casey laughs. “Too sexy to be cute?”

      “Isn’t that a line from a song?”

      “No.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes,” Casey and I say together.

      “Now who’s being creepy?” Auggie asks.

      “Do you know what would be cute?” Casey says.

      “What?” I ask.

      “If we all talked together.”

      “What would we say?”

      “I love you?”

      “On a count of three,” Auggie says. “One. Two. Three.”

      “I love you.”
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      My parents are decorating the tree when I arrive home on Christmas Eve.

      “Ah, Casey, just in time. You can put the star on top.” There’s a dewy look in Dad’s eyes as if he’s remembering lifting me up to put the star on the tree when I was too short to do it any other way.

      I take the white, glittery tree topper from him and pop it on the highest branch, making sure it’s secure and straight.

      “Perfect.” Mum hugs me.

      Dad embraces me too. “Good trip home?”

      “Yes, thanks.”

      “Did you travel with Emory?” Mum asks.

      Dad rolls his eyes. “Of course he did. You did, didn’t you?”

      I laugh. “Yes.”

      And Auggie. I debated bringing them here so they could support me while I talk to my parents, but after much umming and aahing on the train, I decided against it. They don’t know Auggie. They will, but right now, he’s a stranger. They’ve gone to Em’s, and I’ll check in with them later.

      “You must be tired from travelling. Do you want anything to eat or drink?” Mum asks.

      I shake my head.

      “How has this term been? You’re almost halfway through your degree,” Dad says.

      I gulp at that, even though he’s right. I don’t want to think about my degree coming to an end, because it will likely be the end of swimming competitively too. I once had dreams of swimming for England in the Olympics, but I’m not the best of the best, far from it. Maybe I can swim for a city or regional team for a while after uni, but only if I can juggle training and a full-time job, which is doubtful. It’s hard enough balancing training and uni.

      “It’s been good. Em’s been helping me stay on top of my work.”

      “If swimming is too much—” Mum begins.

      “It’s not.”

      They’re supportive of my swimming, but their stipulation has always been that I have to put schoolwork first. They became stricter on that when it became clear that I wasn’t going to be swimming for England. That swimming would be a time-consuming and exhausting hobby. I’ve never been able to explain to them how much it means to me. How free I feel when I’m in the water, or how exhilarating it is to compete.

      “We’ve got a turkey and all the trimmings for tomorrow,” Dad says.

      “Sounds great. Do you want me to do anything?”

      Mum shakes her head. “Rest and relax.”

      Dad laughs. “She wants to pamper you while you’re here. She misses you.”

      Mum rolls her eyes. “So do you.”

      “I miss you too.”

      “Are you sure you won’t stay longer? You’ll hardly be home at all,” Mum says.

      Our plan is to go home in time for New Year’s. Home. I take a breath and stare around the room. I’ve got so many memories of growing up here, but it doesn’t feel like home anymore. Spending the last week with Em and Auggie felt like being home.

      “I’m sure he and Emory want to get back for some wild party to see the New Year in. Our boy is growing up,” Dad says.

      Mum sniffs. “He is.”

      “Hi? I’m right here,” I remind them.

      Mum smiles. “You won’t be coming home after uni, will you?”

      “I haven’t thought about it. I’ve still got a year and a half left.” But no, probably not.

      “She wants to turn your room into a craft room,” Dad says with a wink.

      Mum looks horrified. “I do not. Don’t listen to him, Casey. Your room will always be yours.”

      I doubt that will remain true when I move out permanently, which I will sooner or later, but I appreciate the gesture. As their only child, I guess it’s even harder to let me go. At least Em has two younger siblings. Auggie doesn’t, but his family life seems worlds apart from mine. I hate that he feels unloved. Hate that he doesn’t have a strong relationship with his parents like I do with mine.

      I rub my forehead with the heel of my hand. My stomach is fluttering in a bad way, but I can’t put off coming out any longer. If I do, I might lose my nerve completely. “Can we talk?”

      “Is everything okay?” Mum asks.

      I sit in the armchair and wait for them to sit on the sofa adjacent to me. I lean forward onto my thighs and tap my splayed fingertips together. “Everything’s fine. It’s been an interesting term, that’s all.”

      “Interesting how?” Dad asks, voice wary.

      “You’ve experimented with drugs, haven’t you?” Mum asks.

      I stare at her, open-mouthed. It takes me a minute to regain enough composure to speak. “What? No. Why would you think that?”

      She smiles sheepishly and shrugs. “You look so serious, so I thought you were going to tell us something bad.”

      “It’s nothing bad.”

      “Oh, thank god.”

      Dad grins. “He’s got a girlfriend.”

      “Uh, no.”

      His expression falters.

      “But that is sort of what I wanted to talk to you about.”

      He frowns. Mum puts her hand on Dad’s knee. It’s like facing the Spanish Inquisition. Dad is a huge Monty Python fan. I never got his fascination with their silly films and crazy comedy sketches, many of which are in bad taste by today’s standards. Having them stare at me is not making this any easier. It’s not that I’m ashamed of who I am or who I love, more that I know I’m going to take them by surprise. They understand who I am in their heads, and based on what Dad said, part of that vision is that I’m straight.

      “I’m not straight,” I say to dispel that myth. My gut coils as I wait for them to respond.

      “You’re gay?” Dad asks.

      I splay my hands, palms up, and stare at them. “Maybe.”

      “Bi?” Dad’s voice is so casual that it makes my heart smile.

      “Possibly? I’m not sure, because I’m also ace.”

      “Well, yes, you are amazing, but it’s big-headed to say so.”

      Is he joking? Maybe he doesn’t know what ace means. I didn’t. I rub the back of my neck. “I didn’t mean it that way. Ace is short for asexual.”

      My parents stare at me blankly.

      After a moment, Mum says, “There’s so much more terminology now. When we were your age, you were either straight or gay.”

      “Although that’s not the word that was used,” Dad says.

      “No. You’re going to have to explain it to us, sweetheart.”

      “It means I don’t experience sexual attraction to people.”

      “Oh, so no boyfriend?” Dad sounds glum.

      “I’m not aromantic. I still experience romantic attraction.”

      He grins. “Boyfriends—or girlfriends—are back on the table.”

      I laugh. What other reaction is there? “Thanks.”

      Mum blinks. “For what?”

      I open my mouth and then shut it again. Should I be thanking them for being supportive, or should I have anticipated their acceptance? Not that I’ve told them everything yet. My stomach isn’t queasy anymore. Good sign.

      “It’s been a term of self-discovery. Figuring out I’m not straight and that I’m ace was just the start. I also realised that I’m romantically attracted to someone.”

      “That’s wonderful,” Mum says.

      Dad gives her a knowing smile. “I bet it’s Emory. It’s Emory, isn’t it? We should have seen it coming from a mile away.”

      “You two have always been so close,” Mum agrees, even though I’ve neither confirmed nor denied their suspicions.

      I rub the base of my thumb. “I’ve fallen for two people.”

      “Two?” Dad asks.

      “Yes. Two. We’ve been in a poly relationship for six weeks.” I keep kneading my hand; the firm action keeps me grounded. “It’s a polyfidelity relationship, which means we only want to date each other and no one else. We’re a triad.”

      “Six weeks?” Mum asks.

      I nod.

      “Why is this the first we’re hearing about it?”

      That’s what she’s annoyed about?

      “We were finding our way in our relationship, and, honestly, I didn’t know how to tell you. I wasn’t sure how you’d react. Besides, telling you I’m asexual and might be gay or bi isn’t something I wanted to do over the phone.”

      Mum pats my knee. “No. Of course not, honey. We understand.”

      I release a sigh of relief.

      “When do we get to meet these partners of yours? Are they men? Women? One of each?” Dad asks.

      “Men. So I’m definitely romantically interested in guys. I’m not so sure about women. Maybe? Who knows? I don’t. You already know Em,” I say when I realise I’m babbling.

      “Told you so,” Dad says to Mum.

      Mum rolls her eyes. “And the other man?”

      “A guy we met at uni called Auggie.”

      “Auggie? That’s a strange name,” Dad says.

      “It’s a nickname. His real name is August, but he doesn’t like it.”

      “Then we’ll be sure to call him Auggie. Tell us about him,” Mum says.

      “He’s great. You’ll love him. He’s doing the same course as Em. That’s how they met. And he’s here. Well, not here, here. He’s at Em’s. You can meet him whenever you want. Just say the word.”

      “Word,” Dad says.

      I laugh again. I love my parents.

      “Invite them over for dinner this evening. Tell them I won’t take no for an answer,” Mum says.

      “Thanks.” What am I thanking them for this time? It’s probably a British thing, like always apologising for everything, whether you’re at fault or not, or always talking about the weather.

      “We love you,” Mum says.

      “I know. I love you too. Do you mind if I take my things to my room?” I need a moment to myself, and I want to connect with my boyfriends.

      “Of course not. Invite them to dinner,” Mum says.

      “I will.”

      We all stand, which is awkward, and then my parents surround me and hug me. I lean into their embrace, truly grateful for their acceptance not only of my sexuality but of my relationship too. They’re pretty cool.

      I take my rucksack upstairs, lie on my bed, and text Em and Auggie.

      
        
          
            
              
        All done. My parents were laid back about it all. How did it go with your parents, Em?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Em

      

      
        They were stunned. It took Dad about five minutes to scrape his jaw off the floor. They’re okay now. They love Auggie.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Was there ever any doubt they would?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Auggie

      

      
        Well…

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Em

      

      
        No.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Mum wants you to come over for dinner and says she won’t take no for an answer.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Auggie

      

      
        LOL. It would be rude to refuse.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Em

      

      
        We’ll be there. What time?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Around five? Or whenever if you want to come over sooner.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Em

      

      
        Ash and Hazel aren’t going to let us go yet. They’re demanding to see you before we go back to Leeds.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Auggie

      

      
        They’re loud. Makes me almost glad to be an only child. They’re also great. They weren’t shocked that Emory has two boyfriends. Ash declared that it was ‘cool’ his big brother was dating two guys, and Hazel congratulated us for bucking the ‘artificial constraints imposed upon us by a patriarchal society.’ I didn’t understand what any of that means, so I smiled and nodded. She seems kinda young to be using language like that, but what do I know?

      

      

      

      

      

      I laugh as I imagine that conversation unfolding.

      
        
          
            
              
        Em

      

      
        That’s Hazel for you. Dad says she has an old soul.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Auggie

      

      
        Yup, I can see that.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        If it gets too noisy there, you can stay here tonight.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Em

      

      
        Is that offer open to me as well?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yes.

      

      

      

      

      

      Although I had probably better check with my parents to be sure.

      
        
          
            
              
        The twins will kill me if I’m not here to open presents with them in the morning.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tomorrow night, then.

      

      

      

      

      

      It’s needy, but I’m not looking forward to sleeping without them tonight. I rest my phone on my chest. It’s another thing that makes me realise that this isn’t home anymore. Leeds, as a city, feels more like home. I adore the swimming pools at John Charles. Being able to swim in both a fifty-metre and twenty-five-metre pool regularly is amazing. The crummy flat I share with Emory is a roof over our heads, but it’s not a home. Not really. Nor is Auggie’s house, no matter how big it is. I’m pretty sure he’s equal parts grateful and resentful that his parents bought it for him. Will they ever have a more positive relationship? I hope so. I hope his parents free him from following their dreams so he can chase his own. Will we stay in Leeds after we graduate? We could get a place together, somewhere we’re able to fund as a trio. I blame Dad for making me think about the end of my course. I shouldn’t be thinking so far ahead. Yet doing so isn’t scary.

      My phone has been beeping while I’ve been lost in thought. I pick it up and catch up on the messages, the last half dozen of which are Auggie asking me if I’m ignoring them. The rest is a discussion about where we’re all going to sleep while we’re in Lancaster. Are we going to alternate staying at mine and Em’s so we can all be together, or will Em and I stay with our families while Auggie flits between us? They didn’t come to any conclusion, probably because they were waiting for my input.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m not ignoring you. I’m happy with either plan, although I should stay here tonight. My parents are feeling melancholy about me growing up.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Em

      

      
        Mine too.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Auggie

      

      
        If I could split myself in two, I would.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Em

      

      
        Ew.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Auggie

      

      
        Duplicate myself? Clone myself?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Stay with Em tonight. Christmas will be a lot livelier there than here.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Maybe I like the quiet life? The twins would like me to stay here tonight. But I’ll stay with you tomorrow.

      

      

      

      

      

      I smile and fish my element keyring out of my pocket. I run my thumb over the wood. I know Em and Auggie use theirs as well. Over the last week at Auggie’s, our bunches of keys have ended up beside each other on the table, our element key fobs looking as at home together as I feel with my boyfriends. Why am I getting so sappy over an engraved piece of wood? I sniff, wipe my eyes, and put my keys away.

      
        
          
            
              
        Do you know what I’m looking forward to the most?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Em

      

      
        No. What?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I love my parents and your family too, Em. But I’m looking forward to going back to Leeds.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        But we just got here.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        It’s easier to snuggle in Leeds.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Auggie

      

      
        And now I’m homesick too. How long are we staying again?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Em

      

      
        A few days. Then it’ll be the three of us again.

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            28

          

          

      

    

    







            AUGGIE

          

        

      

    

    
      After a lovely meal at Casey’s house on Christmas Eve, I wake up at Emory’s on Christmas morning to find a stocking waiting for me under the tree, stuffed with thoughtful little gifts. Knowing that Emory’s parents went to the trouble of getting me presents brings a tear to my eyes. Emory and I don’t exchange gifts, having decided to wait until we’re with Casey to do so.

      We spend the day with Emory’s family. I don’t think I’ve ever felt so welcomed in my life. Yes, his parents, Patrick and Jean, were initially hesitant about the thought of their son being in a triad, but they seem to have got used to the idea. Or at least they’ve got used to me, and they already loved Casey.

      The day is full of laughter. The only thing that’s missing is Casey, but we keep up a near-constant stream of text messages with him. Emory’s parents have invited Casey and his parents for a buffet lunch tomorrow, and I intend to sleep at his tonight. Of course when I do, it’ll be Emory I miss. My gut aches, reminding me that this isn’t what Christmases are like for me. Mine are lonely. Correction. Mine were lonely. I’m with Emory and Casey now. They don’t need to be lonely again.

