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Jordan vs. All the Boys

 

By John Goode

 

Everyone has that one summer, the summer where you take your first steps into adulthood. The nights are longer, the songs are better, and the friends you make are forever. For Jordan, Brandon, Ethan, and Dominic, that summer is now. This pack of self-proclaimed nerds set out on an adventure that defines every young man’s life—the search for love, or at least what they think love is. As with all great quests there are pitfalls and challenges ahead of them and they will have to overcome their greatest enemy, their own egos. But the power of true friendship could give them the strength they need to complete their quest and win their prize.






This book is dedicated to Felix. He knows what he did.






 

 

THE STEELY-EYED hero walked slowly into the cave.

(Wait, what does steely-eyed mean? Let me google that, hold on.)

 

—steely-eyed

with or having a fierce intensity in one’s expression.

 

(Yep, that’ll work. Let me start over.)

Ahem.

The steely-eyed hero crept into the cave slowly. He knew danger was afoot from all sides.

(Afoot? Really? Suddenly I’m Sherlock Holmes? Whatever, moving on.)

The hero walked into the cave and knew that danger was afoot all around him. With a practiced ease, he pulled his sword from his back and brought his shield up to bear, ready for anything. He had been here before, deep in the cesspool called Wallowdust Swamp, hunting the beast known only as the Midnight Beast. A black dragon old as time, she was a singular creature that few had seen and even fewer survived to tell the tale.

As he trod farther down the spiral path that led to her lair, our hero thought back to the many, many times he had walked these steps before. Each one taking him closer to the inevitable duel he and the beast had been locked in for ages now.

Every week for years now he had come here, stalking the Midnight Beast relentlessly, striking her down time after time. And each week she was reborn, renewed from her fatality, ready to fight once again.

Our hero slipped past the dragonoid guards that protected her inner sanctum, not wanting to engage in extra combat if he could avoid it. In and out, that was the plan, no time for trash mobs or random pats. He was after the main boss and nothing else.

 

—trash mobs

monsters that are put in a dungeon to prevent players from just walking in and killing the main boss easily.

—random pats

stands for random patrols of monsters set up to walk a certain path back and forth, forcing players to either wait for them to pass or to fight them to move on.

—main boss

exactly what it sounds like, the reason you get up in the morning and sign into World of Warcraft.

 

Rounding the last corner, he came upon her, sleeping in the back of the cave, oblivious to his presence. There were 400 yards of open space between him and the beast and no cover to speak of. Saying a prayer of protection to his god, our hero charged out toward the great beast, a war cry exploding from his mouth as he started the fight.

She responded instantly, her old foe in sight once more. She returned his war cry with a savage roar of her own and began to charge toward him. Somewhere in the middle of the cave they met, the sound of metal striking metal echoing around them as her armor deflected our hero’s first blow.

Her massive claw reached up to swipe at him, but our hero darted to the side, avoiding the clumsy attack easily. Moving toward her, he flanked and struck her hard in her near haunch. The screams of pain were as satisfying as they were deafening. She spun around toward him and took another swing, blood gushing from her wound.

Her claw met metal as our hero brought his shield up to block the attack.

(Why he didn’t go flying back from the impact no one knows. All we can assume is that the laws of gravity work differently in this strange, magical world.)

He stabbed at her again, striking a mighty blow to the side of her snout. She snarled and unfurled her great wings and began to slowly flap them toward him. There was not enough room for her to actually fly, but more than enough to hover there and flap her wings. The wind pushed our hero back as her feet left the ground. He was forced to cover his eyes as the dust from the cave floor was blown into his face. He waited, letting her gain enough altitude so he could see again when he heard them.

Her brood.

(Hold up, let me google that one too.)

 

—brood

a family of young animals produced at one hatching or birth.

 

(Guess that works.)

A pack, a gaggle… hmm what is the word for a group of dragons?

Back to Google.

Okay, so a collection of hatchlings would be called a clutch, and since these are hatchlings, that’s the word of the day.

A clutch of hatchlings came swarming out from the side of the cave, their tiny wings beating furiously as they took one look at our hero and instantly remembered how hungry they were. He had seconds before he would be overrun with baby black dragons, but seconds was all he needed.

Closing his eyes, he reached deep inside of himself and sent another prayer to his god. His faith reached out and grabbed a small spark of the divine, a mote of infinity, and brought it from the higher plane back to the here and now. As soon as the spark reached him, it exploded outward, engulfing the area around him in holy flames.

Just as the whelps were on him.

The sounds of their screams were horrific as they plunged into the fire, one after another trying to strike our hero. The Midnight Beast, seeing her children slaughtered, let out another roar and began to descend rapidly from the ceiling. As she landed, her mouth opened and our hero could see the flames begin to form inside her jaws. He had to end this now or be burned alive as the whelps had been seconds before.

Without a second’s pause, our hero leaped up toward the dragon—the heat from her snout was nearly unbearable—and swung his sword down, slamming her mouth shut. Her cheeks inflated and then glowed red hot as her flame was contained in her pinned mouth and then bounced back down her throat. There was the sound of a muffled explosion as her chest expanded once, and then she fell to the ground.

Dead.

“What’s he doing?” Brandon asked, poking his head into the room.

Ethan looked over at him. “He’s in Wallowdust killing his dragon.”

Brandon rolled his eyes, and I knew I was busted. “Are you still farming that mount?”

 

—farming

doing an action over and over to gain something of value.

Example: I gathered 1000 herbs yesterday trying to farm up the materials to make healing potions.

—mount

a creature or vehicle a player rides in the game that allows them to move faster, fly, and on some occasions look completely badass. See GAMER EGO for more.

 

“Shut up,” I said, about to loot the body.

 

—looting

the act of checking a dead monster for whatever treasure they might have had on them when they died.

 

Closing my eyes, I held my breath as I prayed this one would do me right….

A sword, a helm, and a bag of gems but no mount.

Sighing, I teleported back to the main city and logged off Brandon’s computer. “You’re the one taking forever to get ready. How long does it take to look completely average?”

He smiled at me and then threw the wet towel he had been drying his hair with at me.

I screamed, and he laughed; such was the way of our friendship.

“Give me five minutes,” he said, returning to the restroom.

I looked at Ethan. “It’s going to be way more than five minutes.”

He just nodded. “Oh yeah.”

Okay so anyways, let me introduce myself. My name is Jordan Miller, and I’ve known I was gay since forever. I know that’s abrupt, but I think we should get these things out in the open as soon as possible. I don’t want you reading my story and then getting all attached to me and then finding out I play for the other team.

Or it might be your team, I mean I don’t know you personally, but I’m just covering all the bases here.

So yeah, always known I was gay. My mom has told stories of me in preschool holding hands with other boys and telling people proudly they were my boyfriend. I envy that little kid because I suppose he didn’t care whose grimy hand he was holding. He just saw five fingers and went for it. That was how I used to roll.

As I grew up and realized not everyone was gay, I found myself worried about flirting with a straight guy by accident. Growing up in Long Beach, which is, like, listed as one of the gay-friendliest towns in America—seriously, it is, look it up—I was less concerned with getting beaten up and more worried that it would just come across as tacky or desperate. I mean, who hasn’t heard of the poor, pathetic gay kid with a crush on his straight friend, who one night confesses his love? I mean, ugh, who does that?

I had a group of friends who were pretty cool. We weren’t the most popular or the prettiest, but we were the loudest and the ones who really didn’t care what other people thought, so it was all good. I met Brandon at the beach when I was seven. Both of our parents had brought us to the great outdoors to get out under the sun and experience the real world and all that.

The real world is really bright, and it kind of stinks, so I am not sure who wants to live there, but whatever. No one asked me.

So Brandon and I met as prisoners of war and bonded quickly since we both liked video games and both hated being forced to do things outside.

It was friendship at first sight.

When Brandon and I started junior high, we met Ethan, who was the poster boy for a California surfer dude, with stringy blond hair and a body that looked like it had been designed to be handsome but all the good parts hadn’t shown up yet. I thought he was incredibly cute until talking with him for about ten minutes and then realized he really liked surfing. I mean really liked it. I thought I loved WOW or Wild Cherry Pepsi, but that was nothing compared to Ethan and his surfing. So our duo became a triple? A triplet? There were three of us, for God’s sake, and that winter we taught Ethan how to game, and the next summer he taught us how not to hate the beach.

Turns out the outside isn’t so bad when you aren’t being held at gunpoint by your parents.

We met our last member during freshman orientation when he raised his hand to ask a question and prefaced it with, “I don’t want to draw, like, mad aggro, but is it a closed campus for lunch or not?”

 

—aggro

term used to define the amount of attention the monster you are fighting has on you. If you pull too much aggro, the monster will stop attacking someone else and turn to kick your ass fast.

 

So anyone who used “aggro” in their everyday vocabulary was a hit in our book.

His name was Dominic, and he was a complete nerd. I don’t say that in a bad way, but he was the full-out, comic book reading, sci-fi-loving guy we all think of when we think of the word nerd. His saving grace was that even though he was a complete and utter nerd, he was a cute nerd, so it scored him major points all around. He rocked a pair of Harry Potter spectacles that really just accented his nerdiness, but he pulled it off, and since The Avengers came out, normal people realized reading comic books wasn’t a bad thing, so he wouldn’t get picked on for it.

So there were the four of us. Not the most popular, not complete dweebs, but squarely in the middle and clannish enough that people left us alone. No one had a problem with me being gay as long as I didn’t have a problem with them being straight, and for a couple of years, it seemed like it was going to be a nonissue.

Everything changed the summer between sophomore and junior year.

Ethan had just turned seventeen, and the rest of us were all sixteen and thought we were masters of our own destiny. Which was, of course, when we discovered sex.

Okay, not actual sex, but the concept of sex and wanting it. With like a real person. In the same room with you. You know, everything we hadn’t done yet. I had a few virtual boyfriends over Facebook but nothing serious, and I knew a couple of girls had tried dating Ethan but couldn’t get past the fact he had more feelings for his surfboard than for them. That summer was like a door being unlocked inside us. Once we walked through, we were never going to be able to go back again.

There were no words for it, no conversation we had as a group about it, but we knew what was happening. We were all boys, wandering a metaphorical car lot, looking at next year’s models, wondering which one we would end up being. We were geeks by choice, not because we were unpopular or socially inept.

I mean we were socially inept, but no more so than any other guy walking the halls of our school.

So there we were, looking out over a long summer that we all subconsciously knew would change our lives, but had no idea how. It started easily enough—we hit up every superhero and sci-fi movie that came out and then spent so much time at Starbucks after, arguing about what was good or bad about it. We would make the weekly trek to the comic book store to pick up the newest issues, each one of us buying four or five, and then we passed them around so we could all get to read everything that week and then spent even more time at Starbucks arguing what was good or bad about each issue.

If you can’t tell, we spent a lot of time arguing.

On the surface it sounds like a geek thing, and I am sure it is somewhat, but actually, it was more our way of displaying dominance. Some guys wrestled, some guys had spitting contests, some guys lifted their shirts and compared their abs… my crew and I, we argued if Captain America was right in Civil War or not. It was never about who was right or not, it was about how well you could form your argument. Where a six-pack might impress some people, we valued brains and a sharp wit over physical prowess any day of the week.

So basically we were that pack of nerds you see at Starbucks arguing way too loud about the latest Marvel movie.

Even though we had done the same thing last year, this year was different. There was an understanding that we were looking for more than just comic books or movies. We were looking for… something? Someone maybe, but we were looking for it, and we couldn’t find it no matter how hard we tried.

We stopped being four guys wandering around being stupid and became a pack of animals looking for… well, I don’t want to say “mates,” because that’s just crude. I mean, let’s be honest here, we were four horny teenage boys looking for anything that could change that. Our main problem was Shelby’s Law of Male Groups.

You’ve never heard of it? Let me explain, then.

Say you have one guy. Just a normal guy like Brandon, just standing there. He’s not bad-looking, kind of gawky like everyone at sixteen, hair a little out of place and his clothes too baggy to tell if he’s actually in shape. A perfectly normal guy who most girls would find completely cute. Got it? Okay, so on a scale from 1 to 100, 100 being like Tesla and 1 being Jim Carrey in Dumb and Dumber, Brandon kicks back at like a 56. Not dumb, not brilliant, but above average. You with me?

So then take Ethan. Dirty blond hair, a face that would be hot if it filled out, no body fat whatsoever to the point of looking like a scarecrow. There are a ton of girls who at first glance would think he’s cute. He walks around at about a 50; it would be higher, but his obsession with surfing lowers the curve dramatically. Now, let’s put Brandon and Ethan together, in public, just hanging out.

The two of them are kind of aware of their surroundings, so they don’t get too crazy, but they do tend to talk to each other and goof around. So instead of what should be two guys with above-average intelligence scores, they start bringing themselves down because they’re together.

So now add Dominic.