      In the evening, Emory comes with me to Casey’s so we can exchange gifts. We get intercepted by his parents, Neil and Philipa, the moment we walk through the door.

      “Happy Christmas,” Philipa says, hugging Emory and then me. “It’s so lovely to see you again.”

      “You saw them less than twenty-four hours ago,” Casey says.

      His mum hushes him. “We’ve got gifts for you.”

      “They’re under the tree,” Neil says.

      We go into the sitting room, where two brightly wrapped presents are waiting under the tree. We sit on their sofa, along with Casey, and open our presents. They’ve given each of us a T-shirt. Emory’s has a nerdy slogan on it, while mine has black geometric patterns in shades of blue and teal.

      “We weren’t sure what you’d like,” Philipa says.

      “I hope it’s the right size,” Neil says.

      My chest feels tight. “It’s amazing, thank you. You didn’t have to go to any trouble.” They must have bought it yesterday, between Casey arriving home and me and Emory coming over for dinner.

      Philipa waves her hand. “It was no trouble at all.”

      “We were going to go for a stroll. We’ll be about an hour,” Neil says.

      “Bye,” Philipa says as they head for the door.

      “Subtle. You did tell them you’re ace, didn’t you?” I say once they’ve left the house.

      “Yes, but you’re not.”

      “Did you tell them that?”

      Casey laughs and shakes his head. “No. Are you complaining that we’ve got the house to ourselves for an hour?”

      “I’m not,” Emory says.

      Casey stands and holds his hands out to us. “Let’s go to my room.”

      Casey’s room is exactly how I imagined it: neat and tidy, with posters of Olympic swimmers on the wall and swimming medals and trophies on display. Like Emory, he only has a single bed. At Emory’s, I slept on a pull-out bed in his room. Well, that’s where I started. I ended up in bed with him. Casey doesn’t seem to have a similar set-up.

      He sits on his bed and holds a gift out to each of us. Emory takes four presents out of the rucksack he brought with him. Once all the gifts have been given to the right person, we join Casey on the bed and begin a grand unwrapping.

      The first thing I open is a personalised wooden chopping board. It has my name and ‘Head Chef’ engraved on it. “This is from you, isn’t it?” I ask Emory.

      He blushes and nods.

      “It’s a hint that he wants you to do all the cooking,” Casey says.

      “I already do.”

      “Hey. I do some too.”

      I kiss Casey’s cheek. “I know you do. Thank you.”

      “I’m happy to let you two take care of feeding us,” Emory says.

      I kiss him next. “I bet you are.” My second gift, which is from Casey, is a selection of spices in test tubes. “I am going to love experimenting with these.”

      Emory snort-laughs. “Experimenting. Test tubes. I get it. That’s a very nerdy joke.” He kisses Casey.

      I turn my attention to their gifts. I already know what I got them: a Tetris lamp for Emory and a pair of Speedos for Casey.

      He laughs as he holds them up. “Electric blue?”

      “Yup. Your arse will look amazing in that colour.”

      “Not just your arse,” Emory mumbles.

      Casey rolls his eyes and shakes his head. “I love them, thanks. I can never have too many pairs of swimming trunks.” He kisses me.

      “Isn’t that the truth?” Emory asks as he opens his Tetris lamp. “This is so cool! Oh my god, you can stack the blocks however you want them. Thank you.” He flings one arm around my neck and snogs me.

      Casey’s gift from Emory is a fluffy, oversized hoodie that looks perfect for snuggling in.

      “I thought it might be good for after swimming in winter or for snuggling in if we’re not around,” Emory says.

      “It’s amazing.” Casey hugs him, and then they lose themselves in kissing for a moment.

      It’s hot to watch them. I never thought watching two guys kiss with closed mouths would turn me on, but these two do.

      Emory’s gift from Casey is a custom Funko Pop that looks like Emory. He blushes as he stares at it, turning it this way and that.

      “Aw, it’s even blushing. And its eyes are the perfect shade of blue,” I say.

      “Like a clear, tropical sea,” Casey says in a dreamy voice.

      “Our boyfriend has the sexiest eyes imaginable. We’ll have to get two more of these. Then we’ll have a set,” I say.

      “I figured I’d get you one for your birthday.”

      I lean over to kiss Casey. “Then I’ll get you one for yours.”

      “You two are being so cute right now,” Emory says.

      “Cute? I’m not cute. You’re cute.” I wriggle my fingers and then tickle him until he’s howling with laughter.

      I stop tickling him, and the three of us flop onto the bed beside each other, our legs dangling off the long side.

      “Happy Christmas,” Casey says, holding my hand and skimming his fingers over Emory’s cheek. “I wish you could stay tonight.”

      “Me too. Would your parents approve?”

      Casey shrugs. “We can ask.”

      “You realise we’re all being a bit clingy, don’t you?”

      “Do you mind?” Emory asks.

      I grin and sigh a happy sigh. “Nope. Not one bit.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      On Boxing Day, Patrick and Jean invite Casey and his parents over for a buffet. The first thing Casey’s parents do when they arrive is hug me, even though they saw me for breakfast. Emory and I left shortly after to spend the morning with the twins and help Patrick and Jean prepare the buffet. I’m struggling to get over how welcoming both sets of parents are and how easily they’ve accepted me as part of their sons’ lives.

      We break into groups to chat. Somehow I end up with Emory’s dad, Patrick.

      “I didn’t ask how you’re enjoying your pharmacology degree. Emory loves it, but how are you finding it?”

      I wince and glance at Emory, who’s talking to his mum, Jean, a short distance away. “It’s fine.”

      “You don’t like it?” Casey’s dad, Neil, asks as he and Philipa join our conversation.

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “It’s written all over your face,” Philipa says.

      I catch Emory’s eye and then Casey’s. They come over and stand on either side of me, holding my hands.

      “I’m not finding it very interesting, but hey, I wouldn’t have met Emory and Casey if I’d picked a different subject, so it’s all good.” They are a pair of silver linings, and I love them for it.

      “Is it too late for you to change what you’re studying? I know Emory and Casey had a few crossover modules last year, and they’re doing different degrees. You’re only a term into year two. Maybe you could carry your credit over into something in the same field you find more interesting,” Philipa suggests.

      “Mum’s a lecturer at Lancaster University,” Casey says.

      Philipa smiles. “I’ve talked to a lot of students who’ve realised they’ve chosen the wrong subject. You must have a tutor. Chat with them. I’m sure something can be worked out. No one wants you to be unhappy.”

      Except for my parents, who would flip their lids if I tried to change my course. I can imagine the call from Dad now. He would cut me off, boot me out of the house, and probably change the locks for good measure.

      “It’s fine. I’m almost halfway through. Besides, I like studying with Emory.” I nudge his shoulder.

      He blushes beautifully.

      Philipa pinches her lips together and then glances at Casey. If only I could send a plea for help to my boyfriends via telepathy. Sadly I can’t.

      “I like studying with you too,” Emory says.

      Philipa flicks her gaze over the three of us. “It looks like you’re taking care of yourselves.”

      “Auggie is a great cook,” Casey says.

      “Much better than me,” Emory agrees.

      “You can cook? Why wasn’t this mentioned sooner? You could have helped with Christmas dinner,” Patrick says.

      “Because he’s a guest, Dad. He’s not here to cook for you,” Emory says.

      I laugh. “I’m happy to cook a meal for you to thank you for your hospitality.”

      Patrick gestures at Emory. “There you go.”

      “Do you fancy cooking for us too?” Neil asks.

      “Dad,” Casey mutters.

      “He’s joking,” Philipa says.

      Neil stares at his wife and son. “Am I?”

      After today, we’ve got two more nights in Lancaster before we go back to Leeds. As much as I adore Emory’s and Casey’s families, I’m looking forward to having them all to myself again. Needy? Me? Abso-fucking-lutely.

      “I’m happy to cook for you as well,” I tell Neil.

      Philipa gives me a thoughtful look again. “Perhaps chef school would have been more your thing.”

      I feel a pang of longing in my gut. “Maybe, but then I wouldn’t have met Emory and Casey.” I feel like a stuck record.

      Philipa smiles as she glances between us. Her gaze dips to our joined hands. “You obviously care about each other a lot.”

      “It’s obvious they’re in love,” Neil says in a voice loud enough to make the twins and Emory’s mum take notice of our conversation.

      “Can you be in love after six weeks?” Patrick asks.

      “Yes,” Neil and Philipa say in unison.

      They give each other the sappiest look I’ve ever seen. Damn. Casey’s parents must be hopelessly in love with each other. Something tells me they fell in love hard and fast.

      “Do you have any plans for the summer?” Patrick asks me.

      “I’ll probably stay in Leeds.”

      He frowns. “You won’t go spend some time with your parents?”

      My chest becomes tight. “A little. My parents are busy.”

      “What do they do?”

      I push up onto my toes and then sink down again. “Dad owns a pharmaceutical company.”

      “Ah,” Philipa says as if everything suddenly makes sense to her. Maybe it does.

      “Mum is an interpreter. She spends a lot of time abroad.”

      “You’d be welcome to come and stay with us if you want. We were thinking of renting a villa somewhere warm for a week or two. You should come.” Neil looks at Emory. “You’re invited too, obviously. You’d only need to pay for flights. We’ll cover the cost of the villa.”

      Emory grins. “Thanks.”

      I stare at Casey’s dad. He met me two days ago, and he’s already inviting me on a family holiday. Wow. “That’s very generous of you, thank you.”

      “Hardly. It won’t cost us any extra, assuming you three are happy sharing a room.”

      Just like we did last night at Casey’s. His parents didn’t have any problem at all with Emory staying over too, nor did they mind the three of us crashing in Casey’s room. Their only concern was that there wouldn’t be room for us all in Casey’s bed, so his dad inflated a camping mattress for us. It was comfier than I was expecting and, most importantly, big enough for three.

      “That would be fine with me. Thank you.” Damn, if only Dad was more like Neil.

      “I guess the three of you will be thinking about moving in together next academic year,” he says. “I bet the three of you could afford somewhere nicer than that pokey little flat Casey and Emory are in this year.”

      “Are you in a shared house?” Patrick asks me.

      Jean joins us. “Are you three giving this poor boy the third degree?”

      “More like the Spanish Inquisition,” Neil jokes.

      “Dad.” Casey groans and puts his hand over his face.

      “No, I live alone,” I say, answering Patrick’s question.

      Jean raises her eyebrows. “Alone? That must be lonely.”

      I rub the side of my neck. It was lonely, which is why I threw parties half the nights of the week and hooked up with random guys as often as possible and had so-called friends who didn’t even know my name. Greg hasn’t texted in weeks. He’s probably found someone else to throw parties for him. Not that it matters. I have Emory and Casey now. Meeting them changed everything.

      Although the house my parents bought is big enough for the three of us, it’s not a good idea to invite them to move in with me. We could all end up homeless if my parents decided to rip it out from under me. But they wouldn’t support me in finding somewhere to live with my boyfriends either.

      Ash tugs at my jumper. “Auggie, do you want to come and play my new console game with me?”

      “You bet.” I smile an apology to Casey’s and Emory’s parents and follow Ash into the TV room, where he’s already set up the game. To be honest, I’m glad of the reprieve from all the questions.

      Emory and Casey join me a few minutes later. They sit beside me, Casey hugging me, Emory resting his cheek on my shoulder, as they watch me and Ash play. It’s a cooperative game where you play people made out of string, one blue, one red. It’s cute.

      “Your parents are amazing,” I whisper.

      To be fair, Ash is so absorbed in the game that he probably wouldn’t take in anything we say anyway.

      Emory chuckles. “You said that yesterday and the day before. Several times.’

      “I know, but I wanted you to know I mean it.”

      “Then why do you look sad?” Casey asks.

      “Because being with them these last three days and seeing the relationships you have with them is a reminder of what I’ve never had with my parents. Sorry. It’s Christmas. I shouldn’t be getting melancholy.”

      “You’re allowed to get melancholy whenever you need. I’m sorry that you have reason to,” Emory says.

      “Yeah, me too.”

      “Have you told your parents how you feel?” Casey asks.

      “About my degree? Yes. Several times. They don’t listen.” I spit the words out through my clenched teeth.

      “I meant about not getting to spend time with them. Not having an affectionate relationship with them.”

      I shake my head. “The boat’s sailed on that one. I wouldn’t want it now, even if they suddenly tried. They don’t deserve my love or affection.” I pinch the bridge of my nose and hand the controller to Emory. “You play for a bit.”

      He takes over, barely missing a beat.

      Ash looks over his shoulder. “I wanted Auggie to play.”

      “He’s taking a breather. Besides, I’m the better player.” Emory grins at me.

      “True.” Ash shrugs and turns back to the game.

      I press my head against Casey’s shoulder as he cuddles me. “You have great families. Treasure them,” I whisper hoarsely.

      Casey rubs my back. “We do. And you’ve got us.”

      “I won’t if I don’t pass this year with a two-one grade average. Right now, I’m barely scraping a third. I can’t turn it around in two terms.”

      “You can,” Emory says.

      “And if I can’t? My parents will make me go home and work a shitty job at Dad’s shitty company.” I press my hand over my mouth. “Sorry,” I hiss, staring at Ash’s back.

      “I don’t think he heard,” Emory whispers.

      I breathe out as I lower my hand.

      “They can’t make you,” Casey says.

      “They’ll cut off my money and take the house away from me. What choice would I have?”

      “If he does that, you’ll move in with us,” Emory says like it’s the obvious solution.

      Maybe it is, one I didn’t dare to consider.

      Casey nods in agreement. “Your parents don’t get to control your life. You’re the only one who gets to do that. Maybe you should do what Mum said and talk to your tutor about swapping to another course.”

      “Get student loans like the rest of us so you’re not beholden to them. Join us in debt hell,” Emory says.

      I laugh because I know he’s cheering me up. “I’m halfway through my degree. It doesn’t make sense to swap now. I don’t want to do anything science related at all, but that’s what I’d need to do to use any of the credits I’ve already racked up.” I take a breath. “No. I’ll finish it. I doubt I’ll pass with a two-one, but I will stay in Leeds and get a degree. With or without Dad’s support.”

      Casey hugs me tighter.

      “I’ll help with your course,” Emory reiterates.

      “We’ve got your back,” Casey says.

      I squeeze Emory’s knee. “Thanks. I’m one lucky guy.” I sit up and waggle my fingers for the controller, which he hands to me. “I’m back in the game, Ash,” I announce.

      He looks over his shoulder and grins. “Great. We’re about to get to a hard bit. Are you ready?”

      I briefly look into Emory’s eyes and then Casey’s, smiling at them both. Then I focus all my attention on the game. “I’m ready.”
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      We see the New Year in at Auggie’s house and stay there for the next two weeks enjoying spending time with each other. We go on day trips and dates, as well as cuddle, talk, watch films, and binge-watch TV shows. It’s nice to have those two weeks with nothing else to worry about. No lectures. No essays to write. No swimming practice for Casey.

      The spring term starts in mid-January. I convince Auggie to go to every lecture, tutorial, and lab session and do the reading for them as well. I think it helps that we get to do it together. Casey joins our study sessions when he can, which also encourages him to keep on top of things. But the best moments of each day are the ones we spend together, doing nothing.

      Before I know it, the first two weeks of term have flown by, and we’re in February. The weather is dark, cold, and wet, and we even have a few snow flurries, although it never lies.

      We come home from university one Tuesday to find a letter from our landlord in our mailbox.

      “What does it say?” Casey asks as I open it.

      Auggie is here too, sorting out the shopping we stopped to do on the way home so he can cook for us tonight.

      I scan the letter. “She wants to know if we’re planning on staying here next year. If so, we’ll have to pay a retainer over the summer. If not, she’ll put the place up for rent.”

      “Are we staying here?” Casey asks.

      I shrug and put the letter back in the envelope. “I don’t know. Are we?”

      Auggie, who is still in the kitchen, laughs. “Answering a question with a question isn’t helpful.”

      Casey and I join him and help to put things away.

      “It depends on what you want to do,” I say.

      Auggie raises his eyebrows. “Me?”

      “Well, all of us, really.”

      He stops, turns, and leans against a low cupboard. “What are you saying?”

      I inhale deeply. “Casey’s dad suggested we might decide to move in together next year. We need to think about whether or not that’s what we want.”

      No one speaks. I’ll admit, making decisions about September in February is scary, but if we do want to move, we’ll need to look for somewhere before everywhere gets snatched up. The student housing market can be a blood bath. This time last year, there was no doubt in my mind that Casey and I would live together in our second year. Not that I have doubts now. Not really. It’s just that September is seven months away, and the three of us have only been together for three. While I do think about a future with Casey and Auggie, those thoughts have been abstract. Deciding to move in together would be concrete.

      Casey stands beside Auggie, arms folded, staring at the floor. “We pretty much lived together over Christmas and didn’t kill each other.”

      Auggie and I chuckle.

      “We spent most of it at mine,” Auggie notes.

      “We wouldn’t all fit in here,” I say.

      Casey scratches his jaw. “Would it even be legal? There are only two single bedrooms.”

      “We couldn’t fit a double bed in either of them if we tried,” I agree.

      “I love you both, but I don’t want to sleep three to a single bed every night,” Auggie says.

      Casey laughs. “I don’t think any of us do.”

      “We could move in with you,” I suggest. It seems like the obvious solution.

      Auggie glares at the tiled floor.

      “We’d pay your parents rent and cover our share of the bills. Assuming you do want to live with us. You might not.” My cheeks heat up as Auggie stays quiet.

      “No.”

      “No?” My stomach feels like I’ve gone down a roller coaster.

      He pulls us to him and hugs us both. “I do want to move in with you, but you can’t move in with me.”

      I frown. “Why not?”

      He lets us go and rubs his arm. “Because right now, if I don’t live up to my parents’ expectations, I’m the only one they’ll punish. But if you lived in that house too, and they decided to kick us out because I don’t get the grades they want me to, we’d all be homeless. I can’t do that to you.”

      “We could find somewhere else,” Casey says.

      Auggie shakes his head. “How would I afford that? My allowance wasn’t enough to cover rent before Dad halved it. There’s no chance I could pay my way now.”

      “You could take out a maintenance loan,” I suggest.

      Auggie scoffs. “Those things are means tested based on your parents’ income. I wouldn’t get a penny.”

      Casey rubs his thumb underneath his bottom lip. “If we’re paying rent and have a contract, your parents wouldn’t be able to kick us out.”

      “They could still kick me out,” Auggie mutters.

      “Do you think he would?” I ask.

      He nods. “You don’t know my parents. Dad always gets his way, and Mum lets him get on with it. I told you I have to meet their unrealistic expectations, or they’ll expect me to go home and get a shitty job in Dad’s company. And you can say they can’t make me all you like. But if they take my home and my allowance away, what will I have left?”

      “Us,” Casey says quietly.

      “You wouldn’t be able to support me, and I wouldn’t ask you to.”

      “It’s irrelevant. We’re not going to let it happen,” I say.

      Auggie stares at me. “I’m not going to have a two-one average by the end of the academic year. Even if there’s a chance I could, are you willing to stake the roof over your head on it? I’m not.”

      I lift my chin and fold my arms. “Yes. I believe in you. I know you can do it.”

      “Your grades have already improved,” Casey says.

      “And you have a term and a half left. You can do it, Auggie.”

      He bows his head. “You’re sweet. You both are. But I can’t let you put your faith in me.”

      “Why not?” I ask.

      “Because it’s too much pressure. I’d never forgive myself if I let you down.”

      “You won’t.”

      “I might,” he yells, pushing away from the cupboard. “I might.”

      Casey wraps his arms around Auggie from behind and holds him fast. He presses his face against Auggie’s shoulder.

      “Let me go,” Auggie shouts.

      “No,” Casey whispers.

      Auggie tries to pull away but gives up within seconds. Casey is taller and stronger than either of us. He sags in Casey’s arms. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have got angry with you.”

      I step closer and rub his arm. “It’s okay. I’ll help you get a two-one by the end of the year. I promise. Believe in yourself. I know you hate the course, but you can do it.”

      “Especially with Em to help,” Casey says.

      “And what if I can’t?” Auggie asks miserably.

      “We’ll worry about it if it happens,” I reply.

      He shakes his head. “That’s not good enough, Emory. You could end up with nowhere to live. Stay here until the end of our third year. We can get jobs and move in together when we’re able to support ourselves.”

      Disappointment weighs heavily in my gut. I look at Casey. His brows are pinched together in thought.

      “How about a compromise?” he says a few moments later.

      “Explain,” I say.

      “We keep renting this flat, but we move in with Auggie. If you want us to. That way, if anything happens, we’d still have a roof over our heads, and you could crash here until we figure something else out. It’s basically what we’re doing now, only we’d have clothes at your house and would be sleeping there every night.”

      I stare at Casey. “That’s brilliant. Why didn’t I think of that?”

      “You have book smarts. You can’t be expected to have practical smarts too,” he teases.

      I stick my tongue out.

      His smile warms my heart. “I thought of it. We can change everything without changing anything.”

      I wrinkle my nose. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      Auggie stands tall in Casey’s arms. “Yes, it does. It makes perfect sense.”

      Casey pecks his cheek. “Think about it. You don’t have to decide tonight. Decide in September if you want to.”

      “I don’t need to think about it. I want to live with you. I was scared. I am scared. But your solution is fucking perfect, Casey. I’ll still do my best to improve my grade average, but at least I won’t have to worry about the two of you ending up on the streets if I can’t.”

      I hold my thumb and forefinger up. “That’s a bit dramatic.”

      He laughs. “Maybe a little.” His jaw sets into a determined line. “Bring some clothes over on Sunday. Stay over all the time.”

      “Live together without living together?” I ask.

      “Yes.”

      “Em will need to bring his books over too,” Casey says.

      “So will you,” I say.

      “Clothes come first.”

      “And Speedos. You can’t forget those. In fact, I think you should do a fashion show for us,” Auggie says.

      “That’s not going to happen. If you want to see me wearing Speedos, you’ll have to come to my swimming competitions.”

      “Please?” Auggie begs.

      “No.”

      “Please?”

      Casey rolls his eyes. “I’m not changing my mind.”

      Auggie pouts. “Spoilsport.”

      I laugh, shake my head, and point at the kitchen door. “Do you want to snuggle for a bit?”

      Auggie nods. “Screw cooking. I’ll pay for takeaway.”

      Casey releases him, and we move to the sofa to cuddle.

      “Does this count as our first argument?” Auggie asks.

      “It was more of an emotional flashpoint,” I reply.

      “Unless you want to get that milestone out of the way, in which case it can be our first argument,” Casey says.

      Auggie sighs. “I don’t want to argue with you. Ever.”

      “It will happen. We’re not perfect,” I say.

      “Speak for yourself. I’m perfect.”

      I twist so I can kiss him deeply. “You’re mostly perfect.”

      “Mostly?”

      I cup his jaw. “Yup. Mostly.”

      “What about me?” Casey asks.

      I lean across to peck his lips. “You’re mostly perfect too.”

      “We are so sappy,” Auggie groans.

      “Maybe. But do you know what?” I ask.

      “What?”

      “I get horny when we’re sappy.” I straddle Auggie’s lap and kiss him again, deeper than before, our tongues playing with one another as our lips fuse.

      “Want me to go and get takeaway?” Casey asks. When we don’t reply, because we’re too busy kissing, he stands and points at the door. “I’ll go get takeaway.”

      I grab his T-shirt and pull him into a closed-mouth kiss. “I love you.”

      “I love you too. And you.” Casey kisses Auggie. “Chinese?”

      I kiss him again. “That would be great.”
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      By mid-February, Em and I are living at Auggie’s. We only visit our flat to collect post and make sure everything is okay. Em persuades us that we need a joint calendar, which he sets up and takes charge of. It’s pretty useful, but that doesn’t stop a small amount of friendly teasing.

      The last weekend in February is the British University and College Societies long course swimming championship. My parents come across to Leeds to pick Em and Auggie up to take them to Sheffield to watch. Once again, I spend all my time with the team, but it’s nice to see everyone I love cheering me on. So nice that I get silver in the one-hundred-metre freestyle.

      Once I return to Leeds on Sunday evening, my parents take us out for a meal and invite Auggie to stay at theirs for all or part of the Easter break.

      And so life goes on. The familiar routine of swimming, university, and studying, brightened by snuggling with my boyfriends. Living together is easy. Sure, there are moments of tension and the odd ‘emotional flashpoint’, as Em would put it, but we talk and hug it out, and then we’re all smiles and kisses again. I’m happy. I’m also tired because juggling everything is never going to get any easier, but I get to face each day with a smile, knowing my boyfriends will be there at the end to hold me.

      Auggie works hard throughout the rest of the term. One essay gets a third, and the one he gets back on the day we break up for Easter at the end of March earns him a two-two. It’s my birthday the next day and his is a week later. So once my last swimming practice of the term is over, we rent a car, and Auggie drives us to Keldy in North Yorkshire to spend the weekend in a cabin in the forest.

      “It has a hot tub,” I say as I step onto the raised deck. I bounce on the balls of my feet and point. “A hot tub.”

      “We thought you’d appreciate it,” Em says, grinning.

      Now I understand why they told me to bring my swimming things.

      We’ve rented a two-bedroom lodge split over two levels. The cabin is more modern than I was expecting, with large, stylish black tiles in the bathrooms and a fully fitted kitchen in cream with solid wood worktops. We ignore the twin bedroom downstairs and put our bags in the double bedroom upstairs. It’s in the eaves and has a king-sized bed and an en suite.

      The cabins are spaced enough that each one feels secluded, and there are lots of walking trails to explore in the forest.

      “I can’t believe this is our home for the next two days.” It would have been nice to have stayed longer, but I promised my parents we’d visit around my birthday, so we’re spending next weekend with them. We’ll also be seeing Em’s family.

      “Let’s turn the hot tub on and try it out,” Auggie suggests.

      Once we’ve worked out how to turn the hot tub on, we go inside and change into our swimming things. Auggie and Em have baggy, knee-length short-style swimming trunks, while I wear the electric blue Speedos Auggie gave me for Christmas.

      “Maybe I should get some like yours,” I muse.

      “No,” they say simultaneously.

      Auggie pulls me into a hug. “We love you in those. You’re seriously sexy.”

      It feels good to know they think I’m sexy.

      He pecks my lips. “Let’s go and get hot and bubbly.”

      It’s not a big hot tub, but it’s large enough for the three of us to sit with our ankles crossed and our arms looped over each other’s shoulders. The heat from the water is in sharp contrast to the cool air. It’s April tomorrow, but the weather hasn’t felt springlike at all. With any luck, it’ll get warmer soon. The water bubbles noisily around our chests. The whir of the motor is loud enough to drown out the chatter of birds in the forest around us.

      “I can’t believe our second year is nearly over. What are you looking forward to the most next term?” Em asks.

      Auggie snorts. “I’m focused on the holiday right now. I don’t want to think about next term.”

      “It’s the team championships in May,” I say.

      Em and Auggie splash water at me.

      “We know,” Em says, laughing.

      “Our hotel is already booked,” Auggie says.

      I smile. “You guys are great.”

      “We know.” Auggie grins.

      “I’m looking forward to the exams,” Em says.

      Auggie and I stare at him.

      “What? Has my skin turned green or something?”

      “You’re looking forward to exams?” Auggie sounds horrified.

      “Yes.”

      “Only you,” I murmur, tipping my head back and closing my eyes.

      “Wait. You enjoy swimming competitions but not exams?” Em asks.

      I crack one eye open. “They’re totally different.”

      “How is winning or losing based on one race different to passing or failing based on one exam? Not that any of us will pass or fail based solely on our exams.”

      “No, but the exams will affect the grade we end the year with,” Auggie says.

      I close my eye. “Swimming is different. I can lose myself in the moment. Exams are about remembering things.”

      “I suck at remembering things,” Auggie says.