You have three guys sitting, walking, or reading comics together, and the goofiness multiplies. With three of them, it’s easier to get caught up in whatever they’re talking about, and the chances of someone goofing off skyrockets. Now instead of three intelligent-but-not-Tesla-smart guys, you have three goofballs, and the stupidity gets worse with each guy who ends up being drawn in.

I know you know this rule to be true, because how many times have you seen a pack of guys walk by, laughing way too loud, and just making complete fools of themselves? Yeah, that’s a high number, isn’t it? Welcome to Shelby’s Law of Male Groups and Its Effects on Individual Intelligence.

The more guys there are, the dumber we get. The dumber we get, the harder it is for other people to approach us. So for the first month of the summer, we would go out with the implied but never spoken out loud intention of meeting someone—for me a guy, for them girls—and by the time we got wherever we were headed, we were acting so stupid that we forgot all about what our mission had been. And then, once we were heading home, wondered why it was so hard to find normal people.

It’s sad, but I have a feeling you get it.

We were nearly four weeks in, had exhausted all the movies, read all the comics, and were nowhere nearer to the thing we really wanted. So, of course, being four well-adjusted males, we sat down and had a normal discourse about our feelings and inner thoughts….

No, of course not! We goofed around, and one weekend, while sleeping over at Brandon’s house, we dared Ethan to take a drink of Diet Coke with a Mentos in his mouth. Let’s just say that night ended messier than we expected.

It was one in the morning, and Dominic and Ethan had passed out while Brandon and I watched Dog on Twitch play Hearthstone. Dog was not a dog; he was a guy, and while Brandon watched because the guy was good at Hearthstone, I watched because Dog was stupid hot in so many ways.

“So what are we going to do with our summer?” I asked him between plays, trying not to sneak glances at my virtual boyfriend.

“Aren’t we doing it?” he asked in way of an answer.

“Yeah sure, but don’t you want something… more?”

“Like?”

“A girl?”

He looked over at me. “Do you want something more?”

“I mean a guy, but sure. Don’t you think about it?”

He rolled his eyes. “All the time! But it’s so hard. I mean what are we supposed to do, just walk up to girls and talk? How do you even do that?”

I gave him a chuckle. “Least you have it easy. I have to figure out if the guy even likes guys before I can talk to him.”

“True dat,” he said wistfully going back to the game.

“But we should do something this summer,” I said.

“Sure, but what?”

It was a good question, one that I pondered for a long time.

Well, for the rest of the weekend for sure, that’s forever in summer-break time.

 

 

MONDAY I had an idea and brought it up when we all met at my place to finish out our raid lockouts for the week.

 

—raid lockout

high-level content can only be done once a week, so if you start a raid and don’t finish it, you have until the end of the week to do it before you have to start all over again.

 

They brought their laptops over to my house, and we all logged in. As we played, I talked.

“So, me and Brandon were talking….”

“You guys going out now?” Ethan asked, not looking up from his screen.

“Ha-ha,” Brandon said, giving Ethan a glare. “You know if I was gay, I would be lucky to date someone like Jordan.”

Ethan looked up at me for a moment. “Yeah, I could see that. If I was gay, I’d go with him too.”

Dominic looked up quickly. “Is everyone gay now? Did I miss something?”

I sighed. “No one new is gay, Dominic. You can rest your homophobic little brain.”

“I am not a homophobe!” he protested. “It just… wigs me out, that’s all.”

The silence in the room was deafening.

“No offense,” he added quickly.

“Yeah I know,” I said laughing, letting him off the hook. Dominic wasn’t a homophobe per se. He was just weirded out by the visual of two guys getting it on and wasn’t shy about telling us. I understood where he was coming from. Sometimes a guy and girl locking faces like they were trying to eat each other made me queasy too, so I couldn’t fault him that much.

“Yeah, ’sides, Dominic, if we all turned gay, then you’d still be single and alone,” Brandon said with a grin.

“Oh snap!” Ethan yelled. “Shots fired!”

“Can we get back on subject?” I asked.

Ethan looked at me. “Um, what was the subject?”

“I was getting to that before you had me and Brandon married.”

“If we’re getting married, I want a Star Wars wedding,” Brandon said, still playing the game.

“Duh, but seriously. I think we should do something this summer.”

Ethan and Dominic looked up at me from their laptops. “Um, aren’t we doing it?”

“No, I mean something real.”

They just stared at me.

“Like something that involves girls.”

Ethan closed his laptop so fast I thought he broke it.

“Go on.”

Dominic didn’t log off but looked questioningly at me. “I’m listening.”

“So you guys want to meet girls, and I want to meet a guy, so I have an idea.”

They all hung on my next words.

“The Great Escape.”

“No,” Dominic said instantly and went back to the game, but Ethan just stared at me, waiting for me to continue. I didn’t for six seconds, at which point Ethan’s patience hit Empty.

“What’s The Great Escape?” he asked.

The Great Escape was like Oz and Wonderland all rolled up with music to me. It was an underage club where they served energy drinks and played music until midnight, which was all fine and good, but it had one more reputation that would serve us well.

It was mostly thought of as a gay or bisexual hangout.

No one knew how it happened but The Great Escape just seemed to attract alternative type people and gay and bisexual people and it became a not-gay, gay club. Because it was known for this, people like me were dying to go to it, and people like Dominic weren’t.

“If we go there, won’t guys, like, hit on us?” Dominic asked. “I don’t know what I’d do if a guy grabbed my junk.”

I turned and glared at him. “Have I ever grabbed your junk?” His eyes got real big behind his glasses, and he shook his head. “So then why would you assume other gay people would?”

He thought about it for a few seconds before answering. “Because we’d be in their natural environment?”

Brandon didn’t even wait for my look and smacked him upside his head. “Dude, that was stupid even for you.”

Dominic refused to drop his point. “But won’t people think we’re gay if we go there?”

Brandon spoke before I could. “We all hang around Jordan, so most likely people already assume that. Since when does that matter?”

Ethan looked at Brandon. “Do you think the reason girls won’t talk to us is because they think we’re gay?”

Brandon paused a moment, which meant he was considering it. I felt my heart sink as I wondered if this was where I lost my friends.

“Girls won’t talk to us ’cause we haven’t cracked the code on what they want yet. If they did think we were gay, I bet we’d get more girls hanging around us. I mean, have you seen how many girls say hi to Jordan at school?”

Though I didn’t want to tell him there wasn’t a code, I was happy he stood up for me.

Ethan nodded. “Fair enough. Okay, so what’s at this Escape place?”

“Gay guys,” I said, smiling.

Dominic rolled his eyes. “Um, duh.”

“And all of the gay guys’ friends,” I added.

No one got it.

“All of their straight friends.”

Nothing.

“All of their straight, female friends.”

Now their eyes began to widen.

“All of their straight female friends who are probably pretty sick of just gay guys dancing around them.”

Brandon looked like he was going to fall out of his chair. “Dude, I never thought of that.”

Ethan’s head was a blur as he agreed. “A whole club of girls…”

Brandon finished for him. “…and we are the only straight guys.”

I let out a deep “Light bulb,” as the rest of the guys figured it out.

“Think about it, we would go from the dweebs at a party to the only viable candidates,” Dominic said, pushing up his glasses. “The odds would be on our side for once.”

Brandon looked at me. “So when do we do this?”

We decided on next Tuesday, which was today, which brought me to waiting for Brandon to get ready.

“You good?” he asked me as I got up from his computer. It was such a benign question, but it was so much more. We were about to enter a world we had only talked about before. I mean it sounds stupid, but we were about to leave the house as boys and take our first step toward being men.

I nodded and swallowed my fear. “Let’s do this.”

And we walked fearlessly into the beast’s lair.






Round One: Jordan vs. The Know-It-All

 

 

WALKING INTO The Great Escape was like walking into Disneyland with the big difference that instead of anthropomorphic animals, you got cute guys. Well, that might not be true ’cause I haven’t been to Disneyland in forever and I wasn’t really taking a cute guy census back then, but I assume there are more cute guys here than there were at Disneyland the time I went and—oh my fucking God I am rambling.

It was nearly everything I dreamed it could be.

Music: check.

Lights: check.

Cute guys: a couple.

People: not so much.

The place was nearly empty.

“So this is what the world is going to look like after the Rapture,” Dominic muttered.

“Jesus Jar,” Brandon said, holding his hand out.

Dominic reached into his jeans and put a buck in Brandon’s hand. “I still think that’s religious persecution.”

“They don’t ding me on mine,” Ethan said with a toothy smile.

Dominic leveled a glare at the taller boy. “For the last time—Huey, the god of surfing, isn’t real! You can’t worship made-up things.”

Brandon, who was looking around, said, “Says the guy whose family believes that seven million animal species all got on a boat to survive a flood. When you stop quoting a religion that isn’t actively hostile to one of your friends, we will stop fining you every time some of your family’s dogma sneaks past your lips. ’Sides you don’t even believe it.”

“So? I still have free speech.”

“No,” Brandon said, holding the dollar up. “Hate speech costs money in this group.”

“Is everyone looking at us?” I asked the others.

“Do you mean are the five guys in here looking at us? Then yeah, I think that’s a safe bet,” Ethan pointed out.

Dominic froze and looked around. He opened his mouth, but Brandon spoke up first. “If you make a dumbass statement about how they outnumber us, we are going to throw down.”

Dominic closed his mouth.

“Let’s grab a table,” I suggested.

“Yeah, we better before there aren’t any left,” Brandon said with a grin.

“I thought there would be people here!”

“I’m joking!” he said as we found a tiny round table with four tall chairs. “Calm down, bud. We’re probably early for a Tuesday or something.”

“Maybe they’re at home watching Flash,” Dominic reasoned.

“Right, ’cause Flash has a major gay audience,” Brandon shot back.

“He has a point. Grant Guston is a total hottie,” I said.

Ethan nodded. “Yeah, I can see that.”

We all looked at him, and he shrugged. “What? I liked him on Glee.”

“So you guys new here?” a voice asked from behind us.

Dominic looked at him in panic and pointed at me. “It was his idea.”

Brandon sighed and put his head down on the table in embarrassment.

There was a boy standing in front of our table, and man, was he cute. He had dark hair and was wearing a white button-up shirt with a black linen vest over it making his waist look impossibly small. He had skinny jeans on that slipped over a sweet-looking pair of leather boots. He screamed style, and I screamed back.

“Hi!” I said way too loud. “Yes, we are new here.”

Why was I suddenly talking like a robot?

“I’m Jordan,” I said, extending my hand.

He flashed me a smile that looked like his teeth were glowing. “Let me guess, straight friends?” I nodded, and he shook my hand. “I’m Zach and that’s okay. I came over here to talk to you anyways.”

I felt my cheeks grow red as I received my first compliment from a boy in real life. “I’m Jordan,” I stammered.

Ethan nudged me. “You said that already, dude.”

I shot him a death glare as I tried to get my head back on straight. “So you come here often… and oh my God, people actually say that in a club,” I rambled as I realized what I was saying. “I’m sorry—my first time talking to a cute guy.”

“You think I’m cute?” Zach asked again with that grin.

At this point I was surprised my hair didn’t catch on fire from the heat coming off my face.

“You want a tour of the club?” he asked like he owned the place.

Ethan spoke before I did. “That would be cool.”

Even though the music was loud, I could still hear Brandon’s head banging against the table.

“I was kinda flirting with him,” Zach said, pointing at me.

“Oh,” Ethan said, suddenly understanding what was going on. “Um, do you have any girl friends here? Not girlfriends but friends that—”

Zach cut him off. “I got what you meant, and no, not tonight. But if I see any girls in need of heterosexual guys, I’ll fire off a flare.” He extended his hand to me. “That tour?”

I took it, feeling like I was the most important person in the world.

“So this is the bar.” Did I tell you he was holding my hand?

“They serve Red Bulls and Monsters, and they make a mean cocktail, no alcohol of course, but you can get some if you know where to look.” He patted the pocket of his vest. I tried not to gape when I saw the top of a flask peeking out.

“They have some games back there, but who comes here to play games?” he said flippantly as we walked.

“What games?” I said, turning the opposite way he did, heading toward the four arcade machines in the back. He quickly caught up to me, grabbed my shoulder, and turned me around.

“Look, Jordan?” I nodded. “Do yourself a favor, don’t be seen hanging back here playing video games. It’s a huge turnoff, and a lot of people think it’s super juvenile. You don’t want to come across like that, right?”

I did not, so I shook my head as he took my hand again.

“Let me show you the DJ booth.”

I let him lead me away, but there was a part of me that wasn’t very happy with it.

“That’s 360 No Scope. He’s the house DJ.”

There was a guy, maybe late teens, in the booth looking down at a laptop. I went to wave, but Zach pulled my hand down.