      “Where did we first meet?” Em asks him.

      “Outside a lecture theatre. Well, that was the first time I talked to you.”

      “What was the lecture on?”

      “Cardiovascular pharmacology.”

      “With?”

      “Professor Richards. What’s your point?”

      Em laughs. “You don’t suck at remembering things.”

      “I’d be fine if I could take an exam on us. I’d get one hundred per cent. Sadly I have to take exams on pharmacology.”

      “You’ll be fine. Em is super organised when it comes to revising.”

      “I bet he is. I’m expecting lots of flashcards. In rainbow colours.”

      “And highlighters,” I say.

      “Are you teasing me?” Em asks.

      “Yes,” Auggie says.

      The water ripples, signifying that someone is moving. A moment later, Em gasps and then moans. After a few minutes of the sounds of my boyfriends making out, there’s another ripple of water, and then Auggie’s lips press against mine. I know it’s Auggie because of his scruffy beard. Em kisses me next, and then I open my eyes.

      “It was a good idea to come here,” I say.

      “So you can tease me?” Em asks.

      “So we can relax.”

      “If we’re talking about next term and finals, we should also talk about the summer,” Auggie says.

      “I was thinking about applying for a summer internship. It would be a good experience to put on my CV, and I’d get paid,” Em says.

      “In Leeds?” I ask.

      “That’s my hope. We have to pay a retainer on the flat anyway, so I’m sure I’ll be able to stay there.”

      “Or at mine,” Auggie says.

      Em grins. “That’s what I was hoping, but I didn’t want to assume.”

      “I wasn’t planning on going home at all over the summer.”

      Sadness tugs at my gut. Auggie hasn’t gone home once in the five and a half months we’ve known him. His parents haven’t visited either. I can’t imagine having so little contact with my parents.

      “Mum and Dad would like us to go on holiday with them. It would only be for a week if you wanted to,” I say.

      “I still can’t believe how welcoming your parents are,” Auggie says.

      “You’re part of our families now,” Em says.

      Auggie turns his face away from us to look at the forest. “They barely know me.”

      Em squeezes his shoulder. “They trust our judgement. But if you hurt me, you’ll feel their wrath.”

      “Be afraid,” I say in a serious tone.

      Auggie laughs. “Oh, I am.”

      I smile at Em to thank him for lifting Auggie’s mood.

      “I’m also surprised how easily they accepted the news you were in a threesome,” Auggie says.

      I shrug. “Me too.”

      “Lots of parents wouldn’t have been so cool about it.”

      I assume he’s referring to his own. I lean my head on his shoulder and stroke his thigh.

      “Would you hate me if I never told my parents about us?” Auggie asks.

      Em and I exchange a glance. I’ve known Em for long enough to understand the sympathetic look in his eyes. I nod.

      “You have to do what’s right for you. We could never hate you for that,” he says.

      Auggie sighs. “I’m not ashamed of being with you, but they wouldn’t understand. To them, appearances are everything. Dad has made no bones about the fact that he’d rather I was straight so I can turn up to charity functions with a beautiful woman on my arm. In his words, it would look better in the photos.”

      I hiss in a breath. “He said that?”

      Auggie nods.

      I lift my head, turn Auggie’s face towards me, and press a soft kiss to his lips. “All your parents need to know is that we’re friends. And maybe official housemates one day.”

      Em snorts. “Housemates.” He clears his throat and makes air quotes. “Historians believe they were good friends.”

      We all cackle at that.

      “Back to our summer plans,” I say. “I’m happy to stay in Leeds most of the summer.”

      “Because the swimming pool is better?” Auggie asks.

      I grin. “Yes. Plus, my good friends will be there.”

      “We are very good friends,” Em agrees, leaning across so he can kiss me and then Auggie.

      “Good friends who kiss,” Auggie agrees.

      “And snuggle,” I say.

      Emory hums. “I love snuggling with my very good friends.”

      “Maybe I should do lifeguard training. I could get a summer job at the pool.”

      “Why do you love water so much?” Auggie asks.

      “He’s part dolphin,” Em says.

      I smile and shrug. “I don’t know. I always have. Mum took me swimming right from when I was a baby. I feel free in the water.”

      “Being good at it probably helps,” Em muses.

      I chuckle. “Probably. But I’m only good at it because I enjoy it.”

      “Oh, so it’s a chicken and egg scenario. It’s hard to say which came first,” Auggie says.

      “Basically, yes.” I splash Em. “Why do you like science so much?”

      “It’s fascinating.”

      “I bet being good at it doesn’t hurt.” I wink at him.

      “Not one bit.”

      “I envy you both,” Auggie says.

      I sit upright and stare at him. “Why?”

      “You’ve found your thing. Science. Swimming. My thing was partying.”

      “I thought you threw parties to fill a hole in your life,” Em says.

      Auggie sighs. “Yeah. But I don’t need to anymore because you filled that hole.” He pulls us close.

      “You have found your thing. Cooking,” I say.

      “Maybe you could get a job in a kitchen over the summer,” Em suggests.

      Auggie purses his lips. “Summer jobs all around?”

      Em nods. “With a week off to go on holiday with Casey’s parents.”

      “If you want to. We don’t have to,” I say.

      Auggie lifts one foot out of the water and wriggles his toes. “A week somewhere warm, and all we have to pay for is flights? I’d be an idiot to turn that down.”

      “I’d say our summer is planned,” Em says.

      “Aside from finding those jobs,” Auggie points out.

      Em waves his hand. “Eh, details, details. That won’t be a problem. Do you know why?”

      Auggie and I shake our heads.

      “Because we’re awesome.”

      “And modest.” Auggie laughs.

      “And if it doesn’t quite work out the way we’ve planned, we’ll come up with new plans,” I say.

      “We will. Because we’re awesome together. And that isn’t a big-headed thing to say,” Em says.

      Auggie holds our hands. “We are awesome together. That’s a fact.”
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      One of our lecturers decides to give us a fantastic welcome-back-to-university gift of a pop quiz. Seriously, I thought those only existed in the teen movies set in the US that Emory loves to watch. I don’t even know what ‘pop quiz’ means. Certainly not a quiz on pop music or anything even remotely popular. Popular bands. Popular chocolate bars. Popular films. We have no warning, no prep time, and unsurprisingly, I stare at the question sheet and can only think of about two answers out of twenty questions. I do leave the professor lots of doodles, though. He should be grateful that I don’t litter the answer sheet with gazillions of profanities. I want to, but I hold back.

      “You hated that, didn’t you?” Emory asks as we leave the lecture theatre.

      “That obvious?”

      He winces. “Yes. Sorry.”

      I gesture in the direction of the lecture theatre as we walk away from it. “Who springs a test like that on the first day back after the holidays?”

      “It was pretty mean.”

      “Do I dare ask how you did?”

      Emory shrugs. “I won’t know until we get the results back.”

      “I bet you aced it.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not.”

      “I thought you liked tests.”

      Emory smiles. “I like exams that I can revise and prepare for thoroughly. Surprise tests are not my favourite thing in the world.” He nudges my elbow. “You are, though. One of my two favourite things anyway.”

      “Why do I feel like you’re about to burst into song?”

      “Will it make you laugh if I do?”

      I side-eye him. “Yes. Will you?”

      His cheeks flush pink. “I love you and would do anything for you, except a musical number in the middle of university. Sorry.”

      I put my arm around his shoulders. “It didn’t hurt to ask.”

      “What I will do is help you come up with a revision schedule and stick to it.”

      I groan. “Already? We’ve got six weeks until our exams begin. Why do we even have exams this year? Surely we should have them all at the end of our third year.”

      “And have to remember everything we’ve learnt this year and next year?”

      I sigh. “Good point.”

      “And six weeks isn’t that long.”

      “I guess not.”

      He loops his arm around my waist. “I know you hate this course, but I’ve got you, I promise.”

      I rest my cheek on his head as we walk. “I know you do. Thank you.”

      Emory spends the evening figuring out two revision timetables. One for the two of us and one for Casey, which takes all his swimming practice and competitions into account. I’m convinced that Emory is the most organised man on the planet. The most organised and the most brilliant. Whoever he ends up working for after graduation is going to be damned lucky. The same goes for Casey. His passion for swimming makes my heart race.

      I’ve been thinking a lot about what Casey said at the forest lodge. That I have found my thing in cooking. So while Emory puts his elite organisational skills to work, I look into possible summer jobs. Six weeks until exams means eight weeks until the summer holiday. We break up at the end of the third week of June and don’t come back until the first week of October. If I still love cooking after three months of working in a kitchen, I’ll know I’ve found my thing.

      The trouble is, I have no experience. I wasn’t even allowed to take food tech at GCSE or A level, even though I told my parents I wanted to. I’m not going to let that deter me. I make a long list of restaurants in Leeds and write emails to them, explaining I’m looking for summer work.

      By the time Casey comes home from practice, Emory has finished the timetables, and I’ve emailed a dozen restaurants. As always, Casey is tired, so the three of us snuggle in bed while Emory regales us with his awesome planning skills, and I tell them how I’ve spent my evening. We listen to the highs and lows of Casey’s training session and then convince each other to get up and do our bedtime jobs before falling into bed and each other’s arms and drifting off to sleep.

      Our revision schedules start the next day. Emory has planned it so we’re only doing a small amount each day for the first couple of weeks, so we can all keep on top of the new work our lecturers throw at us. He declares that Sunday will be our day off every week except the team championship weekend, which is the penultimate week of May. Okay, that will still be a day off studying and revising, but we’ll be in Sheffield, supporting our talented boyfriend.

      It’s Saturday at the end of the first week of our third term. We’re sitting around the dining room table, diligently studying. Well, Emory is being diligent. Casey mostly is but sometimes stares out the patio doors as if he’s dreaming of swimming, and I keep distracting them both. Every time I do, Emory gives me an amused look and then taps my book.

      My thoughts wander to dinner. Is it too early to cook? I’ve already prepared a pomodoro sauce, so it will only take a few minutes to boil some pasta to go with it.

      The doorbell rings.

      “Expecting someone?” Casey asks.

      “No. It’s probably a canvasser or something. I’ll get rid of them.” I stand, but the moment I look through the arch, into the sitting room, and out the window, I see Dad’s car parked on the drive outside. “Fuck.”

      Casey and Emory stare at me.

      “What is it?” Emory asks.

      “Dad. What the fuck is he doing here?”

      “Did he tell you he was coming?”

      I shake my head. The doorbell rings again.

      “Wait here. I’ll get rid of him.”

      Emory laces his fingers through mine. “You don’t have to get rid of him. Tell him we’re here for a study session.”

      I look at them and at the piles of books and revision cards. They’re all white. I was so disappointed in Emory. I had expected rainbow revision cards. Emory did provide us with a bumper packet of highlighters each, which redeemed him a little bit. Dad probably isn’t going to question their presence when it’s so obvious that we are, in fact, studying. It might even make him happy.

      “I’ll go and see what he wants,” I amend. Tension coils through my muscles as I walk to the front door and open it. “Dad, I wasn’t expecting you.”

      “I thought I should come and talk to you face to face, seeing as phone calls obviously aren’t working.”

      I frown. “What do you mean?”

      “Can I come in?”

      I stand aside, letting him walk past me into the hall. While I shut the door, he strides into the lounge.

      “I didn’t know you had company,” he says in a stiff voice.

      “We’re revising. We have exams at the end of the term. Meet Emory and Casey.” I gesture to them as I say their names.

      Revealing they’re my boyfriends is on the tip of my tongue, but I know Dad won’t understand or approve, so I keep the words trapped inside, even though it makes my heart hurt.

      Emory stands, approaches Dad, and holds his hand out. “It’s nice to meet you, Mr Cunningham.”

      Dad accepts his hand.

      “Emory has been tutoring me most of the year. He’s studying pharmacology too.”

      Dad sniffs. “So you’re the reason August’s grades have been improving.” It’s not a question.

      At the table, Casey folds his arms and glowers at Dad, who, thankfully, doesn’t seem to notice. He’s too focused on Emory.

      Not that the look on Emory’s face is much better. He’s clenched his teeth, and his cheek muscle is ticking. “I’ve helped, but Auggie has been doing all the hard work.”

      Dad rolls his eyes as he turns to me. “Still using that infantile nickname?”

      “What do you want, Dad?”

      “You had a test on Monday.”

      Oh, for fuck’s sake. I’d almost forgotten that Dad had the dean of the university on speed dial.

      “A test you did dismally in. And that’s putting it politely.”

      “It was sprung on us with no warning. We couldn’t revise for it.”

      “You attended at least some of the lectures, didn’t you? I assume you paid attention, but perhaps not. You shouldn’t be failing a surprise test.”

      “So, what? You drove all the way here from London to tell me what I already know? That I didn’t do well enough?” I pinch the bridge of my nose and look at Emory and Casey. “Maybe you should go.” They don’t need to be here for the argument that’s about to happen.

      Not that it looks like my boyfriends have any intention of going anywhere.

      “Pack your things and go. August and I need to have a private conversation.”

      Most people would jump the moment Dad told them to, but not my boyfriends.

      Emory comes and stands beside me. “The test was hard. Half of it was stuff we learnt in the first four weeks of term.”

      “Oh, when you weren’t bothering to attend your lectures.” Dad glares at me.

      Emory clenches his fists. “Auggie is working hard to improve his grades, Mr Cunningham.”

      “Not hard enough. Thank you for tutoring him, but this conversation is none of your business. Please go.”

      Emory lifts his chin. “No. I need you to know how hard Auggie is working.”

      “So you’ve said.” Dad sounds bored.

      “Yes, but did you listen?” Emory demands.

      “Emory, please.” My voice is weak. I’m Mr Confident in every other respect, but in Dad’s presence, I might as well be a child. “You and Casey should go. I’ll be okay.”

      “It’s not fair that he’s judging you over that test. It doesn’t count towards anything. It was useful for showing us gaps in our knowledge. Now that you know them, we can target your revision more effectively. The professor did us a favour by giving us that test. He was reminding us that we can’t get complacent about preparing for our exams.”

      That’s not how I would have looked at it, but I love Emory for finding a positive that Dad might listen to.

      Emory gestures at the table. “Auggie has a solid revision plan and study schedule that he’s been following all week. By the time the exams come around, he’s going to do great.”

      “That remains to be seen,” Dad says.

      “I know he will. I believe in him.”

      He’s in danger of sounding more like a boyfriend than a tutor, but I’m too awestruck to tell him to shut up. I’ve never seen anyone stand up to Dad before. But Emory is. Sweet Emory, who gets embarrassed at the slightest thing, is standing up to my father. If I hadn’t already fallen in love with him, he would have stolen my heart and ridden off into the sunset with it.

      I glance at Casey, whose expression has softened as he stares at our boyfriend. He can’t easily stand up for me while he’s posing as a study buddy, but I know he would if he could. I also know he’ll wrap his arms around me the moment Dad leaves.

      Dad ignores Emory’s rant and focuses on me. “The dean tells me that unless you do exceptionally well in your exams, you can’t reach a two-one grade average for the year. Considering your poor performance last year, that means you’re unlikely to get a worthwhile grade in your degree. It’s time for you to come home, August.”

      “What’s a worthwhile degree? In your opinion,” Casey asks.

      Uh-oh. I already know Casey’s feelings on this topic.

      “A two-one, at the very least. Anything else is a waste of time.”

      “Huh. I’m probably going to graduate with a two-two. Not for lack of trying. I work hard. Am I wasting my time? Should I quit my degree halfway through?”

      Dad stares at him. For once, he doesn’t seem to know what to say.

      “In a few years’ time, my degree classification isn’t going to mean as much as the fact that I have a degree. Any more than my GCSE results matter beyond passing maths and English. Any more than my A levels matter beyond getting the points I needed to get into university. What matters is that I’m here, trying my best. When I graduate, I’ll be damn proud of my result, whether it’s a pass, a third, or a two-two.” He stands and walks up to Dad.

      I’m not surprised to discover that Casey is taller than Dad, but Dad takes a half step back. Casey can be imposing without realising it. It’s not that he’s big and bulky. Quite the opposite. He’s tall and, thanks to swimming, lithe and has a quiet strength. And right now, Casey is bringing all of it to bare in my defence. My knees weaken. Casey and Emory. My heroes.

      “You should be proud of Auggie. No matter what result he gets because he’s working really, really hard to turn his grades around,” Casey says.

      Thank you, Dad, for giving Casey an opening. God damn, I love my boyfriends more than anything. I want to hug and kiss them, but it will have to wait.

      I cross my arms. “I’m not coming home. I’m staying here and finishing my degree, with or without your support.”

      “And how will you do that?”

      “I’ll get a loan for my course fees like everyone else. I’ll work if I have to so I can afford to pay rent. It’ll mean I have less time to study, but I’ll get through. And my tutor and my study partner will help me.” I smile at Emory and Casey.

      Emory’s joke pops into my head. ‘Historians believe they were good friends.’ I’m reaching the point where I don’t care what Dad thinks because he clearly doesn’t care what I want.

      “To be clear, I won’t be finishing my degree, so I can come and work for you. I’ll be finishing it because the real waste would be walking away after spending almost two years working towards it. I hate pharmacology. The thought of working in that industry, even for a day, makes my stomach turn. If you want to hire someone as brilliant as you—probably more brilliant—hire Emory.”

      Emory blushes and dips his chin.

      “But I won’t be working for you. Not now. Not ever.”

      “And what will you do?” Dad asks in a mocking tone.

      “I’m going to be a chef.” I say it with such conviction that I truly believe I can make it happen.

      “A chef?”

      “Yes.”

      “Auggie is a brilliant cook.” Emory’s blush deepens, and he clenches his teeth.

      “He often cooks for us after study sessions,” Casey says.

      “I didn’t know you could cook.” Dad’s voice is halting and hesitant, which is unusual. In fact, it never happens.

      “There’s a lot you don’t know about me.” I make sure not to speak in a confrontational tone. I keep my voice soft and measured. “I’m much more than a grade average or an attendance record. We were about to stop studying for the day and eat. Stay. I’ll cook for you too, and you can get to know me and my friends better.” I’m probably going to regret my offer.

      Dad looks between us. “I’d rather talk to you alone. Send your friends home.”

      “So you can bully him?” Casey asks.

      Dad looks like he’s going to explode. “How dare you? I don’t know who you are—”

      “Auggie’s study partner,” Casey deadpans.

      I press my lips together so I don’t burst out laughing. God, I love him.

      Dad clenches his teeth before continuing. “But I am not a bully.”

      Casey folds his arms. “I’ve had a lot of experience with bullies. I know one when I see one.”

      Dad flicks his gaze over Casey. “You’ve been bullied?” He sounds incredulous at best.

      “No.”

      Dad scoffs.

      “But I’ve stood up for kids who have been. Bullies are all the same. They pick on people who are weaker than them, younger than them, smaller than them, or people they’re in a position of power over. They ridicule them and make them feel bad about themselves because it makes them easier to push around when their confidence is at an all-time low. Plus, it makes the bully feel better about themselves when they can make the people around them miserable.”

      Dad opens and closes his mouth a few times.

      “You walked in here and demanded we left. You didn’t ask. You’re still not asking. You’re telling Auggie what to do and trying to do the same to us. Well, it won’t work. It’s no way to treat anyone, let alone your son. So no, we won’t leave our friend to be bullied by you. Whatever you have to say to him, you can say in front of us.” Casey narrows his eyes.

      I’ve come to realise that he’s as gentle as they come. Even though he could hit like a truck if he wanted to, he never would. But Dad doesn’t know that, and right now, he’s quivering. I don’t know if it’s what Casey said that’s having that effect on him or the way he said it. Either way, I might be having a fan-boy moment while I imagine that Casey is standing there in lycra with a superhero cape and mask on. Forget the lycra. He can be my superhero in Speedos.

      Emory pushes his glasses up his nose and steps forward to stand side by side with Casey. “I have been bullied. It’s the most awful feeling in the world.”

      My heart aches. I know he was picked last for sports teams; I didn’t know he’d also been bullied. I want to wrap my arms around him and hold him tight, but that would give away that we’re more than good friends.

      “Having someone tell you you’re not good enough because of who you are eats away at you little by little.” Emory’s voice trembles.

      Casey’s fingers twitch, and I know he wants to reach out to Emory too.

      “It’s one thing having kids at school tear you down like that or even someone you work with, but your parents? The people who are supposed to have your back no matter what? That must be a special kind of awful. Parents are supposed to love their kids unconditionally. You’re supposed to love Auggie unconditionally. You’re supposed to be proud of him. How dare you come here and belittle him and order him around? How dare you?”

      “Em,” Casey whispers as his fingers ghost over our boyfriend’s wrist.

      Emory turns to me. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t stay quiet.”

      “I don’t know what August has been telling you—” Dad begins. I’ve never heard his voice sound so weak.

      “Nothing,” Emory snaps, whirling around to face him. It’s a lie, but Dad doesn’t know that. “You’ve done nothing but behave like a bully since the moment you walked through the door.”

      Dad gapes like a fish on land.

      “If it looks like a bully and acts like a bully, it’s probably a bully,” Casey says in a much calmer tone than Emory was able to muster.

      Dad glares at me. “Are you going to let them talk to me like this?”

      I fold my arms. “Yes.”

      His expression falls.

      “Because they’re right. You are a bully, and you do make me feel like I’m worthless. But I’m not.” I take a deep breath. “Stay for dinner. Get to know my friends and me, and then maybe you’ll see that I’m not the useless slacker you think I am. I’m not you. I will never be you.”

      There’s a long pause before he nods. “Fine. I’m hungry anyway.”

      He can’t concede. He has to save face somehow. I want to be able to say, hand on heart, that I never want him to change, but I do. Fucking hell, I do.

      I make pasta while Emory and Casey clear the table. They’re careful to pack their books and study materials into their rucksacks rather than taking everything upstairs where it belongs. They pile my stuff on the coffee table in the sitting room. I finish around the same time they do, avoiding them having to sit in awkward silence in the sitting room with Dad.

      We sit around the table, and I hold my breath while Dad tries the spaghetti in pomodoro sauce.

      “This is so good,” Casey says.

      “The sauce is from a jar, I presume,” Dad says.

      “Homemade. I don’t like jar or packet sauces. I always make them from scratch.”

      The corner of Dad’s lip twitches up. Is he at least a tiny bit impressed?

      “It’s nice.” He twirls the same piece of pasta around his fork for a couple of minutes.

      “Dad?”

      “You should have told me you enjoyed cooking.”

      “I did. I wanted to do it as one of my GCSE options. You told me it was a waste of time and that I needed to do a real subject.” I put my fork down long enough to make air quotes.

      Dad shifts in his chair.

      I wouldn’t normally speak to him like this, but Emory and Casey have emboldened me. “I also told you I didn’t want to do pharmacology, but you didn’t listen then either.”

      Dad stares at his plate rather than meeting my gaze.

      “I should have tried harder. Heck, I should have refused to do the course in the first place. I didn’t, because I thought I needed your money and the promise of a company in the future. But I don’t. What I need the most is for you to accept me for who I am. I will never be you. I don’t have your hopes and dreams. I’m not as brainy as you. I don’t have a head for science like you do. I’m me.”

      Dad puts his fork down, clears his throat and stands. “Excuse me.”

      He leaves the room and, a moment later, the house. I watch through the window as he gets in his car and drives away.

      “Well, that was a mistake,” I mutter.

      “No, it wasn’t.” Casey stands and hugs me from behind.

      “I agree,” Emory says.

      I gesture at the window. “He left.”

      “Because he’s ashamed,” Casey says.

      I blink. “Ashamed?”

      “Of the way he’s treated you. Of not listening to you and not knowing how wonderful you are.”

      “You called him a bully,” I whisper.

      “Because he is.”

      “I know.”

      “But most bullies don’t like being called out on their behaviour. They hate it when someone holds up a mirror and forces them to look into it.”

      “He’ll be back. Maybe not tonight, but he’s not going to drive home without talking to you first,” Emory says with absolute conviction.

      I stare at the food on my plate, no longer hungry enough to eat it. “Do you believe that?”

      Emory squeezes my hand. “Yes.”

      “So do I.” Casey holds me tight.

      “I hope so. Otherwise, we’re going to need somewhere else to live.”

      “We have somewhere else. Casey and I still have our flat, remember? But it won’t come to that. Your dad has a lot to think about. Give him time.”

      It’s not like I’ve got any other choice. Well, I could call him, but I don’t have the nerve to do that.

      “Things will work out.” Casey kisses my temple.

      I check my watch. “You’ve got swimming practice soon.”

      Casey makes a clicking noise in his throat. I can’t see his face, but I imagine he looks torn.

      “I’ll look after him,” Emory says.

      “I’ll tell them I’m sick.”

      I hug his arm. “You don’t have to do that. Hell, I don’t want you to do that. Swimming is important to you.”

      “I’ve never missed a practice yet. I’m the only one on the team who hasn’t. I can play hooky this once. You’re more important.”

      “You’re going to make me cry,” I whisper.

      “Would that be a bad thing? Maybe you need to let it all out,” Emory says.

      I shake my head. I don’t want to shed tears over Dad. “Thank you. Both of you. You could have left.”

      “Like we would have done,” Emory says.

      “What you said… the way you stood up for me… you were amazing.”

      “We’d do it again in a heartbeat.”

      “And hey, I’m pretty sure he thinks we’re just good friends,” Casey says.

      I laugh, even though my chest squeezes tight. I should have told Dad we were boyfriends. Why am I such a coward when it comes to him? “What now?”

      “We wait for your dad to come around. Which he will.”

      “Your dad will come back, and while we wait, we’ll distract you with snuggles,” Emory says.

      “How am I meant to resist an offer like that?”

      Emory and Casey exchange a glance before speaking in unison. “You’re not.”
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      One hour turns into two and then three, and still no sign of Dad. By the time darkness falls, I’ve pretty much given up hope, even though Emory and Casey keep asserting that Dad will come back, but maybe it will be tomorrow. We cuddle and talk into the early hours of the morning, my boyfriends doing everything they can to make me laugh and set my heart at ease. Eventually, we fall asleep together, fully dressed.

      I get woken by the doorbell. Casey is holding me, his head resting on my shoulder. Emory is snuggled up to my side, his morning erection pressing against my thigh. The doorbell rings again. It’s Sunday, so it can’t be the postman, which means… shit.

      “Wake up.” I shake Emory and Casey.

      “What’s the matter?” Emory asks in a sleepy voice.

      “Someone’s at the door.”

      “What time is it?” Casey asks.

      I check my watch. “Ten.”

      He lifts his head and blinks. “Ten?”

      I ruffle his hair. “You slept in.”

      “I bet there will be a blue moon tonight,” Emory teases.

      “If you look out the window, you might be lucky enough to see a pig flying past,” I say.

      Casey rubs his eyes. “Haha. You guys kept me awake half the night.”

      “You kept me awake,” I say.

      The doorbell rings again, reminding me that someone—probably Dad—is waiting for me to answer.

      Swearing under my breath, I climb over Casey, tug the curtain back a fraction, and peek out the window. Dad’s car is outside. Fuck. My clothes are crumpled, and I’m probably a bit smelly. I glance in the mirror. My hair is more dishevelled than usual. I push it out of my eyes, but it flops back down. I’m a mess, but I have to answer the door.

      “Stay here,” I tell them.

      I can’t explain why my tutor and study partner are here first thing on a Sunday morning, wearing yesterday’s clothes. Neither of them looks happy about my request, but they nod and snuggle up together, watching me as I leave the room. I would love to stay with them and ignore Dad, but I have to face him, and this time, I need to do it alone. As amazing as it was to have Casey and Emory stand up for me, I need to be able to do it for myself.

      I almost trip over my own feet on the way down the stairs. I’m about to open the door when I realise Emory’s and Casey’s rucksacks are still sitting in the dining room. Fuck. I dash through, grab the far-too-heavy bags and hide them in the cupboard under the stairs. The doorbell rings again. Fuck. He must have seen me walking right past the door. I make one last effort to tame my hair, take a deep breath, and then fling the door open.