“He doesn’t answer to anyone he doesn’t know. If you want to request something, you can text him.” He pointed to a sign that had a number for music requests. “If you tip him on PayPal, you have a better chance of getting your song played. This is the dance floor,” he said, gesturing to the empty space. “It’s kinda small, but that’s a good thing when it’s crowded.” He moved in close. “Forces people to be friendly in close quarters.”

My entire body reacted to a guy being actually this close to me, and for a moment I thought it couldn’t get much better.

And then he kissed me.

It was a soft kiss at first, his lips barely touching mine. I had no idea what to do but kiss him back, which seemed to be the sign he needed because now he was kissing me with tongue.

Which he did with great passion.

If I’m being honest, a little bit too much passion for someone he just met, but I didn’t care because… well, because I was hungry.

Let me explain.

Being gay is like forcing yourself on a diet where you don’t eat anything.

You imagine you eat things, lots of things. You imagine Chace Crawford things and Zac Efron things. You dream about maybe one day getting to taste KJ Apa things, and you know the more I think about this the dirtier it becomes.

You imagine a lot of things, but you don’t really get to do any of them. You see junior high guys with girlfriends and you get all jealous because you want someone to watch Stranger Things with and you want someone to play Overwatch with that you can kiss after you win, but if you’re gay, that doesn’t happen very often or at all.

So you get hungry, real hungry.

Wandering into a place like the Great Escape is like wandering into an all-you-can-eat buffet after sixteen years on a starvation diet. You kinda eat anything they put in front of you. Right now, Zach was in front of me, and I was going to get my fill, and you know I am going to stop now because I sound like a perv.

So he kissed me and it took my breath away and I was stunned and he knew it ’cause he had a sly grin on his face.

“I’ve been wanting to do that since you walked in.”

“Which wasn’t that long ago,” I muttered completely against my will.

“What?” he asked, leaning closer.

“Nothing, thank you,” I added quickly.

He went back to smiling. “You want to go somewhere and continue?”

I looked back at the table. “We could go sit with my friends.”

Even though the music was pretty loud, I could hear him sigh. “Oh, Jordan, let me break things down for you.”

I had never had anything broken down for me before, so this was new.

“You’re supercute and all, but if you just hang with your straight friends all night, you’re going to get a reputation.”

I cocked my head in confusion. “A rep for what?”

“Being a standoffish bitch,” he said without hesitation. “Guys are here to mingle and to get to know each other, and the guy who just sits with his straight friends all night is saying he is too good for the rest of us and leave him alone.”

“Wow, really?” I asked, genuinely confused.

“Oh yeah, trust me, it is way different with gay guys. Gay guys want people to be open, accepting and not to play games like girls do.”

“Games like?”

“Like making guys jump through hoops, chatting up their friends, having to spend time with people they don’t know just to get with someone.”

The first red alert went off in my mind. Right there.

“Wait, so you think talking to my friends and getting to know them too is a waste of time? I mean if you want to go out with me you have to know my friends.”

He just stared at me and shook his head with a small smile. “See? Who said anything about going out with anyone? I’m talking about meeting people, enjoying each other. No one said a word about going out.”

“You mean sex,” I interrupted, the other shoe dropping.

“No, not sex per se. I’m saying guys who come here want to kiss and make out and maybe more, and they don’t want to jump through all those girl games to get there.”

“Okay. Stop calling them girl games,” I snapped. “They aren’t girl games. They’re called getting to know someone, and if that takes too much time for you, then maybe you should move on.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa!” he exclaimed, holding his hands up in surrender. “I was just explaining how things worked around here. Don’t kill the messenger.”

“Is that how things work with you?” I asked, still pissed.

“I’m still talking to you, aren’t I?”

That wasn’t an answer, but it felt like one….

“Look, let’s just go sit down, chill out, and talk this through, okay?”

I nodded.

He led me to the far corner of the club where two full-length couches had been set up. We sat down, and he asked me where I went to school. I answered and asked him the same thing. He answered, and just as I was about to ask him what it was like, he kissed me, and I went back to kissing him, and I know—stop judging me!

So yeah, anyways, we ended up spending most of the night making out and talking, but mostly making out. After a while we went back to the table and hung with the guys, who were not happy the aforementioned girls were not present. Zach assured them there would be tomorrow.

“Why tomorrow?” Ethan asked confused.

“Tomorrow is ’80s night.”

“So then what’s tonight?” Dominic asked.

Zach shrugged. “Tuesday?”

“So it’s a dead night?” Brandon asked.

Zach laughed and spread his arms. “Look around you, my heterosexual friend. This is Tuesday night at its finest.”

“This sucks,” Dominic snapped.

“Hate to agree with him, but it does,” Ethan added.

I glanced at Brandon, and he gave me a half smile, which was also a half grimace.

Yeah, they were hating this place.

“So you gonna be here tomorrow?” I asked Zach.

“Well, sure, but what about tonight?”

“My friends are hating it, so I think we should leave.”

“Let them leave,” he said. “I’ll get you a ride home.”

I paused for a moment and then shook my head. “I’m spending the night over at Brandon’s house, I can’t.”

“So you’re going to ditch me to leave with your straight friends?”

There was a tone in his voice, but I couldn’t place it.

“Um… yeah, I am.”

He stared at me for a while and then just said, “Okay, see ya around.”

He got up and began to walk off, which of course led to me jumping off my stool and chasing after him.

“Wait! Are you mad at me?”

He looked more bored than angry, but it felt the same to me. “It’s no big deal, I forget what it was like to be sixteen at times.”

“It was like less than two years ago for you,” I said.

“Yeah, but you learn a lot in that time,” he assured me. “You learn when a cute guy is into you, don’t ditch him for your straight friends. You hang out with him as long as possible to assure him that you’re into him too.”

“I am into you!” I almost screamed.

He said nothing.

“Look, let me see your phone, and I’ll give you my number. We can talk tonight, but I have to leave with them.”

He sighed and pulled his phone out. “Fine, but only because you’re so cute.”

I fought back a smile as I put my number into his phone and called mine. “Okay, so I’ll text you when I get to Brandon’s place.”

He nodded.


I leaned in and kissed him and was relived to feel him kiss me back.

“Promise to text me?” he asked once we were done.

I nodded.

“You better,” he said with a grin.

Again he had a tone in his voice, but I just ignored it. You know, because I had just kissed this guy and given him my number. A real feat for me. I ran back to the table where the guys were gathering their stuff.

“So we try tomorrow night, right?” I asked as we walked out. “He said girls will be here.”

Ethan nodded. “We can give it one more night.”

“We still have time to go find a Blazelands raid if we’re lucky,” Dominic chimed in.

Crap, I forgot to explain to you what a raid is when I mentioned it the first time around.

 

—raid

a large group of players coming together to tackle superhard bosses as one team.

 

“I have so much caffeine at my house,” Brandon said as we waited for his mom to pick us up. “We can do Blazelands and Twilight Frontier I bet.”

“Um, I said I would text him when I got to your house. But I can raid after that,” I said, wincing when my voice got really, really high at the end.

“Dude,” Brandon said, “you just met him.”

“I know, but I don’t want to screw it up!”

Ethan pushed Brandon on the shoulder. “Give him a break, man, it’s his first rodeo. Let him learn how to ride the bull first.”

We all just looked at him in shock.

“What does that even mean?” Dominic asked.

“Is he the bull?” I asked him.

“Um… it’s something my uncle says,” Ethan admitted.

“Fine, text him real fast when we get home so we can find a raid.”

I nodded, promising to do just that.

I did not do anything like I promised. When Brandon’s mom dropped us off at their place, I immediately texted Zach who didn’t text me back right away, which was cool because he was probably dancing or something and I could wait.

“Are you coming?” Brandon yelled from his room.

“Give me a few,” I answered back, waiting.

Twenty minutes passed, and he texted back.

I’m glad U got hme

Thx I answered.

WYD? he asked.

Abt to play a game with my friends.

Game???

Was that bad? Was he too old for video games? Would I look like a total dweeb if I still played them? Shit. I didn’t know what to say.

U there? he asked after a few minutes.

Yeah had to bio.

Bio???

Fuck!

 

—bio

Short for biological. A term used in MMO’s to let the other players know you are away from the keyboard for reasons that have to do with peeing or more.

 

Had to pee I amended.

So wot games do u & ur friends play?

What to tell him?

COD

We so did not play Call of Duty.

HALO

We have never played Halo in our lives.

GTA V

I tried playing Grand Theft Auto once and was like, no.

Wot about U? I asked.

Don’t ply games, outgrew them

See? I knew this was a bad idea.

Yah I do it 4 my frnds.

And now I was lying, what the hell?


C%l, c%l

That stood for cool, but even I didn’t use that much textspeak.

So u a virgin?

I felt my face redden as I thought about what to type. I mean I was already lying about playing games just for my friends, which was such bullshit I can’t even with myself right now. But if I said no, I’d be a slut, right? And if I said yes, would I be a baby in his eyes? God, was dating this hard? Why didn’t anyone tell me? This was insane!

???, he sent as I had a meltdown.

Y was all I sent.

c%l!! he sent back instantly.

Wht abt U? I asked.

Nah was all he answered.

Suddenly Brandon walked into the room, and I reflexively covered my phone up.

“Look, man, are you coming? We found a group, but they are ready to go, so they’re going to fill your spot soon.”

My phone vibrated, and I saw I had missed two texts.

Wht have u dreamed of doing w/a guy?

and

You there???

Hold on I typed back and looked up at Brandon.

“Just go without me. I’ll be done here in a few.”

“Dude, you just met that guy. You’re already blowing us off for him?”

“No.”

I totally was.

He sighed and rolled his eyes. “Okay, well you know where we are,” he said, clearly not amused judging by the way he stalked off.

U fall asleep? Zach texted.

No, friend asked a question

Hve to go play your game? followed by a winky face.

Now I knew saying I played games was wrong.

No, I’m good.

So what U think abt doing w/a guy? he asked again.

Kissing, laying down, snuggling. Was that lame? It sounded lame.

Sure but wht abt oral? You think u top or bttm?

Whoa, this got personal fast.

LOL I ain’t telling I typed, hoping he would take the nonjoke.

Remember wht I told U about no games? That’s a game.

Sighing, I typed, Oral I guess and I dnt know, bttm looks painful.

What? I’m a teenage American boy. Of course I’ve seen porn. I mean no, not all the way through, but I have seen parts of one before I turned it off because I was afraid it would show up on my cell phone bill, you know, the one my parents pay.

Bttm is way fun if you have the right top. Another winky face and a devil emoji.

I wndr who you mean? I winked back, not sure if I was saying yes to bottoming or not.

Send me a pic. Another wink, devil emoji, and wink with tongue hanging out.

Now see, if I was as naive as I felt, I would have taken a pic of my face and sent it not knowing what he meant.

I knew exactly what he meant.

We just met, I sent back.

I’ll go frst

Before I could send a no response I got a pic.

Of his dick.

Fully hard.

He hadn’t just taken it. The pic looked like he’d taken it in his bathroom, and the only thing in the frame was his dick. My initial thoughts went as follows:

Nice size.

Weird curve.

Where is all his pubic hair?

Your turn he texted.

Now see, I am nearly as naive as I claim because I do not have naked pictures of myself on my phone. I don’t even have a shirtless pic of myself unless you count the one group shot of all of us at the beach, and even then I hate it ’cause I think my nipples are too big.

Shut up! It’s a thing.

I dnt have any naked pics I texted back honestly.

Then take 1 LOL.

Yeah, I knew he was going to say that.

Even though I was alone in the spare bedroom while they were all in Brandon’s room playing the game, I still couldn’t bring myself to whip it out and take a picture, even if I wanted to.

I did not want to.

I mean who does this? I just met this guy and I am going to pull my pants down and send him a pic of my dick? Did he think I was going to get it hard for him? Could I even get it hard right now? I was so freaked out.

I dunno.

Come on baby, I’ll send another.

And before I could send my “It’s ok” I got another pic from him, this time of his ass.

Initial thoughts.

Looks ok, I guess.

At least it’s not hairy as all fuck.

Why did he think this was going to turn me on?

Come on! Share!!

I was trapped in my own mind.

Dnt be a pussy, I showed U mine.

Sighing, I got up and marched into Brandon’s bathroom. I passed the bedroom they were playing in, and they all looked like they were having so much fun….

And I was about to go expose myself to my phone, snap a pic of my dick, and send it to a guy I just met.

Do all guys do this? I asked as I closed the bathroom door.

Fuck yeah, it’s normal 4 gay guys.

Well, I had no idea if he was lying about that, since I knew a total of no gay guys. But from what I saw on Tumblr and Instagram, there were a lot of naked mirror shots out there of hot guys. Maybe Zach was right. Maybe it was normal.

Sighing, I faced the mirror and unzipped my jeans and pulled my underwear down.

I so hated the way I looked.