      “Dad.” I push my hair off my face again.

      He looks me up and down.

      “I fell asleep in my clothes. Late night study session. You woke me up. Do you mind waiting while I have a shower and get dressed?”

      “No need. Can we talk?”

      “Uh, yeah.”

      I gape at him as he walks inside and goes into the sitting room. Has he had a personality transplant overnight? I expected him to make a snide comment about how disgusting I am right now.

      By the time I follow him, he’s sitting on the sofa, hands clasped between his knees. Wait. Is he wearing the same clothes as yesterday too? Shit. Unlike me, he’s pulled a comb through his hair. His hands are clenched so tightly that the whites of his knuckles are visible, and he’s twiddling his thumbs. He gestures to the armchair. I sit and stare at him. What do I say?

      “You and your friends gave me a lot to think about yesterday,” he says.

      I hold my breath.

      “Which is what I’ve been doing since I left. Thinking.”

      “You didn’t sleep?”

      He cracks a slight smile. “I got a few hours. It’s nice to know you care.”

      “I do care. But it felt like you never cared about me.”

      His throat clicks as he inhales sharply.

      “Nannies, boarding school. You weren’t even around most holidays. You and Mum were always working. At least Mum had the excuse of being out of the country most of the time. I assume that’s why she’s not with you now.”

      “She’s in Japan for a climate conference.”

      “Lucky her,” I mutter.

      Dad stretches his fingers and stares at the backs of his hands. “I’m sorry you felt that way. I was taught that to be successful, you have to prioritise. My father built the company up from nothing. And he did it by focusing on work.”

      “So you thought it was okay to do the same?”

      “It was what I knew.”

      “And Mum? What’s her excuse?”

      “She loves her job.”

      “That’s the trouble, isn’t it? You both love your work more than me.”

      “That’s not true, August.”

      “It sure as hell feels like it is.”

      He clasps his hands again. “I’m sorry. I didn’t come here to argue.”

      “Only to make excuses?” I bite out, regretting it instantly.

      He sighs. “Or to make excuses. I came here to talk.”

      “So talk.” My heart races. I could do with a hug from Emory and Casey right now.

      After a long pause, he lifts his head. “You were right yesterday. So were your friends. I know I said I wasn’t going to make excuses, but my father always expected me to do my best.”

      “There’s a difference between asking me to do my best and expecting the impossible of me.”

      “I know. My expectations have been too high and too rigid. I was disappointed that you were more interested in partying than in doing well. But you’ve done a lot to turn your degree around these past few months. I should have come here to praise you, not admonish you.” He rubs his thumb over the back of his other hand and stares at the carpet. “I should have told you I’m proud of you. I should have thanked your tutor. Emory, was it?”

      I nod.

      “For all the help he’s given you. I didn’t mean to insult your study partner by implying that anything below a two-one isn’t good enough. I’m sorry, August. I’ve been so wrapped up in the future I’d planned for you that I didn’t want to listen when you told me it wasn’t what you wanted.”

      “Dad—”

      “I was in awe of my father. I saw what he’d built, and I wanted to follow in his footsteps. I couldn’t understand why you wouldn’t. I thought you were being rebellious, that you would eventually want the same thing too. I was wrong.”

      “Very wrong. I am proud of you, Dad. You’ve taken Granddad’s company and made it twice as successful. But I have no interest in pharmaceuticals. I don’t want the pressure of running a company, especially one that creates drugs that could have life-altering effects. It’s too much for me. I’m sorry if that disappoints you, but I would be miserable if I followed in your footsteps. Emory, on the other hand, wants to change the world, although he’ll deny it if you ask him. He wants to create medicines with minimal side effects, so patients don’t have to trade off one aspect of their health for another.”

      “You seem to know a lot about what he wants to do with his life.”

      Uh-oh. How do I rescue this? “We’re friends, Dad. We talk. His goal was to get me interested in pharmaceuticals, so I’d be more excited about studying. It didn’t work. I admire his dream, but it’s not mine. I don’t have the drive he does. I haven’t watched someone suffer because of the drugs they’re taking like he has.” I need to shut up, or it’s going to be obvious I’m in love with Emory.

      “Who?”

      “His grandmother. She had a neurological ailment that couldn’t be cured. The drugs to relieve the pain cause issues with her liver and stuff.” Emory would be proud of me for remembering all of that.

      “That’s a shame.”

      I nod. I need to swing the conversation away from Emory. “Following in your footsteps isn’t for me, Dad. I’m sorry that makes me a huge fucking disappointment in your eyes.”

      “What do you want from me?”

      I widen my eyes. I was not expecting that. “I’d like you to listen to me and stop pushing me in a direction I don’t want to go, and I’d love it if you’d stopped threatening me every time I don’t meet your stupidly high expectations. Most of all, I’d like you to get to know me.”

      He clears his throat and looks me in the eyes. “We’re strangers, aren’t we?”

      It’s hard to swallow or breathe, thanks to the large lump that’s formed in my throat. My chest is squeezing tight. “Yes.”

      He glances at me and nods. “And that’s my fault, isn’t it?”

      “I stopped trying too.”

      “I didn’t mean to keep you at arm’s length. It’s just—Damn it. I said I wasn’t going to make excuses.”

      “Let me guess. Granddad wasn’t around when you were growing up, so you never learnt how to be a father?”

      “Something like that. The difference is, my mum was around.”

      I look at the carpet. I don’t remember my grandma at all.

      “I wasn’t a lonely child, so I didn’t realise you were.”

      “How could you have thought I was happy?”

      “We gave you everything. You went to the best school in the country.”

      “The best boarding school. I spent most of my childhood there, including holidays and Christmas. How could I have been anything but lonely?” My throat is raw.

      Dad shrugs and looks anywhere but at me.

      “I needed you and Mum. I needed my parents. You weren’t there for me. All you’ve ever done is demand that I be exactly like you. Why would I want that when you were the worst role model I could have had?”

      “You’re not making this easy.”

      “Should I?”

      He sucks in a breath. “No. I suppose not.”

      I wipe my hands over my face. “I’m sorry. You’re not the perfect dad, but I’m also not the perfect son. I rebelled. I slacked off and threw parties and annoyed the neighbours. But I’m trying to be better and do better. I believe you can too.”

      Dad stands and crosses to the bay window. “You want to be a chef?”

      “Yes. I’m looking into getting a summer job in a kitchen so I can get some work experience.”

      “In London?”

      “Here.”

      His lips tug down. “Ah. Well, let me know if you need anything. If you came home, I could get you some work experience at one of the top restaurants in London.”

      “I know you could, but I want to stay here.”

      He frowns. “Why? What’s here that isn’t in London?”

      I take a deep breath as my gaze tracks up to the ceiling. I shouldn’t have to hide how I feel about Casey and Emory. I won’t. “Emory and Casey.”

      His frown deepens. “Your tutor and study partner?”

      “They’re more than that. They’re my boyfriends.”

      He widens his eyes and shapes his mouth into an O.

      “We’re in a polyamorous relationship. A triad, to be precise. We’re happy. I love them. They love me.”

      Dad turns his back on me. I clench my hands together. What is he thinking?

      Eventually, he turns around. “Are they here?”

      “Upstairs.”

      “They spent the night here?”

      “Yes. They sleep here quite a bit. I also sleep with them in their flat.”

      “In the same bed?”

      I bite back a sarcastic comment. “Yes.”

      “Do you intend to ask them to move in with you?”

      “Not into this house, no.”

      “Why?”

      “It’s not safe.”

      “Not safe? What do you mean?”

      “You threatened to pull me out of university. How can I ask them to move in with me if there’s a chance of you making them homeless with a click of your fingers?”

      He opens and closes his mouth a few times. “I made you feel that way?”

      “Yes.”

      He presses his palm to his forehead. “Am I that awful a father?”

      Do I want to answer that? Probably not. I clench my teeth.

      “I’m sorry.” He sinks into the closest seat.

      Part of me wants to hug him and tell him it’s okay, but it’s not. It’s like Casey said yesterday: I’m holding up a mirror to Dad’s behaviour. He might not like it, but it’s about time he faced it. Will he change? Can he change? Will he want to?

      “I’m sorry.”

      I swallow. My throat is raw. Tears prickle my eyes. I will not shed tears because of him.

      “Two boyfriends?” he says at last.

      “Yes. Polyamory is more common than you think.”

      “I’ll take your word for it. Tell me about them.”

      I tell him everything about Emory and Casey and how we met. How playing games with Casey’s feelings ultimately ended up in us being in a loving relationship that works for us. How Emory has helped me to do better at university. How amazing Casey is at swimming. How inspiring they are. How in love with them I am. I talk and talk until my throat is dry and my tongue is tired. Dad is quiet throughout. Is it a good sign or a bad one?

      “Ask them to come down,” he says when there’s nothing left to say.

      I don’t want to put my boyfriends in the firing line.

      “Please.” The word holds a gallon of emotion. Enough to drown my fear.

      “Okay. I won’t be long.”

      My boyfriends are where I left them, concern etched on their faces.

      “He knows about you. He wants you to come down.”

      “You told him?” Emory asks.

      “I couldn’t keep quiet. I love you too much to keep you a secret.”

      Casey gets out of bed and wraps his arms around me. “That can’t have been easy.”

      I hold him. “It wasn’t, but I love you. I’m not ashamed of being with you.”

      He pecks my lips. “We never thought you did.”

      “Let’s go downstairs,” Emory says, joining us.

      Dad is sitting on the sofa when we get to the sitting room. I sit in the armchair, with Emory and Casey perching on either arm, their arms around my shoulders. Dad stares at us for what feels like an eternity. What is he looking for? Proof that we’re in love? Is he deciding how he feels about our relationship?

      Eventually, he leans forward onto his knees. “Thank you.”

      Okay, that wasn’t what I was expecting him to say.

      “You’ve been supporting August while I haven’t.”

      “Umm, thanks,” Emory says.

      “This is a shock. I can’t say I understand it, but I don’t have to. If August and I had a better relationship, I’d have known about yours sooner. We’re not close.”

      “We know.”

      “But you could be if you wanted to be,” Casey says.

      Fuck, I love him.

      “How?” Dad asks.

      Casey jerks his head back. “Um. Talk to him. Get to know him. Apologise for bullying him and then stop doing it.”

      I put my hand on Casey’s knee. He has more balls than I do.

      “Talk to him. Apologise,” Dad repeats.

      Shit. Is he actually listening to Casey?

      He looks me in the eyes. “I’m sorry for being such a lousy father for the last twenty years. I can’t promise to change overnight, but I will attempt to listen to you and get to know you better.”

      “What about my boyfriends? Can you accept them and get to know them better too?”

      He stiffens but nods a few seconds later.

      “No more threats?”

      He shakes his head.

      “In which case, I’ll promise to do my best in my degree.”

      “I can’t ask for more than that.”

      No, he can’t.

      “It’s going to take time to build a relationship. It will be wobbly at first,” he says.

      “I know. If you want to make things better, calling me Auggie would be a big help.”

      He sighs. “Your name is August.”

      “Yes, but I prefer Auggie.”

      “Fine. I’ll do my best to call you Auggie.”

      It’s strange hearing him say it, but also nice.

      “Anything else?”

      “It would be great if you and Mum could come and visit. Together. I could cook for you. You could get to know me, Emory, and Casey better.”

      He looks between us. “This triad of yours works?”

      The three of us hold hands.

      “It has for the past few months,” I say.

      “I’d like it to work for a lot longer.” Em’s cheeks turn bright pink.

      “Me too,” Casey says.

      Dad smiles. “If the way you stick up for each other is anything to go by, you’ll last.”

      Wow. Did he say that?

      “I’ll speak to your mum. We’ll arrange a time to come and visit.”

      “Thanks, Dad.” I stand, close the distance between us, and pull him into a hug. It’s the first time I can remember ever hugging him. He puts his hands on my back, his touch tentative at first. But as I tighten my grip, he tightens his until we’re hugging properly.

      “I’ll do better. No more wild parties. I’ll focus on my studies and do the best I can.”

      “You’re allowed to have fun,” he says.

      I release him and step back. “Don’t worry. I will. I’m sorry I’m not the heir you wanted me to be.”

      “You’re the son I have. I love you, and hopefully, one day, I’ll know you.”

      “We’ll get to know each other. In time.”

      Dad’s mouth twitches. “It was nice to meet you. Emory. Casey. Take care of my son.”

      “We will, and he’ll take care of us,” Casey says.

      I see Dad out. We share another awkward hug on the doorstep, and then I keep watch until he’s driven out of sight. Emory and Casey join me, arms around me, chins resting on my shoulders.

      “That went well,” Emory says.

      “I feel so much lighter.”

      “Free?” Casey asks.

      I chuckle. “Almost. I still have to finish my degree.”

      “There’s not long left. You can do it,” Emory says.

      I smile. “Yes, I can. And I’m glad I get to do it with you by my side. Thanks for helping me talk to Dad and making things a bit better between us.”

      “Give it time, and things will get a lot better,” Emory says.

      I smile. “Yeah. I believe they will. Speaking of which, he promised there would be no more threats. So as long as you feel able to take him at his word, I’d love you to move in with me.”

      Casey kisses my hair. “We’d love that too.”
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      EMORY

      “We made it.” I can’t stop grinning at my boyfriends.

      We’ve picked up our gowns and mortar boards, ready for graduation.

      Auggie kisses me. “There was never any doubt that you’d graduate. With the highest mark in our year group, no less.”

      My face flushes with heat. I pull him to me for a deeper kiss and then peck Casey’s lips. “We all did amazingly.”

      “We did,” Casey says.

      He got a two-two, and Auggie got a third. I am insanely proud of all of us.

      As we walk into the hall the ceremony will be held in, I scan the visitor seating. I locate our families with ease, all sitting together in one long line. My parents and the twins smile and wave at me.

      Casey’s parents seem to be chatting about something. I suspect Philipa is comparing this hall with the one at Lancaster University. She’s been to lots of graduation ceremonies over the years. They’ve invited us on holiday again this year. Last year’s holiday was a lot of fun. We stayed in a villa with a pool, which kept Casey happy. We did the tourist thing, sometimes with his parents, sometimes on our own. It was a fantastic week and a much-needed break after the academic year. When we returned, we were able to begin our summer jobs feeling refreshed. This year, we’ve declined their kind offer so we can go away on our own. We’ve bought student rail tickets, and our plan is to stay in youth hostels as we spend a month travelling across Europe.

      Auggie’s parents sit beside Casey’s. It’s still a rocky road, but Auggie’s relationship with them is getting better. They visit at least once a term and have also been communicating with Auggie over phone calls, text messages, and emails. Maybe they won’t ever be as close to Auggie as Casey and I are to our parents, but at least they’re talking and getting to know each other. Most importantly, they’re being supportive of Auggie’s aspirations and his relationship with Casey and me.

      We’ve been together for twenty-one months, and everyone has got used to the fact that we’re a triad and that we’re in a committed relationship. It’s not been easy. We’ve all needed to give and take, and communication has been important, but we’ve weathered every emotional flashpoint and come out the other side stronger. I can’t imagine my life without them.

      We’re seated by course, in alphabetical order, so none of us are sitting together. As the ceremony opens, ceremonial officers, known as bedels, lead the profession of staff into the hall. The presiding officer, in our case, the head of the science faculty, officially declares the ceremony open. Then comes the long process of calling us all onto the stage to receive our degrees, undergraduates first, followed by those receiving master’s degrees and then doctorates. I’m too excited to be bored. I’m graduating alongside my boyfriends. We have our whole lives ahead of us, and it feels like we’re going to spend them together.

      For now, we’ll be staying in Leeds. All our parents are disappointed by that, but it’s the best place for us right now. We have full-time, permanent jobs arranged for the end of the summer. I’m going to be working for the pharmaceutical company I did summer work for last year, Auggie will be apprenticing as a chef, and Casey has a job as a swimming instructor. He’s also secured himself a place on the city’s swimming team, so he’ll get to keep training and competing. I’ll be earning the most by far. Not that it matters. We’re a triad. We’ll support each other financially and emotionally.

      A member of the ceremony staff signals that it’s time for everyone graduating from the pharmacology course to go up to the stage, leaving our mortar boards on our seats. Once we’re lined up, we’re called to the centre one by one to shake the hand of the head of science.

      “August Cunningham.”

      I chuckle at the use of Auggie’s formal name, or his ‘Sunday name’, as he’s taken to calling it. His parents are smiling, though. They’re trying to call him Auggie but prefer August. He looks so handsome as he receives his degree. He’s wearing a smart suit under his gown, but the rest of him looks the same as always: handsome and a little scruffy. My body hums with excitement for him. He worked damn hard to get here, and he deserves his moment of applause.

      He walks off the stage and sits while I shuffle forward in line.

      “Emory Jones.”

      I can feel Auggie’s and Casey’s loving gazes on me as I walk up to the head of faculty. He hands me a white envelope.

      “A small reward for your achievements over the last three years.”

      “Thank you, sir.” I’m sure my face is bright red, which is going to look great in the photos my parents are taking. Not.

      He shakes my hand, and then the moment is over. Heart thumping, I leave the stage without tripping down the steps and take my seat. Auggie leans forward to give me a huge thumbs up, which makes me grin even wider than before.

      I tap the white envelope against my thigh as I wait for Casey’s class to go up. Then I get to gaze at our handsome swimmer as he waits in line to be called to receive his degree. He has a sweet, nervous smile. He keeps glancing at me and Auggie, and every time he does, his smile becomes more confident.

      When the ceremony is over, we meet each other and our families outside.

      “Congratulations.” Mum hugs me before Dad does the same.

      “What’s in the envelope?” Auggie asks once we’ve all had hugs from our family members.

      “I don’t know.”

      He laughs. “Open it.”

      “We’re dying to know,” Mum says.

      I open the envelope and pull out a card which says ‘Congratulations’ on the front. I turn it over and read the message on the back aloud. “Awarded to Emory Jones for receiving the highest mark in pharmacology. It’s a fifty-pound gift voucher.” I show it to everyone.

      “Well done.” Dad claps me on the back.

      “Well deserved,” Mr Cunningham says.

      “You worked hard,” Mum agrees.

      “We all did.” I grasp Casey’s and Auggie’s hands.

      “We need pictures of the three of you together in your gowns and mortar boards,” Philipa says.

      We spend the next half hour having our pictures taken. With each other, individually, with our families, and then a photo of all of us together, which a passing member of the faculty offers to take for us.

      “We’d better return our gowns and hats,” Casey says.

      “A word first, Emory. If you don’t mind,” Mr Cunningham says.

      “Of course not.”

      He draws me to one side. Auggie watches us, even though Casey’s parents are talking to him.

      “I understand you already have a job lined up,” Mr Cunningham says.

      “Yes, sir.”

      He takes a business card out of his pocket. “In case you’d ever consider working for me. I know working in pharmaceuticals isn’t Auggie’s dream, but it is yours. He told me some of your aspirations. That you want to research drugs with fewer side effects.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “He mentioned your grandmother.”

      “She had trigeminal neuralgia.”

      “If you worked for me, we could discuss the research you’re interested in.”

      A joke Auggie made months ago pops into my head about his dad adopting me and making me his heir. I scuff my shoe against the grass and bite my lip. “Working for my boyfriend’s dad wouldn’t be a good idea, but thank you for the offer.”

      “Let me know if you decide to reconsider.”

      “I will.” I slip the business card into the envelope with my gift card, as I don’t have easy access to my trouser pockets right now. “We need to take our gowns back.”

      “Of course.”

      I join Auggie and Casey, and we walk away from our families. We have plans to meet them for dinner.

      “What did Dad want?” Auggie asks.

      “He gave me his card and offered me a job.”

      “Are you going to think about it?”

      “No. I told him it wouldn’t be a good idea.” I hold his hand.

      “You can if you want to.”

      I glance at him.

      “I mean, he owns one of the most cutting-edge pharmaceutical companies in the world. You’d love the research and development you’d get to do there. Don’t write off the idea just because he’s my dad. Things are better between us now. Far from perfect, but better.”

      “I know. It would mean moving to London, though, and we’re happy here, aren’t we? This is our home.”

      Casey puts his arm around me and grazes Auggie’s shoulder with his fingertips as we walk. “As sappy as it sounds, home is where you two are. I can teach kids to swim anywhere.”

      “And believe it or not, there are restaurants in London,” Auggie says in a teasing tone.

      I gasp. “Are there? Really?”

      He laughs.

      “I know things are getting better between you and your parents, and I wouldn’t want to mess that up.”

      “How would you do that?”

      “By being the nightmare employee from hell.”

      Casey snorts. “As if that could ever happen.”

      “Plus, we have jobs lined up. It wouldn’t be fair to quit before we’ve even started.”

      “True,” Auggie says.

      “And London would be a lot more expensive than Leeds.”

      “The pay would be better.”

      “But would it be better enough to allow us to have the same quality of life?”

      “I have no idea. I was a spoilt rich kid. Now I need to learn how to budget.” He shudders.

      “Or we could let Em handle the finances,” Casey says.

      “Now that’s a good idea.”

      I laugh and shake my head. “How about a deal?”

      “I’m listening,” Casey says.

      “We commit to our new jobs for twelve months. And during that time, I’ll think about whether or not I want to work for Mr Cunningham. And you need to think about whether you’d want to move to London.”

      “I refer you to my earlier sappy statement,” Casey says.

      I lean my head on his shoulder. “I know. But you might feel differently a year from now.”

      He kisses my head. “I won’t. I love you.”

      “Plus, you’re going to be the main breadwinner,” Auggie teases.

      “Maybe at first, but give it a few years, and you’ll have your own three-star Michelin restaurant.”

      “Or you could end up being a celebrity chef,” Casey muses.

      “Or both,” I say.

      “While I appreciate your confidence in me, that’s not a realistic dream. I’m aiming for a head chef position in a small kitchen in ten years.”

      “You should dream bigger than that,” I say.

      “All right, I will, but only if you do too. Both of you.”

      Casey grins. “I’m happy as long as I’m with you and I can keep swimming.”

      “When Auggie is a famous chef, he’ll be able to buy us a house with a pool. Then you could swim whenever you want.”

      I swear Casey gets hearts in his eyes.

      “I’m excited about our future,” he says, summing up how I feel.

      I sigh happily. “Me too. We’ll make our current dreams come true and create new ones.”

      And with that, we enter the building to return our gowns and hats. Our last task on campus before we enjoy the rest of our lives.

      Together.
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CASEY

      We’ve just finished a meal at the restaurant Auggie works at to celebrate our five-year anniversary.

      Five years. It’s amazing how fast the time has gone by. We’re at different places in our lives than when we first met. We’re older, more mature, and not quite as carefree as we once were. We’ve grown together, and I fall more in love with Em and Auggie every day.

      One big change is that we’ve given up calling each other boyfriends, instead opting for life partners. It feels more permanent. We exchanged rings in a small ceremony. Each gold band has an inscription on the inside. Em’s says ‘nerd’, mine ‘jock’, and Auggie’s ’slacker’. It amuses us and is a reminder of who people thought we were when we first got together. We had our elements inscribed on the outside for everyone to see. It’s a fun conversation starter because an elemental symbol, along with its atomic number, isn’t the usual thing to engrave on a ring, but it’s very us. Even though we can’t get married, the rings are our way of showing each other and everyone else that we’re serious about making our relationship work today, tomorrow, and for many years to come.

      We’ve left Leeds behind. We spent the first year after graduation there, working and finding our feet in the adult world. Our biggest obstacle was making time for each other despite conflicting schedules. Em’s job was nine to five, whereas Auggie and I tended to have evening and weekend shifts. Em worked his magic with a shared calendar, and we made sure we carved out time for each other. Sometimes in pairs, but all three of us together as much as possible.

      At the end of that first year of adulting, we made the joint decision to move to London so Em could work for Mr Cunningham. Auggie got a job in the Michelin-starred restaurant we’re in right now, and I still teach kids how to swim. I competed for three years after graduating before deciding that my times weren’t competitive enough anymore. Now I help train the local competition squad.

      Living in London has brought its own struggles in the form of commuting, longer hours, and even less time together, but we’ve made it work, and I believe we always will, no matter what life throws at us. London has become home. We have an apartment we all adore. When we moved in, the first thing we found a home for was the table of elements we bought Em for his twentieth birthday. It has pride of place over the fireplace. We also have each other, and five years down the road, we’re stronger than we’ve ever been. It’s almost hard to believe we’re this happy because Em and Auggie decided to make me jealous.

      “To us,” Em says, raising his wine glass.

      “To us,” Auggie and I say, clinking our glasses against his.

      “I can’t believe we’ve been together for five years,” Em says.

      I put my glass on the table. “I can.”

      “You’re going to say something sappy, aren’t you?”

      “Or you could pretend I have, and I’ll stay quiet.”

      “Sap away.”

      Auggie laughs. “I don’t think you can use English like that.”

      “Who’s going to stop me? Are you the grammar police?”

      Auggie holds his hands up. “Definitely not. Sap away, Casey. You’re so fucking good at it.”

      I roll my eyes. Okay, maybe we haven’t grown up that much. “It’s like when you’re in a team relay. You’ve got to swim your lengths by yourself, but you can’t win the race on your own. You’re reliant on everyone else to be as fast and for the handoffs to be smooth. We’re a winning team, and we always will be.”

      Auggie takes five pounds out of his wallet and hands it to Em.

      I scowl. “What’s that for?”

      “He lost our bet,” Em says.

      “Bet? What bet?”

      “Whether or not you’d mention swimming tonight. I said you would.”

      I fold my arms and put on an expression of mock indignation.

      “We love you,” Auggie says.

      “I should get that fiver.”

      Em shakes his head. “I won the bet. It’s mine. Love you.” He leans across and pecks my lips.

      “It’s a good thing I love the two of you.” I tap my finger against the wine glass. “To get truly sappy, being in a relationship with you is the best decision I’ve ever made. It was scary at the time, especially as I didn’t know myself. But I never regretted it, even for a second. Being with you has always felt right.”

      “Now that was sappy,” Auggie says.

      Em nods in agreement.

      “But I like sappy a lot,” Auggie says.

      The three of us hold hands around the table.

      “I can’t wait to spend the next five years with you,” Em says.

      “What are we going to do for our tenth anniversary?” I ask.

      “How about Paris or Venice?” Auggie says.

      His suggestions remind me of our summer travelling through Europe after we graduated. It was so much fun. We got to see and do all the usual tourist things, but we also headed off the beaten tracks, finding walks through gigantic forests, seeing ruins that tourism had forgotten about, and watching the sun set and rise in some of the most beautiful countryside imaginable. It was a holiday I didn’t want to end, even though I barely got to swim, and it was one we haven’t repeated since. It’s not as if any of us can take three months off anymore, nor could we afford to lose that much pay. Maybe one day.

      “We should go somewhere romantic, but we’ve been to Paris and Venice,” Em says.

      I smile as my heart overflows with love. “I don’t care where we go or what we do as long as I’m with you.”

      “We should have brought a crown so we could make you the king of sap,” Auggie says.

      “You’re just as sappy as I am.”

      Auggie grins. “It’s true. We’re the sappiest saps that ever did sap.”

      “Let’s never change,” Em whispers.

      I squeeze his hand. “We will change. But we’ll change and grow together.”

      “But we’ll always be saps, right?” Auggie asks.

      I laugh. “Yes. We’ll always be saps.”

      “Do you know what I want to do now?”

      Em and I shake our heads.

      “Go home and cuddle my gorgeous men.”

      “That would be the perfect end to the perfect evening.” Em kisses me, and then Auggie, who kisses me.

      I am so happy it almost hurts. “Let’s get out here.”

      We have a king-sized bed at home, and I can’t wait to be in it with my men.
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AUGGIE

      Emory and I sit on the decking, eating breakfast while Casey swims. We can watch him through the windows of the conservatory, which houses a small pool. It’s barely long enough for him to need to swim after pushing off from one end, but he doesn’t seem to care. It’s water, and he can swim whenever he wants.