This was stupid. I looked like an idiot just standing there, soft dick just staring back. I couldn’t take a picture of that and send it. So I put the phone down and started to… well, you know.

I am not going to go into what I thought, but I tried to conjure up images of everything that had turned me on in the past. No dice. I thought about the porn I had seen and nothing. I tried thinking about how it felt to kiss Zach and bingo.

I was good to go.

Picking up my phone, I lifted my shirt and looked into the mirror.

Now let me start off with, I am not considered ugly. Other people, and I am not counting my mom, have said I am cute. I do not see this at all. I look in the mirror and see a flat-chested, no-abs-having geek. Other people see a cute guy who isn’t fat and has decent skin.

I have a regimen so leave me alone.

I look in the mirror and see a waste of flesh, but Zach wants a pic so a pic he will get.

I lifted my shirt up and then considered sticking my tongue out and then wondered if I wanted to be known as one of those guys. I don’t even understand why they do it. I mean does the tongue stand for something? Was it a signal? Was it like a secret language that I wasn’t let in on because I was a virgin? I mean you see all the cute guys on Tumblr and Instagram doing it, so should I?

As I was thinking this, little Jordan was losing interest in the topic altogether.

I tried to force some life back into it and got ready to take the pic… when Ethan pounded on the bathroom door. “Hey, who’s in there? I got one on deck that is not in the mood to wait.”

Three things happened simultaneously.

I dropped my phone into the toilet.

I lunged to grab it.

I hit my head on the counter and I went flying back, landing on my ass.

“Shit!” I heard Ethan exclaim. “Brandon, come quick!”

No, no one needed to come quick. I tried to get up, but my jeans were around my knees so all I did was scramble around on the ground as I got nowhere. The door pushed open, which hit me in the back of the head.

“Fuck!” I called out.

Brandon and Ethan’s heads popped in.

“Jordan, you oookkkaaayyy….” Brandon’s voice trailed off, and Ethan chimed in with, “Jesus, Jordan, you have some serious junk.”

“Get out!” I screamed at the top of my lungs, wishing I could make my heart explode right now.

“Hey, it’s a compliment, man,” Ethan explained as Brandon tried to push him out of the room.

“Back, back. Sorry, Jordan, thought you were in trouble.”

“Why’s he on the floor?” I heard Ethan ask as the door closed.

Now that I wasn’t panicking anymore, I pulled my jeans up and looked in the toilet for my phone.

Thank God it had been flushed last time it was used.

It was wet, but it wasn’t fried. I put it on the sink and used the hair drier I found under the sink to dry it off. If I was lucky, it would still work, but there was no chance of using it until it was completely dry.

Which meant Zach was going to think I bailed on him.

Awesome.

Making sure my jeans were buttoned, zipped, and closed, I walked out and headed into Brandon’s room.

Before I could say a word, Dominic turned to look at me. “Did Ethan see your penis? ’Cause he says it’s big.”

Oh. My. God.

Brandon picked up a pillow and threw it at Dom. “What did I just say?”

Dominic looked like he had been caught stealing cookies. “Not to mention his penis.”

“And you did what?”

His head drooped lower. “Asked about his penis.”

“Stop saying penis!” I snapped, and they all jumped.

I looked at Brandon. “Yes, I am okay.” To Ethan, “Thank you, never mention it again.” And then to Dominic, “Why are so you interested in how big my dick is?”

Dom’s face turned beet red as he looked back at his laptop. “Nothing, was just a question.”

“Are you guys done raiding?” I asked, opening my laptop.

“We have time for Carazan,” Brandon offered.

“Great, let me log on.”

We played for the rest of the night, and the topic of my junk didn’t come up once.

It was bliss.

Later that night, after we had all logged off and found a piece of Brandon’s floor to crash on, I turned on my phone again. It flickered a few times, and then my home screen came up.

With twenty-two missed texts.

They were what I expected.

I’m waiting.

Well?

Where are you?

I knew you’d chicken out.

And it went downhill from there.

It was well after 3:00 a.m., but I had to try.

Hey, u there?

A long pause. Like really long. Almost too long, but finally I got a reply.

Oh, luk who it is.

Jesus, is look so hard to type? It’s one more letter.

Dropped my phone in the toilet, srry.

U serious? he asked.

As a hrt attck.

What followed was nine texts that contained only.

hahahahahaahahahahahaah!!!

No joke.

I was trying to take the pic and someone kncked on the door.

And three more texts of haha.

Not funny, I hit my head.

Which head? followed by a winky face emoji.

That made me smile.

The 1 on my shouldrs.

Thx god, dont damage the merchandise.

That made me laugh which I stifled since we were supposed to be falling asleep.

U mad at me? I asked.

Nah, u can show me the real thing tommrw.

That made me nervous and happy and horny all at the same time.

My frnd saw my jnk, I admitted.

O rly?

Ya.

Wht he say?

I felt myself blush. Tht it was big.

Emoji of a surprised face with hands on the side of the head.

Dnt tease I said.

Well, Ill b the judge tommrw rght?

It took my fingers a while to type, Sure. Emoji face with devil horns and I felt my face go red again.

Let me knw when u guys are gonna b there he said.

I will.

Am gunna go think of u and then crash.

Think of me? What did he… oh.

LOL was all I could respond with.

Nght cutie.

Nght.

I locked my phone and turned over, trying to ignore I was harder than I ever got in the bathroom.

 

 

THE NEXT day we were all crazy excited.

I wanted to see Zach again, and the guys wanted to see actual girls.

“Is it rude to ask if someone is a girl?” Dominic asked while we were getting ready. “I mean like born as a girl and not a girl from a bottle or whatever happens?”

Before I could answer, Brandon turned back and looked at him.

“Do you even hear the things coming out of your mouth, or are you as shocked as we are when you hear them?”

Dominic looked down and shut up.

“So this guy going to be there?” Brandon asked me once the guys were talking about other stuff and not paying attention to us.

I nodded. “He wants me to text when we’re leaving.” I saw a weird look on his face and asked, “Why?”

He shrugged and hastily said, “No big deal.”

But it was a deal of some size. Maybe not big but definitely not nothing.

Unfortunately I didn’t really notice at that time because I was getting ready to go on my first gay date. Well, my first date ever to be honest. The gay part was just the cherry on… and I don’t want to make any sentences with the word cherry in them, okay?

I did my hair with gel and then washed it out. I put on a new pair of jeans and then took them off. I tried on about thirty-five shirts and hated them all. I looked horrible in all of them and how could I go out looking like this and Zach was going to see me and hate it and I was going to die single and alone and I hated cats and what if I ended up watching the Game Show Network all the time and….

“Jordan!” Brandon said, shaking my shoulders.

I looked up and realized I was on the floor of my room in a panic.

“Breathe, okay? Just breathe,” he said gently.

I took a few breaths and felt my panic fade.

“What are you so freaked about?” he asked once I was back in the land of the living.

“Look at me!” I said, gesturing to myself.

He looked me and up and down and shrugged. “And?”

“I look like crap! I don’t have any abs, and I look like I once saw the sun but didn’t like it that much and I think I’m getting a pimple and I have no ass and….”

Brandon leaned over and hugged me tightly.

“You were cute enough for him last night. You’re fine.”

I hugged him back and felt a thousand times better.

“I wish you were gay,” I said sadly.

“Me too, man. It would make this whole dating thing so much easier,” he said back.

That made me laugh, and I felt better.

“If you get dressed quickly, you still have time to take a run at the Midnight Beast before my mom drops us off.”

That made me feel a whole lot better, and I got up and threw on some clothes.

Yes, they were the same clothes I hated like thirty seconds ago, but whatever, leave me alone.

I logged on and ran into her cave full-bore. I didn’t care about the adds; I didn’t care about the drama. I just ran in and hit her as hard as I could, and she died instantly. My cursor hovered over her body, waiting for me to loot it.

Closing my eyes, I held my breath as I prayed this one would do me right….

A different sword, a chest piece, and the same bag of gems but no mount.

“Awww, man,” Brandon said over my shoulder. “You’ll get it.”

I turned my laptop off. “I know. It has to drop eventually.”

“You ready to go out?”


I took a deep and breath and nodded. “Let’s do this.”

So we did.

The club was packed this time, and the difference between last night and tonight was night and day.

Before, the whole place was sad and creepy. Now it was alive and wonderful with tons of boys our age dancing, talking, and just enjoying life.

“There are girls!” Ethan shouted over the music.

Oh yeah and them too.

True enough, I spotted clumps of cute boys with one or two girls hanging on them. The girls were looking around the room hungrily like they were in a bakery on their first day of Atkins.

Welcome to having a gay bestie, sweetheart.

“Where’s your guy?” Brandon asked me when he saw me looking around.

“Don’t know,” I said, still looking.

“Can we sit down?” Dominic asked from behind us. “I’m getting crushed back here.”

“There’s a table!” Ethan called out, running off like a dog on the beach after a freshly thrown stick.

We made our way to the table as I looked around some more. There was barely room to walk without pushing, and the noise was unbearable. It was hard to see with all the people and the lights and the everything.

“I’m sure he’ll be here,” Brandon said once we sat down.

I nodded, but I was getting nervous.

“Should I get us drinks?” Dominic asked. “Most people here have a cup in their hands, so it would be safe to assume we should too?”

I said nothing, still looking.

“Get us all some Red Bulls,” Brandon decided, sliding some cash across the table.

Dominic ducked and dodged toward the bar. I started to get a stomachache.

“Hey, even if he isn’t here, we can have a good…,” Brandon started.

“How long have you been here?” Zach asked, walking up to the table.

“Hey!” I called out excited.

“How long?” he asked again, sounding pissed.

“Um, we just got here,” I replied, confused.

“I said text me when you got here. Were you not going to do that?”

His tone had me completely off-balance.

“Hey, man, we just got here, lay off,” Brandon said, standing up.

“Oh, so now you need your ‘straight’ friend to beat me up?”

The air quotes around straight were like in glowing neon colors.

“He doesn’t need anything,” Brandon said, pulling back a fist.

“I’m sorry,” I called out quickly. “I just thought I’d see you, and… I mean I’m sorry.”

Brandon gave me a look as I got up and went over to Zach. “Please don’t be angry.”

He gave me a half smile as he looked Brandon up and down. “Sit down, breeder. You don’t want to start anything here.”

I turned around and held Brandon back. “Please, don’t ruin this.”

Brandon looked at me with pleading eyes and then sighed. “Fine.”

As he sat down, I turned back to Zach. “So I’m here.”

He slowly began to thaw. “You’re lucky I think you’re cute,” he said, bringing me into an embrace. “I was turning guys down left and right waiting for you.”

He was waiting for me, and he turned guys down! I was in heaven.

“Come on, I have a table back there,” he said, gesturing deeper into the club.

“But my friends…,” I said, pulling back.

“Your friends are straight, and trust me, you don’t want that kind of rep.”

“What kind?”

“The self-loathing kind that only identifies with straight people.”

I pulled my hand out of his. “I am not self-loathing.”

He grabbed it again and smiled. “I know, sweetie. I’m just saying how people will see you.”

I pulled my hand away again. “So I’m supposed to dump my friends because of how people might see me?”

“Do you want to get laid?” he asked.

I barked out a laugh. “Not that badly.”

His face went from cute AF to ugly as shit in no seconds flat. “Look, newbie, I am trying to save you here. Your friends are going to drag you down, and trust me, you aren’t that cute.”

I took a step back like he had slapped me.

“Go fuck yourself,” I snapped.

He just sneered at me. “Still more than you’re ever going to get, prude.”

Dominic walked up with a plastic cup filled with Red Bull. “Here’s your drink.”

I didn’t even hesitate. I grabbed it and threw it in Zach’s face.

He cursed and stomped off, wiping the drink out of his eyes.

“Um… okay,” Dominic said carefully. “You all right?”

I felt like I was about to cry.

“Come back to the table,” he said, nudging my back. “Come on.”

He guided me back to Ethan and Brandon.

“What the fuck did he do?” Brandon growled, pissed off and loud enough to be heard over the music and shouted conversations in the club.

Ethan looked around. “We need to readjust someone’s attitude? Cause I just downed that Red Bull and am ready to do something!”

I sat down and just tried to keep my composure.

“You wanna go?” Brandon asked.

I said nothing.

“Dominic, go call my mom. Tell her we need a pickup.”

I was expecting Ethan to say we just got here, but he stayed quiet while Dominic just nodded and pulled out his cell.

“What about you guys?” I asked, feeling the tears coming.

“Do you think we would want to stay here while you’re miserable?”

“But I’m ruining your guys’ night again.”

Brandon just smiled. “Not ruining, just changing.” He looked over at Ethan. “You up for some PVP?”

 

—PVP

short for player vs. player, which is where you fight other people online instead of the computer. A great place to get your aggression and anger out.

 

“Do I ever not want to gank some noobs?” he said with a smile.

 

—gank and noob

gank, to attack someone with great ferocity. noob, short for newbie or person without any skill whatsoever.

 

Zach had called me a newbie.

And that was when the tears came.

 

 

BRANDON’S MOM dropped Dominic off at his home and brought Ethan and me back to their house. They both got online and started playing while I went on deleting all evidence from my phone that I ever met Zach. After a while they coaxed me into playing, and sure enough, after an hour of killing people, all of whom my mind had conveniently named Zach, I was in a better mood. It started to get late, and we staked out sleeping territories on the floor. Ethan took the spot near the window, and I grabbed the one next to Brandon’s bed. We turned the lights off and my mind started to wind down… which was when I was reminded of how miserable I was feeling. Is this it? Is this what dating is like? Some asshole expecting me to ditch my friends? Was that even a thing? I mean sure, I didn’t notice a lot of guys with other guys there, which would mean all those guys only had girl friends?

I wanted to keep my friends!

I mean it wasn’t like I was antigirl. I just didn’t have any real girl friends, just people I saw at school. I liked my friends. I didn’t want to get rid of them! But what if that was what I had to do? What if that was the gay way of doing this?

Just the thought of losing Brandon, Ethan, and Dominic made me sadder than I already was, and I began crying in earnest.

“Jordan?” Brandon asked from his bed.


I couldn’t even form words I was crying so hard.

“Oh shit.” The next thing I knew he was lying down next to me, pulling me into a hug. “Come on, bud, it’s okay.”

That just made me cry more, and I hugged him close.

“Don’t let that asshole get you down. He’s a fucking dick. You can do so much better.”

The fact that he was trying so hard just made me cry even more. I couldn’t even think about living without these guys, but did that mean I had to be single my whole life?

He just held me there, patting my hair and after a while, the wave of sadness that had hit me subsided, and I got control of my emotions again.

“I’m sorry, I’m a crybaby,” I finally choked out.

“Hey, you’re sad. You’re allowed to be.” He hadn’t let me go yet.

“What happened to you not being gay?” I tried not to smile.

“Hey! These are nondenominational snuggles. They have no sexuality or country of origin. They’re to make you feel better.” His mock outrage was enough to chase away the worst of my tears.

I laughed and knew there was no way I could ever give Brandon up.

“Did someone say nondenominational snuggles?” Ethan asked Brandon from behind me.

“Ethan, no!” I protested. Too late. Ethan settled behind me and wrapped his arms around me and Brandon.

“We are here today to hug the sadness out of Jordan,” he proclaimed like a preacher. “Can I get an amen?”

Brandon let out a quiet “Amen.”

“In this circle, there is no judging, no blame, and no pictures.”

That made me laugh.

“Seriously, Jordan,” Ethan said. “We are always here for you.”

I just leaned into them and knew I had the best friends in the world.






Round Two: Jordan vs. The Club Kid

 

 

“SO HE wanted you to ditch us?” Dominic asked the next day. We were eating breakfast, and he had ridden his bike over to join us.

I nodded as I swallowed a mouthful of cereal.

“I’m sorry, bud,” Brandon said. “I know you liked him.”

Before I could answer, Ethan popped up with, “No he didn’t—he just liked being liked.”

And now I was speechless.

“What does that even mean?” Dominic asked, confused.

“Look, he’s sixteen, never had a boyfriend while people all around him are getting together like it’s nothing. He was dying for someone to like him, and when this guy did, Jordan liked it, but there is no way that Jord would like that guy normally.”

Brandon seemed to ponder this. “But he was cute.”

Ethan pshawed that. “He was cute in a Justin Bieber kind of way, which means he was very cute until you got to know him. Then it didn’t matter if he was Zac Efron with Taylor Lautner on his back. He’d still be disgusting.”

Now I was spitting milk through my nose, I was laughing so hard.

“You seem pretty comfortable saying guys are good-looking,” Dominic said to Ethan.

As usual Ethan shrugged and went back to eating. “If I see a guy and wish I looked like him, I know he’s attractive. Doesn’t mean I want to give him an anal probe or anything. I’m secure enough in my sexuality to say someone is cute without it meaning I want to jump them.”

Brandon held his glass of orange juice up. “Here’s to well-adjusted guys.”

Ethan held his up, and they toasted.

When I could breathe again, I said, “Yeah, he was an asshole, and no way I was going to give you guys up.”

Brandon chuckled. “Yeah, Jordan would have to find a new raid group, and he knows I’m the best tank in the game.”

 

—tank

a warrior-type player that draws the monsters’ aggro so everyone else can wale on it without fear. Kind of like Donald Trump but for good.

 

I gave him a look. “Yeah right, I could set a scarecrow down in the middle of a fight with a Hit Me sign, and it would be a better tank.”

Ethan and Dominic let out a low, “Ooohhh,” as the burn landed.

“Yeah well, with what little DPS you’re doing, you don’t need a tank ’cause the mob doesn’t even know you’re there.”

 

—DPS

a damage-based player, short for damage per second, the badasses in the game that put up mad numbers while everyone else prays the monsters die.

 

And he’s full of shit. I do crazy deeps.

I flipped him off, and we all laughed.

“So I guess we aren’t going back?” Dominic asked after a while.

“What?” I said, shocked. “Fuck Zach. There were cute guys and lots of girls there. That is exactly the place we need to be. I’m not letting one jerkwad ruin my summer.”

Brandon held his hand up for a high five. “That’s my man.”

I slapped it and knew I wasn’t going to let Zach get me down.

 

 

WE WENT the next night, and the club was packed with both guys and girls, a fact that cheered all of us up immensely.

“Wow,” Ethan said, craning his neck to stare around. “If you didn’t know what this club was, you’d just assume it was a place for hot girls and their well-groomed boyfriends to hang out.”

“Yeah… uh… is clipping your eyebrows a thing now?” Brandon asked, tugging at his. “I am having major brow anxiety in this place.”

Ethan and Dominic looked at him like he had started talking in tongues.

“Your brows look fine. Stop picking at them!” I slapped his hand away. “The only time straight guys need to really worry about their eyebrows is when they only have one.”

“But won’t we look better with them groomed?” Dominic asked as we found a table.

“You would, but girls would assume you’re either gay or high maintenance. Face it, it takes an act of Congress to get straight guys to put on deodorant sometimes.”

Ethan held his hand up meekly. “Guilty. There are mornings I reach for a box of cereal and knock myself out with my BO.”

We all made a grimace as we imagined the smell.

“Well, I like to be well groomed,” Dominic said. “It’s a sign you appreciate yourself.”

“Or a sign you’re OCD as hell,” Brandon muttered to me.

“So no,” I said. “Your eyebrows are fine.” I looked at Ethan. “Passable.” Then to Dominic. “Better than mine.”

They all seemed to be happy with my assessment.

“Now what?” Ethan asked, rubbing his hands together in excitement.

“We get some drinks.”

Brandon raised one hand to signal a waiter. “And we try to chill. After that we try to mingle.”

The waiter pushed his way through the crowd and waited for our order of a black cherry Monster, two purple Red Bulls and a double Marley banana coffee on the rocks.

“That guy is checking you out.” Dominic pointed off to his left. Not a full-hand point. Dominic isn’t the most subtle guy, but even he knows better than to be too obvious. Just a slight nod and one index finger to give me an idea of direction.

I looked over and saw a guy staring intently at me. He had a cute face with a nose ring in one nostril. His sides were buzzed short, and his bangs were so long they fell into his face. He was wearing a black hoodie with nothing on underneath, which made him so hot.

I looked away the instant I saw him wink at me.

“Oh my God,” I whined, staring down at the table. “He is hot.”

Both Ethan and Brandon glanced over, and I could have died.

“Don’t do that!” I ordered, slapping at them but it was too late. The guy saw my slapping them as a wave and waved at me and like an idiot I waved back at him for real this time.

“He seems friendly,” Ethan decided.

“He’s coming over,” Dominic added helpfully, and I felt my stomach do a backflip.

“How do I look?” I asked Brandon in a panic.

He inspected my face slowly. “Well, your eyebrows could use some work.”

“I hope you die in a fire!” I raged when he burst out laughing.

“Hey,” the club guy said as he came to a stop at our table. “Who’s dying in a fire?”

“Our friend Jordan here,” Brandon replied, gesturing toward me.

“I’m Jayden,” he said, nodding at me.

“Jordan,” I said, not daring to make eye contact.

“He knows that,” Dominic reminded me.

I kicked him under the table and smiled. “What’s up?”

Jayden looked around. “Not much yet.” Then stopped when he looked at me. “But it’s getting better.”

I could feel my cheeks straining from the smile on my face.

“So you’re all family?” he asked.

“We’re like family,” Ethan said. “I mean we’re close.”

Jayden raised an eyebrow. “You’re what? Polyamorous?”

We all stared at him blankly.

“That’s fucking hot.”

And my mind translated the different parts of that word.

“No!” I screamed and then tried again. “No, these are my straight friends. Not family. Not polliwogs. Just guys I am friends with.”

Jayden seemed to think that was hilarious. “Yeah didn’t think so, but it would still be hot.”

Brandon looked at me in confusion, and I leaned in. “He thought we were all, like together. Like together together, all of us, in one relationship.”

Brandon pulled back. “How does that even work?”

Jayden’s drink came flying out his nose as he busts out laughing. “It’s cool man. You all seemed a little straitlaced for that anyways.” He looked at me. “I know you’re family.”

I nodded. “Guilty.”

“How did you know that?” Dominic asked. “I don’t think he comes off as gay.”

Jayden looked over at him. “You’re right, you seem gayer than he does.” Dominic’s face turned red. “I know he’s gay because you’re the guy who bailed on Zach, right?”

Oh. My. God. I already had a reputation?

“Is he talking shit about him?” Brandon asked, obviously pissed.

“Yeah, that guy is a fucking asswipe,” Ethan added.

Jayden nodded. “I agree, he’s the worst,” and to Brandon he said, “and he’s trying to talk shit, but everyone knows Zach. He’s a liar from way back. No one buys it.”

“’Cause I can kick his ass if he can’t keep his mouth shut,” Brandon said, looking around.

“Whoa,” Jayden said, laughing. “Calm yourself there, Rambo. We get it—you’re straight, no need to start hitting people to prove it.”

That was the wrong thing to say.

Brandon looked at Jayden and said calmly, “I am not trying to prove anything. That guy upset my best friend, and people who do that get hit. In the face. A lot. By me. Remember that.”

Jayden took a step back and looked at me. “You’re sure this one isn’t into you?”

Thankfully the drinks came before I had to answer.

“No, I’m not into him,” Brandon said, taking the Monster. “But I am his best friend and like his brother, and I won’t let any asshole talk shit about him.”

Jayden nodded. “That’s legit.” He looked at me and said, “Must be nice to have such loyal friends.”

I took a drink of my coffee. “You have no idea.”

“You guys mind if I chill here and try to talk your friend up?”

He was asking them and not me. He was getting my friends permission to court me.

Yeah, I was smitten.


“What grade are you in?” Dominic asked.

“Junior.”

“You play any games?” Ethan asked.

“Mind games?”

“Video,” Brandon clarified.

“DODA and Overwatch.”

Both completely legit games.

“Do you have any female friends?” Ethan asked, and Jayden burst out laughing.

“Ah I get it, that’s smart. Most straight guys are too weirded out by the gay to realize there are a ton of girls here being ignored. I do have female friends, no they are not here, but I do know a couple of the ones here tonight. How about I point out the ones you might be able to talk to while I chill and talk your boy up?”

Brandon looked at me and raised an eyebrow, which was his way of asking if I wanted this guy here. I nodded slightly, and he made room for another chair. “Pull up some table,” he said warmly. “I’m Brandon, that’s Ethan, Dominic, and you already met Jordan.”

I waved quickly.

“Hey,” he said, sitting down. “Okay, lemme see,” he said, looking around the club. “Surfer guy, see that tall girl next to the guy who wishes he was taller than her?”

Ethan squinted his eyes. “The guy in the red shirt?”

“No two left from him. The short guy who is on his tiptoes, the girl next to him?”

Ethan’s eyes got wide. “The dark-haired girl?”

“Her name is Lisa. She’s here for the summer, and she knows no one but Mighty Mouse over there. She likes the Red Bull sunrise, bring her one and say she looked thirsty.”

“But she has a drink,” Ethan said.

Jayden sighed and shook his head. “I know. Tell her she still looks thirsty. Trust me.”

“Oh damn,” Ethan said, getting the come on. “That’s slick.”

“If she asks how you knew what her favorite drink was, say she reminds you of a sunrise. You’re in like Flynn.”

There was an Ethan-shaped dust cloud where he had been sitting.

He looked around again. “Okay, tough guy.”

“Brandon.”

“Whatever. See that blonde over there sitting down next to those three guys who look like they’re cosplaying as a-ha?”

Brandon looked over. “Yeah.”