      The property was a dump when we bought it, which meant we got a three-bedroom bungalow with an indoor pool, in commuter range of London, for an absolute song. Yes, we had to do it up, but it was a project we were excited and passionate about. It took us three years, enough money to make you cry, and hours of hard work, but now it’s beautiful. Best part? We get to see Casey in Speedos every day. Sometimes twice a day.

      “Are we still meeting your parents for dinner?” Emory asks.

      I nod. It’s Dad’s birthday, and he wanted to eat at the restaurant where I work. He likes taking clients there too, mostly so he can brag about his son being the head chef of one of the swankiest restaurants in London. It’s taken a long time, but I have a good relationship with my parents. They’re invested in my dreams and the future Casey, Emory, and I are building together. And what a future it is. We’re in our mid-thirties, and we’ve got everything I ever dreamt of and more.

      “Did you get that, Casey?” Emory calls through the open patio door.

      Casey stops swimming, stands, and pushes his hair away from his face. He’s let it grow longer than when we were at university. He still shaves all his body hair, even though he doesn’t compete anymore. It’s a habit he’s never got out of, and Emory and I will never complain about. He’s as sexy as ever, as is Emory.

      “Dinner. This evening. Got it. I’m looking forward to it.” He gets out of the pool, wraps a towel around his waist, and joins us on the patio, greeting each of us with a kiss before sitting.

      I push a glass of orange juice towards him. Although I converted Emory to drinking hot coffee, Casey still hates coffee in all its forms.

      “I can’t believe this is our life,” I say.

      Emory laughs. “You say that every morning. It’s real. You don’t need to pinch yourself.”

      It helps that we have three full-time wages, no kids to eat into our pay, and that Emory and I have worked our way up to senior roles with pay to match. But even so, it doesn’t always feel real.

      “What would convince you it’s real?” Emory asks.

      “Hm. Going back to bed and cuddling my men?” I twist the promise ring on my finger.

      “I smell of chlorine,” Casey says.

      “You always smell of chlorine,” Emory says.

      “And we love you for it.”

      Casey grins.

      “Going back to bed sounds like a good idea.” It’s Sunday morning, so none of us have to be anywhere until tonight. It’s the one day of the week when none of us have to work. I adore Sundays.

      We abandon breakfast and wander inside, through the open-plan living area to the master bedroom. We use two bedrooms on a regular basis, while the third is a guest room. The master bedroom is light and airy. The people who owned the house before us opened up the loft space to create a double-height room with wooden beams. Our king-sized bed takes up most of the room, but we wouldn’t want it any other way.

      Casey goes into the en suite while Emory and I undress. When he returns, he’s dry and has taken his Speedos off. We climb into bed, quickly becoming a tangle of limbs and searching lips. Over the years, Casey has become comfortable being fully naked with us in bed. We’ve learnt how tactile we can be as a triad without crossing his boundaries. As long as our touch doesn’t become sexual, he’s happy. He’s able to express his pleasure through sound without worrying he’s giving the wrong signals. I adore lying with my men, stroking and being stroked, hugging and being hugged.

      We spend the rest of the morning in each other’s arms and then have a shower together. One of the things we knew we wanted to install was a double shower so there was space for all three of us.

      The afternoon drifts by as we hang out together, talking, playing games, and doing boring housework. In the evening, we get to the restaurant with about one minute to spare. My parents are already there, waiting at the table I reserved for us. One of the perks of being the head chef is that I get to beat the queue. If I want a table, I get one. For everyone else, getting a table means booking weeks in advance.

      They stand, and Dad shakes each of our hands while Mum kisses our cheeks.

      “You all look lovely,” she says.

      “We scrub up pretty well,” I reply.

      We’re as smartly dressed as we get, which means we’re the least well-dressed people in the restaurant. But we’re comfortable, and that’s what matters.

      Unsurprisingly, the waiting staff are attentive, and we get our food in record time. All of it tastes delicious, which is good because I’d hate to have to tell anyone off when I’m on shift tomorrow.

      “I’m going to retire,” Dad says over dessert.

      “You’re what?”

      He’s sixty-five today. Surely, he’s too young to retire?

      “Not yet. I’ll work for another year so I can hand over the reins of the business.”

      My chest squeezes tight. “Who to?”

      “You. Sort of.”

      My shoulders stiffen.

      He holds up his hand. “Hear me out. I know you don’t want anything to do with the day-to-day running of the company, but I would like to give it to you all the same. You won’t have to do much except attend the odd board meeting. It would take up a couple of hours a month. That’s all.”

      “Who would run it?” I ask.

      “I was hoping Emory would.”

      Emory widens his eyes. “Excuse me?”

      “You’re brilliant. You have passion and vision, and you’re my son’s partner. I can’t think of anyone I would trust more with my business.”

      Emory opens and closes his mouth. “I’m flattered, but there are people with more experience and seniority than me.”

      “I know. But the business belongs to you. All of you.”

      Casey tilts his head.

      “Don’t worry. I didn’t intend to leave you out. Auggie would be the main shareholder, with the two of you having equal shares. Casey, you could decide if you want to be a silent partner or be on the board with Auggie. You’d all be set up for life as long as Emory doesn’t run it into the ground.”

      “I wouldn’t,” Emory stutters.

      Dad laughs. “Relax. I’m joking.”

      Emory’s face flushes red. He’s never stopped blushing at pretty much everything, and he’s as adorable as ever.

      “I would shadow you for the next twelve months. What do you say?” Dad asks.

      “Wow.” What other response is there? He’s giving us a huge gift.

      Dad hasn’t mentioned leaving the business to me in years. I’d stupidly believed he’d given up on the idea altogether. But this is a solution that could work. I’d be in charge in name only, while Emory would be the real mastermind. The fact Dad has included Casey in his plan proves that he is okay with the three of us being together. That he believes we’re going to be together for the long haul. After sixteen years, he should.

      “I’m flattered,” Emory says.

      “Is that a yes?”

      Emory, Casey, and I exchange glances. I can’t ignore the wariness in their eyes.

      “Can we have some time to think about it?” I ask.

      “Of course. Take all the time you need. I know this is out of the blue.”

      How long has he been thinking about it? As much as Dad has tried to change over the years, he still sometimes blindsides me with things like this, expecting me to get swept up in his excitement and toe the line. But this is too big a commitment to say yes without discussing it with my men. We all need to agree to make Dad’s business our future.

      We chat about inconsequential things for the rest of the meal and then part ways, Mum and Dad to spend the night at a five-star hotel as our birthday present to him.

      Once we’re home, we snuggle on the sofa.

      “I wasn’t expecting your dad to offer us the business,” Emory says.

      “Nor was I. What do you think? Should we accept?”

      “Would it change much?” Casey asks.

      “It would be more responsibility for Emory.”

      “A lot more,” Emory says.

      “Are you up for it, Em?”

      He shrugs.

      “You would be in charge of the company’s agenda,” Casey says.

      “True.”

      “If you wanted to concentrate on low-cost medicine, you could. If you wanted to concentrate on curing cancer, you could. If you wanted to focus on neurological medicines with minimal side effects, you could.”

      Emory laughs. “I get the idea, Casey. I’d have to make sure the company is profitable, but you’re right. I could have pet projects that could make a huge difference in people’s lives.”

      “Which is why I think we should accept,” I say.

      “You do?”

      “Yes.”

      “I thought you weren’t interested in having anything to do with his company?”

      I stare at my palms. “I’m not. But I’m interested in you. I will do anything to help you achieve your dreams. Casey has his pool. I’m a head chef. Now it’s your turn. You could change the world, Emory.”

      He blushes. “I don’t know about that.”

      “I do,” Casey says.

      “So do I.”

      Emory rubs his cheeks. “I love you both so much. Thank you for believing in me.”

      “Always,” I say.

      “Let’s do it. Let’s run your dad’s company between us.”

      “I’m happy being a silent partner if that’s okay with the two of you,” Casey says.

      I kiss him on the cheek. “Of course it is. I don’t want to be much more than that either.”

      “But you’ll be on the board, won’t you?” Emory asks.

      “Yes.” I squeeze his hand.

      “Good. I need at least one of you there to make sure I’m not screwing up.”

      I snort. “Like I’ll have enough of a clue to be able to do that. Besides, you won’t screw up.”

      “What now?” Emory asks.

      “Well, we need to call Dad and tell him we accept his offer. But not right now. It can wait until tomorrow. Right now, I want to go to bed with my beautiful partners and show you how much I love you.”
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        * * *

      

      If you enjoyed Lessons in Chemistry, you might enjoy I Wished For You:
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        Three wishes.

        Seb wants to be happy.

        Matt wants to find ‘the one.’

        Connor wants them.

        Two drunken kisses.

        Seb didn’t plan to kiss Matt and Connor, but he doesn’t regret it, even if it has changed their friendship forever.

        Matt has never considered dating a man before, let alone two. Despite his confusion, being with Seb and Connor feels right.

        One uncertain future.

        Connor’s potential fate has stopped him living and loving. Can he face his fears to be with the men he loves?

        I Wished For You is a friends-to-lovers romance between three men. There's explicit language, steamy scenes, a side helping of angst and a happy ever after.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for taking a chance on Lessons in Chemistry. I hope you enjoyed the story, the romance, and all the snuggles.

      The inspiration for Lessons in Chemistry came from an image by an artist who goes by Call me A. You’ve probably seen it getting shared on Facebook. I shared it in Colette’s Cosy Corner when I first started talking about writing this book. It’s a cartoon of a jock, a nerd, and a slacker. The words around the characters portray the jock and slacker fighting over who gets the nerd, while the nerd looks on in confusion. However when I started writing, the characters took over, and the book became completely different to the vibe in the original cartoon.

      Could I have reined them in and forced the story to be more similar to the source material? I could have tried.

      My number one rule when writing is to stay true to my characters. What they say goes. If I fight against them, they either mutiny or go on strike and then there’s no story. I’ve learnt to trust my characters, which was especially important while writing Emory, Casey, and Auggie’s story. The result is a book different from my previous MMM romances but no less dear to my heart.

      These three characters will stay with me for a long time to come. I had my ups, downs, and doubts while writing their story, but I’m proud of the story and characters I created.

      As always, there are a few people I need to thank:

      
        	My alpha readers, Leanne and Lauren, who let me throw chapters at them as I was writing and gave me fast feedback.

        	My beta readers, Florence, Wendy, and Tammy, who helped improve the overall story.

        	My sensitivity readers. I might not be naming you, but your feedback on Casey’s character was invaluable. Thank you, from the bottom of my heart.

        	Everyone who supports me on Patreon, including Miriam, Danielle, Gianni, Hannah, Lisa, Colleen, Lauren, Tamara, Wendy, Beth, Cindaren, Emma, Guin, Helen, Mandy, Trish, Tammy, and Vicki.
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      Love on Pointe

      A Dance For Two (Book 1) - stepbrothers, hurt/comfort; listen on Audible

      A Dance For You (Book 2) - age-gap, forbidden romance; listen on Audible
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      Heaven and Hell Club

      Unbreakable (prequel) - fake boyfriend, size difference

      Broken (Book 1) - hurt/comfort, age-gap; listen on Audible
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      Chasing Gold

      Hold Me Up (Book 1) - second chance, hurt/comfort
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      Offbeat Shifters

      Secretly Mine (Book 1) - alternative universe, shifters, age-gap, pop star

      Openly Yours (Book 2) - alternate universe, shifters, age-gap, hurt/comfort
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      The Alphabet of Desire

      A is for Aftercare (Book 1) - age-gap, BDSM, boss/employee, sensory play

      B is for Beg (Book 2) - MMM, age-gap, Daddy kink, interracial relationship

      C is for Comfort (Book 3) - age-gap, Daddy kink, single dad
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      My Kinky Housemate

      My Kinky Housemate (prequel) - kitten play, old friends to lovers

      Sugar Bunny (Book 1) - age-gap, MMM, D/switch/s, bunny play, BDSM

      Plaything (Book 2) - kinky role play, breath play, hurt/comfort

      Collar Me (Book 3) - puppy play, handcuffs, fantasy toy

      Keep Me On Edge (Book 4) - edging, pain play, hurt/comfort

      Awakened Desires (Book 5) - sensory play, slow burn, bisexual awakening

      Camboy (Book 6) - MMMM, D/D/s/s, age-gap, spanking

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Cuffd

      Dear Daddy, Please Hold Us - MMM, Daddy kink, age-play; listen on Audible

      Greeking Out  - long distance friends to lovers, Daddy kink, age play; listen on Audible

      His Boy to Cherish - Daddy kink, age-play, disabled Daddy, ABDL; listen on Audible

      Crazy Little Thing Cold Love - Daddy kink, age-gap, hurt/comfort; listen on Audible

      A Silver Fox for Kinkmas - Daddy kink, May to December, spankings, orgasm denial; listen on Audible
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      I Wished For You - MMM, friends to lovers; listen on Audible

      What Works For Us - age-gap, role-play, Daddy kink; listen on Audible

      A Boy Made Of Sunshine - grumpy and sunshine, Daddy kink; listen on Audible

      Take the Plunge - best friend’s brother, grumpy/sunshine, forced proximity

      Lessons in Chemistry - MMM, slow burn, nerd/jock/slacker, first times, fake date
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      Run Free - alternate universe, shifters, mpreg

      For You I Fall (with T.N. Nova) - hurt/comfort, age-gap
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      Novellas

      One Room At The Inn - MMM, close proximity

      Oblivious - friends to lovers, double bi-sexual awakening, no angst, lots of cupcakes; listen on Audible

      Getting Signed - best friend’s brother, make-up, opposites attract
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      Short Stories

      Secret Holiday Kisses - Christmas in July, dad’s best friend, age-gap
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      Colette’s personal love story began at university, where she met her future husband. An evening of flirting, in the shadow of Lancaster castle, eventually led to a fairytale wedding. She’s enjoying her own ‘happy ever after’ in the north of England with her husband, two beautiful children and her writing.

      

      You can connect with Colette in the following ways:

      

      
        
        www.colettedavison.com

        Colette’s Cosy Corner

        Mailing list

        Patreon

        Sticker Shop
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