“Those are foreign exchange students who are staying with her parents. They’re all bisexual, and she is bored as shit, since they talk very little English. Go chat her up, and she will practically jump in your arms.”

“How do you know all this?” Brandon asked.

“This is my club, I know all. Now scoot before she gets bored and lies to them that there is a curfew again so she can go home.”

Brandon looked at me and smiled. “Wish me luck,” then, “How do I look?”

I straightened his shirt and smoothed down his hair some. “Looking like you don’t need luck.”

He laughed and walked off.

“And me?” Dominic asked eagerly.

“So you’re straight too?” Jayden asked.

“Yes!” Dominic practically yelled.

“Oookkkaaayyy. Well, see that girl over in the corner, next to the guy in the dark blazer?”

Dominic looked. “The Asian one?”


Jayden nodded. “She is super quiet, loves anime and Pokémon, and lives for Supernatural. That’s her brother, who thinks he’s a member of the Crazy 88 from Kill Bill or some shit. She comes with him and talks to no one. Go start a conversation, which will be slow at first. Drop a Winchester, and she’ll start chatting up a storm.”

Dominic looked at her twice and then finished his drink and walked off.

“And me?” I asked as he moved next to me.

“See that devastatingly hot guy with the hoodie on with no shirt sitting across from you?”

“Yeah,” I said, smiling.

“Kiss him, and your night will be perfect.”

So… I did.

Okay, I know what you’re thinking.

Jesus, Jordan, you sure do kiss a lot of guys.

Fair point, but in my defense, it has been two guys in sixteen years. Which comes out to one kiss every eight years, so I am not as slutty as I may seem, but all jokes aside, I did it because I wanted to. I see guys meeting girls and making out with them left and right. I don’t know how long it takes them to get that kiss. The only straight guys I know are still trying to figure out how to talk to them without their hearts exploding. So as far as I know, kissing a cute guy right out of the gate is normal.

Yeah, you’re still giving me that look.

Were you never sixteen? You never just met someone you liked and wanted to forget life for a while and just lay one on them? You didn’t want to feel good? Okay, fine, I agree, I might be going too fast, but at this particular moment, I don’t care.

And he was a good kisser.

Way better than Zach, by like a million times.

Except for the bad breath.

I pulled back a little, and he noticed.

“What’s up?” he asked.

“Um, nothing.”

“Is it my breath?” he asked, breathing into his hands. “I swear I’m vaping spearmint, but it doesn’t do anything.”

“You vape?” I asked, kinda shocked.

“Yeah,” he answered flippantly as he pulled out some gum. “Everyone does.”

“I don’t.”

He turned to look at me. “At all?”

I shook my head.

“Have you tried to?”

Another shake.

“Dude, you should. It’s totally safe, and the flavors are amazing.”

“Um, I don’t think it is totally safe.”

His smile shrank a little. “Oh really? Where did you hear that?”

“I read an article on WebMD that it causes popcorn lung.”

He thought I was joking ’cause he burst out laughing.

“It’s true, man. There’s a chemical they put in there that can cause—”


“It’s not an e-cig man,” he said, interrupting me.

“What is it, then?”

And he laughed again.

“You know what,” he said, shaking his head. “This might have been a mistake.” He started to get up.

“What? ’Cause I don’t vape?” I asked.

He held his vape pen up. “Dude, if you think this is an e-cig, then you have some catching up to do.”

Then it hit me.

“You smoke weed?” I blurted out.

And he laughed yet again. This time it was not a good laugh.

“Dude, you’re mad cute. Look me up when you graduate middle school or something.” He got off the stool.

“Hey, I’m in high school.”

He turned back to look at me. “And you’ve never even vaped tobacco? I mean I was doing that in junior high, man. Weed is like nothing.”

“Nothing? Compared to what?”

“Huffing, shrooms, barbs, Malcolm, lollies, should I go on?”

I literally just stared at him in shock.

“Yeah see, this is what I mean. You’re too young for this. Call me when you grow up.” And just like that he walked away. I hated to let him walk off, but I just sat there, not saying a thing.

About ten minutes later, Brandon came over and sat down. “Hey, where did Speed Racer go?”

“He does drugs” was all I said.

“Fuck that,” he said instantly.

I nodded. “Yeah. tell me about it.”

He patted me on the back. “I’m sorry, bud. You looked like you liked him.”

“Or I liked being liked,” I said with a smile, echoing what Ethan had said. “So how was your girl?”

“Oh, I’m supposed to be grabbing us a drink, but I saw you here and got worried. You want me to ditch her so you aren’t here alone?”

God, could you ask for a better friend?


“No! Go back to her, man.”

He gave me a long stare and then shook his head. “Just wait here.”

He walked off before I could stop him. Minutes later he came back with the blonde girl and a tray of drinks. “Melissa, this is my best friend Jordan. Jordan this is Melissa, whose mother ended up getting three bisexual exchange students this summer.”

“They look very European,” I said, shaking her hand.


“Ugh, they are the worst. They have no fucks to give when talking about sex or anything. They just walk up to people and are all ʻI have big penis, you like?’”

I started to laugh.

“I mean it! The very first thing the one on the right asked me was that, and I almost slapped him. They just don’t get that you don’t say that to people out of nowhere. I don’t know what Europe is like, but they must have like crazy sex over there.”

Now I was really laughing.

“The guy he was talking to turned out to do drugs and bailed on him. You don’t mind?” Brandon asked her.

She shook her head. “That must have sucked,” she said, putting her hand on my arm. “I’m sorry, you seem too nice to deal with that crap.”

“Right?” Brandon said, sitting down next to her. “I tell him he’s supercute and he’ll find a great guy, but he doesn’t believe me.”

“Um, are you attracted to guys?” she asked him.

He paused. “Well, no.”

“Then how the hell do you know what’s cute?”

Brandon gave her a look. “Because I have eyes and am not afraid to say that a guy is attractive or not. It’s shit like that, by the way, that makes guys afraid to admit they know whether a guy is good-looking or not. You girls want us, men, to be more open, but then you make a crack like that and we go screaming back to our caves to grunt.” She just stared at him for a long time, and I swear I wasn’t breathing.

“You really feel that talking to a girl you’re trying to impress like that is the way to go?”

Brandon’s face fell. “I didn’t know I was doing that right now. I was just saying that….” He trailed off.

“You wanna change your answer?” she asked.

“No,” he said quietly. “But I might say it nicer this time.”

She leaned in and gave him a kiss. “You’re adorable.”

His whole face lit up. “What?”

“You’re right, that was lame of me to ask.” And then to me, “He’s right, you are cute as fuck. You don’t deserve to deal with that crap. If I thought you were straight, I’d throw you out on the dance floor right now.”

“Really?” I asked, kinda shocked by the admission.

“Totally.”

“Um, you didn’t have me out on the dance floor,” Brandon said, sounding hurt.

“Cause you’re handsome,” she said, touching his cheek. “Jordan here is cute, like in a Funko Pop sort of way, and you’re all grrrr like an actual action figure.”

He smiled, and she turned back to me. “I have two brothers; I speak fluent nerd.”

“Hey!” Brandon protested, and she turned back to him and kissed him on the cheek. “But you’re the hottest nerd here.”

It was hilarious to watch Brandon fight the dueling urges to deny he was a nerd and to say he was a total nerd to get another kiss.

She looked at me again. “Trust me, there are a ton of guys staring at you. You aren’t going to be single for long.”

I know it was everything that Brandon and the guys had told me before, but it was different hearing it from a stranger. She didn’t know me. She didn’t have to be nice to me, but she was.

“You think so?”

She winked at me. “Count on it, cutie.”

And I felt better for sticking to my guns.

Ethan came over alone and sat down, dejected.

“What happened?” I asked.

“She doesn’t like surfing.”

“Um, so? Lots of people don’t.”

“I know, but she stopped me and asked if surfing was all I wanted to talk about, and I said yes, and she walked away.”

Melissa laughed. “Yeah, it isn’t that she doesn’t like surfing. She just didn’t want to hear you talk about it for an hour, dude.”

Ethan sat up. “Really?”

She nodded. “She wanted you to ask about her, and all you did was talk about what you like. Common guy mistake.”

“I talked about myself,” Brandon said quietly.

“Yeah, and then you asked me if I played any games, and when I said yes, you talked about them. That was taking interest in my stuff. You did fine.”

He let out a sigh and nodded. “Cool.”

She laughed and gave him another kiss on his cheek.

“So should I go back and try again?” Ethan asked.

“Oh God no, she’s done with you. Next time ask the girl about what she likes and then talk about that for a while.”

“Next time?” Ethan asked, confused.

Melissa rolled her eyes. “Wow, you weren’t kidding,” she said to Brandon. “You guys are bad.” Back to Ethan she said, “Look, dude, you’re good-looking, you have that whole surfer-bro thing going for you, but you have two things going against you.”

Ethan was spellbound.

“One, you look like you just rolled out of bed. If you’re gonna come out, at least get a T-shirt that doesn’t look like you crumple it up into a ball before putting it on and maybe a clean pair of board shorts.”

Ethan looked down, and I think for the first time ever realized what he was wearing. “Oh shit.”

“And second, you have to have some chill. If a girl asks about surfing, cool, but you can’t just shove it down her throat. It’s cool you like it, but when you geek out on someone like that, it gets major weird.” She looked at Brandon and me. “That goes for any subject by the way. You can love how the Marvel movies are all connected, but if she hasn’t seen Iron Man, then find another subject, hopefully, one she likes.”

Brandon just stared at her. “Marry me.”

She laughed and leaned into him. “Slow your roll, cowboy, I don’t even know if you’re getting a good-night kiss yet.”

“So dress better and don’t go off on surfing,” Ethan said to himself.

“No, dress cleaner and find subjects you guys share,” Melissa clarified.

He nodded, and I could tell he was committing it to memory.

Which was when Dominic walked up and plopped himself down on his stool.

“Bad?” I asked.

“Who the hell thinks Crystal is better than Red and Blue?” he raged. “Some people are just too stupid to live.”

We all burst out laughing while Dominic told us all to shut up because it wasn’t funny.

 

 

WE STOOD outside the club and watched Brandon kiss Melissa good night with different emotions.

I was happy for him because I knew how long he had wanted a girl to like him. No one deserved it more than he did.

Ethan was looking on like a dog forced to watch another dog eat a snack that it had wanted. Very much.

Dominic was looking on in scorn, mumbling that Brandon better ask her what her favorite Pokémon game was before he got too attached. After a few minutes, he came up for air, opened her dad’s car door for her, and watched her drive off into the night.

As soon as she turned the corner, he jumped up and screamed, “Yahoo!”

It was cute on, like, every single level.

Ethan ran over to Brandon as Dominic and I followed slowly behind him.

“Dude, how was it? Did she taste nice, ’cause she smelled incredible? Was there tongue? Dude, spill!!”

Brandon just laughed. “I literally just stopped kissing her, man, chill for a second.”

Ethan paused like a dog told to sit and wait.

And then Brandon just verbally exploded. “She tastes awesome and at first there wasn’t and then when we danced she started it and then I was like slow about it, but like that last one was all tongue, and I think I got the hang of it now and she gave me her digits!” he said, holding his cell out.

Ethan looked at the phone like it was the Holy Grail.

“Duuude” was all he could muster.

“She seems nice,” I said to Brandon as Ethan just stared starry-eyed at him.


“She is,” he said with a smile. “She likes you.”

Now I was smiling.

“She said the exchange students would beg her mom to come out any night we want, and she also said she would help us find you a guy.”

“Really?”

Brandon nodded. “She says you’re too sweet, and I am too open-minded to live single for long.”

Ethan nodded and gave us a grin. “She thinks you’re gonna steal her man.”

“I would never! With Brandon?” I said with actual outrage. “It would be like… like a brother. Ugh!”

Brandon just stared at me. “I understand, but can you not make it sound like it’s the same thing as getting the plague or something.”

“Okay,” I countered. “Imagine kissing me. With tongue.”

I was pleased to see his face go pale.

“Exactly. That’s what I mean. Sure, you’re cute, but you are my brother, I could never….” And I let the sentence trail off because the thought of it was troubling to me.

“Okay I agree,” he said after a few seconds. “But she does want to help.”

“Can we go home now?” Dominic asked. “If we’re lucky, we can still get some raiding in.”

He wasn’t wrong.

My mom took us to my house, and the four us logged in and started to play. They looked for a raid group while I went after my dragon.

Cave, Adds. Boom.

Closing my eyes, I held my breath as I prayed this one would do me right….

Nothing but crap.

Sighing, I transported out and joined the rest of them. Brandon looked over at me, and I shook my head. He gave me a sympathetic smile and sent me a whisper in-game.

(Shineyboy to Moonshadow): If I can kiss a girl, you can get a guy.

I burst out with a laugh, and everyone but Brandon looked at me.

“Um, funny meme.”

They all nodded, and we went back to our game.

Maybe Brandon was right. Maybe things were turning around.

 

 

THE NEXT night we met Melissa at the club with her three foreign exchange students, who weren’t all that bad-looking.

“Guys, this is Onni, Elias, and Leo. Guys, these are my new friends.”

Elias, I think, shook my hand. “You are gay?” he asked with a thick accent.

I nodded. “My name is Jor—”

“You like bottom?” he asked, cutting me off.

I just stared at him.

“I have huge package,” he said, accenting it by grabbing his crotch. “You like?”

“Oh my God,” Melissa said out loud, completely missing the side glance and smile Elias gave his friends. I don’t think these guys were as clueless as she thought.

Onni was scoping Ethan out hard. “Your hair is ihmeellinen.”

Ethan grabbed his hair. “Guys, is there something in my hair? Can you see an ihmeelwhatever?”

They all laughed, and Leo explained in better English than the others, “It means it is outstanding. Very Beach Blanket Bingo.”

Ethan just stared at him, waiting for the compliment.

“It’s a ’60s movie,” Dominic said, looking down at his phone. “They’re saying you look like a surfer in the movie.”

Ethan instantly smiled. “Oh thanks, man!”

Leo nodded and leaned forward to kiss him.

“Whoa!” Ethan said, taking a step backward. “No offense, I’m not gay.”

Leo paused. “I’m bi, you bi?”

“Straight?” Ethan said.

“Bi?”

“Straight!” Ethan yelled.

“Curious?”

“And you now know my pain,” Melissa said, breaking them up. “Okay guys, you know the drill. Go have fun, don’t leave without telling me, and meet me back here at closing.”

Elias looked back at me and winked, still cupping his dick while Leo moved in fast, grabbed Ethan’s hand, and gave it a kiss.

“You are savage,” he said, letting it go.

Ethan stared at his hand in shock, rubbing it where the boy’s lips had been.

Once the three of them walked away, Melissa sighed. “I am so sorry. That was actually them at their best.”

“You okay, man?” Brandon asked Ethan.

“I’m trying to figure out if savage is good or not.”

Dominic pushed past us. “It’s good, dumbass,” he said curtly and walked into the club.

Brandon looked at me to ask what was wrong with Dom, but I just shrugged.

Once again it was pretty packed, and grabbing a table was slow going. We finally charged and nabbed one, at which we all camped out and made our own. Melissa and Brandon shared a stool with her leaning into him, which was too cute for words. Ethan looked around at everyone while Dominic just scowled at his phone.

“What do I do now?” Ethan asked Melissa.

Melissa looked around and then looked back at him. “Okay, see the girl behind me, the one with the Harley Quinn shirt on?”

Brandon looked past her and then nodded. “Yeah, she’s cute.”

“She has been checking us out since we sat down.”

Brandon looked at her. “How do you know that?”

Melissa just smiled. “Girls have ways, trust me.” Then to Ethan she said, “It’s either you or Jordan, but I’m betting you.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Because you’re way too cute to be straight, but Ethan has that whole beach thing going for him, plus his jeans are frayed, and he’s wearing sandals. No gay guy would be caught dead in that.”

“Hey, at least they’re clean this time. Give me a break,” Ethan said while looking down at his jeans.

She still had a good point.

“I’m just messing with you, dude. So go chat her up. She saw Suicide Squad, start there and take notes about what she says. Ask about her, not about surfing. Got it?”

Ethan nodded with a serious face.

“And smile, this isn’t a black ops assignment.”

“Might as well be,” Dominic mused, still staring at his phone.

Ethan looked over at him and was about to say something, but Brandon was faster.

“Dude, relax, smile, ask her if that’s from the movie or the animated series. Just go from there, you got this.”

Ethan gave a sideways glance at Dominic and then nodded. “Okay, wish me luck.”

As he walked away, I said, “They grow up so fast,” which got everyone but Dominic to laugh.

I was about to ask him what was up when Jayden walked up to the table.

“Hey, Jordan.”

“Oh hey,” I said quickly. He was even cuter than he had been last night. He once again had a hoodie with no shirt on, but this time he was wearing a Pikachu hoodie complete with ears and all. It was so adorable I could have cried. It didn’t hurt he had abs you could wash clothes on.

“Can we talk?”

“About?” Brandon asked, sounding exactly like a jealous boyfriend, which made me grin.

Jayden ignored him and just kept looking at me with pleading eyes.

“Yeah sure,” I said, standing up.

“Dude,” Brandon said softly. “Want me to come?”

“I got this,” I said with a smile.

“I’m right here,” he assured me.

I nodded and walked off with Jayden. As I walked away, I could hear Melissa ask Brandon, “You really do love him, don’t you?”

I didn’t hear the answer, but I didn’t have to because I knew his answer.

We sat back in the corner with the video games.

“Look,” he started. “I was stupid. I assumed you were judging me and got bent out of shape and that was bullshit. I get high and I like it, but that doesn’t mean you have to.”

I said nothing.

“So I’m sorry for everything I said, and I think it’s kinda cool you don’t do anything.”

More nothing from me.

“Come on, I said I’m sorry and I meant it.”

Nothing, but I was breaking.

“Pika?” he said, pulling the hoodie close around his face.

I smiled. Damn I lost it.

He smiled and leaned in to kiss me.

“See?” he said, pulling back. “Fresh and minty.”


His breath was better.

“Look, I don’t have a problem with you smoking and doing whatever, I guess. You were the one who freaked out.”

“I know, I know!” he said quickly. “Come on, can we try again? You’re too cute to be here alone.”

I swear to you if he hadn’t been wearing that damn hoodie I might have been able to resist him.

But he was, so I didn’t resist, and I kissed him back instead and we started to make out.

I must have lost track of time because next thing I knew Brandon was there tapping my shoulder. I looked up, and he did not look happy.

“You okay?” he asked.

I nodded, trying to clear my head from Jayden’s kisses.

“You’ve been gone almost an hour.”

“I’m sorry, we were….” I trailed off.

Brandon looked at Jayden, and I could see his disappointment oozing out of him.

“He apologized,” I said, trying to deflect some of it. “We made up.”

“It’s all good, dude,” Jayden said, putting his fist out so Brandon could pound it.

Brandon looked at me and I nodded, so he pounded it hesitantly.

“Well, we’re all at the table. Ethan actually got the girl to talk. Now we need to figure out what’s up Dominic’s ass.”

I nodded. “I’ll be there in a few.”

I felt Jayden nudge me.

“We’ll be there,” I amended.

It wasn’t the answer that Brandon wanted, but he took it and walked away.

“Your bro is mad possessive,” Jayden said, kissing my neck.

“He’s looking out for me, and last time he checked you were a creep.”

He kissed me again. “I’m not a creep.”

“Okay,” I said, closing my eyes and just going with it.

When we got back, there was an argument going on between Ethan and Dominic. Melissa and the Harley Quinn girl were just watching in shock.

“…’m not anything!” Dominic screamed.

“The fuck you’re not. You’ve been a moody bitch….”

Both Melissa and Harley shouted out a firm “Hey! Use another word.”

Ethan paused and then started again. “You’ve been mad emo since we walked in, so what is up your butt?”

“I don’t need pity!” Dominic practically spat.

“I was not trying to pity—” Harley started to say, but Brandon was done.

“You didn’t do anything wrong,” he said to the new girl.

“How do you know?” Dominic asked Brandon. “You weren’t even here.”

“Because he’s right. You’ve been an asshole since we walked in the doors.” Brandon looked at Harley and asked, “What did you do by the way?”

“I just said I knew a couple of girls here who were single.” She seemed really uncomfortable.

“Pity!” Dominic raged.

Now I was done.

“Not pity, you jerkwad. She was trying to help. Isn’t that the reason we’re all here? To meet people?”

“Looks like you guys already did that, so you’re what? Gonna shove me off on any girl you can?”

“Do you want a guy instead?” Jayden asked.

That was a bridge too far.

“I am not gay!” Dominic yelled at the six-pack-having Pikachu and walked off.

No one said a word for a moment until Melissa looked at Brandon. “I honestly thought he was gay the first time I saw him,” she admitted.

“Thank you!” Jayden said out loud.

“I swear I was just trying to help,” Harley said.

“This isn’t about you,” I said to her. “I’m Jordan by the way.”

“Lori,” she said with a half smile.

“I’ll go talk to him,” I said, looking in the same direction Dominic had stalked to.

“Want me to come?”

That came from both Brandon and Jayden.

Oh boy.

“No,” I said to both of them. “I got this.” To Jayden, “Can you get us a drink?”

He nodded and headed toward the bar.

“You sure?” Brandon asked.

I nodded, and Ethan shot out, “Tell him he owes her an apology.”

Lori shook her head behind him, and I sighed.

What a perfect night.

I found him outside the front door, on the stone bench in front of the club. I sat down next to him and said nothing.

“Don’t you have a drug addict to be molesting?” he asked finally.

“You really want to start a fight with me too? I came out to talk, but if you wanna go three rounds first, I’m ready.”

He looked at me, and I could see how miserable he was.

“What’s wrong, Dom?” I asked, trying to break through that shell he always wore like armor. He had always been like this, reserved, closed off. No touching, no joking around, he was like Sheldon on Big Bang Theory, only funny. Getting past this was hard if not downright impossible at times, but no matter how in control he seemed, he needed people close to him.

He just stared at the ground for a long time. Finally, he said, “Maybe I don’t want to find someone. Maybe this whole thing is a waste of time for me.”

“Do you think it is?”

He sighed. “My parents would call this whole place a den of sin.”

That made me laugh, but I tried to stifle it. “Your parents think that about a lot of things. Do you think it’s a den of sin?”

He said nothing for a long time, as I assumed he was thinking about it. “I don’t know. I just feel like I don’t belong.”

“None of us belong! That’s the point, trying to belong, learning how to belong.” He did not seem impressed by my words. “Look, do you think I have any idea what I am doing in there? You think Ethan does? We’re all just stumbling along, but that’s okay ’cause this is our first time. We’re supposed to feel like this, I think. But do you want to always feel like this? Don’t you want to get all the weird out of the way now so you can be better at this later?”

“It just seems you guys picked it up real fast.”

Ah, now I got it.

“Remember when the Dark Knight class came out, and you were the only one playing and said it was badass, so we started one?”

 

—class

type of character you play like a mage or a priest or warrior. The basic archetype of whatever you do in the game.

 

He nodded.

“And remember how bad we were at it? You had picked it up first try, but you couldn’t figure out why we sucked so bad?”

Another nod.

“And what did you do?”

“Taught you guys how to play it properly.”

“Right! So let us teach you how to play this class properly.”

He had a small smile on his face. “What class?”

“Human teenager.”

That brought a full smile to his face.


“Human teenage male. +2 to smelliness, -2 to talking to girls, weaknesses include being a goofball, sugary sodas, and chronic masturbation.”

He was laughing now, and when I said masturbation, he looked at me in shock, and I could see a blush on his face.

“Don’t bullshit me, Dom, I know you beat it.”

“Shut up!” he exclaimed, pushing against my shoulder.

“I know, every sperm is precious, but come on, man, everyone does it.”

“I am not talking to you about this.”

“Okay, I’ll just tell the other guys you do,” I said teasingly and started to stand up.

He clawed at my arm, and I burst out laughing. “I’m kidding. Now come inside and apologize to everyone and let… crap, forgot her name already. Let Harley Quinn hook you up with someone to talk to.”

“So I can level up,” he added.

“Right, so we can get levels in being adults and shit.”

“Man, the perks for the adult class better be off the hook.”

“Right?” I said, walking in with him. “I mean, we’ll have lost the ‘free food and lodging’ bonus that we had since level one and then get hit with the ‘be responsible and have a job’ disadvantage.”

“But we get to have our own place and stay up as long as we want.”

“True, but we have to pay for the place and suffer for no sleep the next day.”

He sighed as we walked to the table. “True, but anything is better than living in my house.”

I knew his parents were messed up, but until this moment I didn’t realize how much it affected Dominic.

I needed to pay more attention to him.

“My friend Dominic has something he’d like to say,” I announced, standing behind him holding his shoulders. He tensed up, which was expected because he wasn’t big on touching, but I felt like human touch was a necessity in this moment.

“I’m sorry for being me, and I will try to be less me from now on.”

Everyone laughed at that, and he sat down next to Brandon.

That was when I noticed Jayden wasn’t there.

“Where’s Jay?” I asked.

Brandon looked up from his conversation with Melissa. “Some guy came by and talked with him, and they went to the back.” He motioned to the back door that let out to the patio.

“Be right back,” I said, heading to the back.

I hadn’t been back there because, frankly, it creeped me out. There were no lights out there on purpose, I assumed so people could have some privacy or something. There was no way I could have guessed what I was going to see next. I walked out and could hear a variety of noises that were weird and curious at the same time. Lips on lips, a couple of moans, the sound of flesh on flesh. I wanted to run, but I also wanted to know what was going on. I hated that I was kind of turned on by the mystery of it.

Two guys were walking back inside, and I asked them if they’d seen Jayden.

One guy looked at the other and smiled before he said, “He’s back there buying some weed.”

“Oh,” I said, unsure of what to do next. I mean do you just walk up to a drug deal? I mean if you do that in GTA you get shot. Twice. The guys could sense my hesitation because one said, “Oh just go back, he won’t mind.” He pointed to the left corner.

“Okay,” I said unsurely. “Thanks.”

They both laughed and walked inside as I made my way across the patio.

My eyes were only adjusting slowly. I passed a couple, and it looked like they were on a beach lounge chair grinding on each other. As I looked more closely, I could see they weren’t wearing anything and they weren’t grinding at all.

I looked away quickly as I realized what they were doing.

There were more than a few guys on their knees, so again I averted my eyes and made a beeline to the back corner, hoping Jayden was almost done.

He was almost done because the guy whose dick he was sucking was moaning he was almost there.

At first I thought I was wrong. After all, there were a lot of guys out here getting a blowjob.

Only one was having their head guided by the ears on their Pikachu hoodie.

Without a word I turned around and walked back inside. Ignoring the blowjobs and the couple fucking and everything. I simply walked as fast as I could without running. And crying. I was trying not to cry, but let’s just say I was better at the walking.

I got close to our table and then thought better of it and kept walking. I couldn’t do this. I couldn’t look at Brandon and have him say he told me so and then threaten to beat Jayden up. I didn’t want to be saved. I didn’t want to need to be saved for fuck’s sake. I heard them call after me, but I walked out and sat on the bench I had found Dominic on and started to cry in earnest.

A few seconds later, Brandon came running out. He saw me and rushed over to sit down next to me. I expected him to ask what was wrong or where Jayden was, but instead he put his arm around me and pulled me in so I could cry on his shoulder.


Literally.

I wasn’t crying because Jayden cheated on me; we weren’t together, so there was nothing to cheat on. I was crying because I could not believe how stupid I had been to think a guy with abs like that would even try to go out with me. He wanted to make out some and maybe get me to blow him and that was it. Guys like that didn’t date guys like me.

I. Give. Up.






Round Three: Jordan vs. The Fanboy

 

 

“YOU CAN’T give up,” Melissa said the next day at the club.

“The hell I can’t,” I said after taking a sip of my drink. “I can give up with the best of them, watch me.”

“Dude,” Brandon said, giving me a look. “So he was an asshole, you can’t take that to heart.”

Another sip. “Yes I can. Taking it all right to my heart.”

He rolled his eyes, which was his way of tagging Ethan in.

“Dude,” Ethan said, looking at me.

“Dude,” I said back.

“Dude?” he said the word questioningly.

“Dude,” I said sternly back.

“Dude.” This one was wistful as he shook his head.

Let me guess, you’re not from California, right? So all you heard was dude? Okay, let me translate, then:

“Jordan,” Ethan said with seriousness in his voice. “Surely you cannot judge the entirety of the male population based on the small sample size you have encountered so far. To use the vernacular, there are multitudes of aquatic creatures living within the ocean. Think of all the other chances you have out there.”

Sitting up straight I responded with. “Ethan, my dear friend, I appreciate the effort, but I think you are overestimating the sample size needed to make an accurate assumption of the general demeanor of the male homosexual. In my recent journeys, I have made contact with vastly different types of men yet each one suffered from a fatal flaw that made emotional attachment unobtainable. I assure you, there may be literally millions of lifeforms in said ocean, but I, at this juncture, want no part of any of them.”

He took my words in and then asked, “Though I am not one to doubt your math, have you considered the possibility that you are letting your recent feelings of betrayal cloud your judgment, therefore making you come to a faulty conclusion? Surely in an infinite world there is someone out there for you, and all it takes is perseverance.”

Leaning forward I locked eyes with him. “Well, one, my math holds up, feel free to double-check it if you’d like. Two, I would like to remind you that we are not talking about an infinite world with infinite choices, we are talking about a very finite number of suitors in the immediate vicinity, and so far all of them have been, to use slang, a dumpster fire. So unless you are willing to test your hypothesis by dating a few of these so-called guys, I would politely tell you to mind your own damn business.”


Then he just looked at me and said “Dude!” because that last part was harsh.

“I honestly thought you knew,” Lori, the girl who dressed as Harley Quinn, said.

“Knew what?” I asked, confused.

“About the back patio.”

I said nothing, which pretty much let her know I did, indeed, not know.

“Why do you think there are so many straight people here?” she asked, gesturing around.

It was true. Though heavily gay, Great Escape had a strong and thriving straight population as well, which kept it in that nebulous state of being alternative instead of just being a gay place. I had wondered distantly the same way I wondered why the universe spat out six glowing rocks that control different aspects of the universe, but you didn’t see me standing up in the middle of Infinity War to ask that.

“For the back patio?” I asked, aghast at the thought.

She nodded. “Couples come here when they don’t want to park or don’t have a place to go make out at. They come here and get busy back there. It’s pretty famous for it.”

“I never heard of it,” Ethan said.

“Me either,” Brandon added.

“I did,” Dominic said after taking a sip of his drink.

“What?” I half screamed. “No you didn’t!”

“Yeah I did, why do you think I didn’t want to come here?”

“Because your programming doesn’t cover human emotions and you know your true identity could be revealed in public,” I said without hesitation.

He flipped me off, which meant my joke landed.

“No because this place has a reputation.”

“Gross,” I said, wondering what else he knew that I didn’t.

“So then you’re just gonna what?” Brandon asked. “Sit here and do nothing for the rest of the summer?”

“Maybe.”

The moment the word left my mouth, I knew it was a lie. No I wasn’t going to just sit here all summer, I couldn’t. But I knew Brandon, and he wouldn’t call me on it here in front of everyone.

“Bullshit,” Harley said, stopping the conversation cold.

I looked over at her, my eyebrow set on kill.

That’s from a system we came up with one weekend to tell how pissed I was. If my eyebrow was like arched in a question, it was set on stun, but if it was like it was now, high up as I looked at the person with my mouth clenched in an angry line, it was on kill.

“You can glare at me all night long, but you know that isn’t true,” she said ignoring my ire. “If you were going to do nothing for the rest of the summer, you would have stayed home instead of coming out.”

“Maybe I wanted to be around my friends?” I shot back.

“If that was true, you would have brought up us going to see a movie or something instead of agreeing to come here.”

Damn her eyebrow-proof powers.

“So you met a guy who sleeps around. Congratulations. All you need is to get horrible cramps every month, get paid seventy cents on the dollar, and have every single man in the world try to explain things they think are too complex for you, and you’re one of us. Your problem was going out with someone based only on their looks and not on their reading habits.”

This was like a word problem, right? I had seventeen cantaloupes, and the answer was going to be sodium or some shit.

“Why didn’t you find a nerd like yourself?” she asked, and my other eyebrow went up as Ethan and Brandon began to argue.

“Hey, we’re not nerds!”

“I wouldn’t go that far….”

They talked over themselves trying to correct her and save their ego.

She put her hand up, and they stopped talking.

“I am literally dressed as Zatanna, so when I say a nerd like yourself, I mean a nerd like the rest of us.”

It was true, she had a sweet top hat on with a little vest and skinny jeans. She even had a wand in one hand.

“I’m not a nerd,” Melissa said, raising her hand.

Harley smiled at her. “Give it time, we’ll pull you to the dark side sooner or later.”

Everyone but Dominic laughed. He was just staring at me intently. As always it looked like he was pissed at me, but I knew better. Dominic didn’t just have resting bitch face, he had resting “you owe me money and don’t make me come over there and take it out your ass” face. So I knew he wasn’t mad at me, but he was something at me.

“What?” I asked, waiting for the inevitable. Brandon would always try to appeal to the hopeful in me, doing his level best to convince me that life did not suck. Ethan’s talks were what I would imagine a dog Dr. Phil would offer you if asked—

“Have you tried being the best boy? What about the ball? Have you chased the ball lately?”

It was cute but rarely helped much.

But Dominic, his advice was always the stark truth, so stark it could cut you with minimal effort. He never did it out of malice or anger. It was just the way he talked.

“I don’t think you should give up” was all he said.

I just stared at him. “That’s it?”

He thought on it for a moment. “Please don’t give up?”

I’m pretty sure my mouth was open in shock. Did he just use the word please?

Before I could follow up, Harley grabbed my shoulder and shook me. “Look, that’s who you should be dating.”

I looked where she was pointing and saw a guy wearing a Watchmen shirt, looking out on the dance floor. He was super skinny, wore glasses but in a cute way. The look on his face made it seem like he was doing an anthropological study on the mating rituals of the North American homosexual from the way he watched people dance dispassionately.

“Why him?” I asked her, confused. I mean sure he was cute, but why would she pick him out of the entire room.

“He’s a comic book fan, a real one. Not one of these Johnny-come-latelies.”

“How can you tell?” Ethan asked, leaning in.

“That’s an old-school Watchmen shirt, Gibbons art, not that garbage Snyder movie.”

“I liked that movie,” Brandon said in a hurt tone.

“Have you read the comic?” she asked him.

He admitted he hadn’t, which kind of made her point.

“He is waving his geek flag proudly, same way you do with your shirts,” she said to me.

It was true. I had a large collection of comic book shirts, and I wore a different one to the club each night. So far no one had really said anything about them, but here was another guy doing the same thing. She might have a point.

“He’s cute, but not so cute that he would have an attitude, and he’s alone, which means he’s looking for someone too.” She continued to explain. “You guys have comics to talk about, which is a huge icebreaker, and who knows where the conversation might lead. That’s your guy,” she said confidently.

I glanced over at Brandon, who shrugged. “I’m convinced.”

Ethan nodded. “He seems legit.”

Dominic, as always, had no opinion on the matter.

“So I should just go talk to him?” I asked no one in general.

“Why not?” Harley answered. “I mean you’re both here to meet someone. What’s the worst that can happen?”

“I could get to liking him and then find him blowing someone on the back patio for weed.”

I meant it as a joke, but it came out much worse than I intended it to because everyone just looked at me shocked, even Dominic.

“Too soon?” I asked.

“Little bit,” Brandon agreed.

“Well, whatever you’re gonna do, you better do it now,” Melissa said. “He’s leaving.”

She pointed to the guy, who was walking toward the front door.

“Go get him!” Harley encouraged me.

“But he’s leaving!”

“Then go get his number!” she added.

Brandon gave me a smile and nodded. “Do it, man.”

Jumping off the stool, I raced toward the entrance, trying to catch him before he was gone.

I caught him as he hit the sidewalk outside the club.

“Hey!” I called out, trying to catch my breath.

He looked back at me questioningly.

“I-I’m….” Another breath. Damn I hate running. “I’m Jordan.”

“James,” he said kind of standoffish, but I couldn’t fault him. I just came barreling out of the club at him like a stalker. “Did I forget something in there?” He started to check his pockets.

“No.” Deep breath. “I just wanted to say cool shirt,” I said as my heart felt like it was going to explode out of my chest.

He looked down at his shirt, which was a good sign ’cause there were times I had no idea which one I had put on that day. “Oh thanks, you read it?”

“Yeah, it’s a classic.”

“And the movie?”

He was testing me.

“The visuals were cool, but I miss the giant telepathic squid.”

He pointed at my shirt. “Nice LSH shirt.”

Now it was my turn to look down. I had thrown on a red Legion of Super-Heroes shirt. It had a large black L in the center of it. “Thanks.”

And silence.

“I saw your shirt and wanted to say it was cool,” I said again, feeling like an idiot.

“Oh cool, okay thanks,” he said, unsure himself.

More silence.

Oh for fuck’s sake.

“You want to get coffee sometime?” I blurted out.

“With me?” He pointed to his chest.

That made me laugh, and I nodded. “Yeah you.”

“Sure!” a car horn honked, and he looked behind him. “But my dad is here to pick me up.”

“Lemme see your phone!” I said quickly.

He handed me an iPhone 7 with a metal Batman case around it.

“Nice case,” I said as I dialed my own phone.

“Thanks, it was a birthday gift.”

My phone rang, and I handed his phone back. “Call me tomorrow,” I said as his dad honked again.

He smiled and put the phone in his pocket. “I will.”

“Cool,” I said, smiling myself.

He got into the car and waved as he drove off.

Wow, that was easy. What the hell had I been doing wrong?

 

 

JAMES CALLED me, and we decided to meet at a Starbucks near my house.

“So are you excited?” Brandon asked me over Skype as I got ready.

“More nervous, I might ralph.”

“Okay rule one, don’t ralph on a first date.”

I chuckled. “This isn’t a date.”

“Um, yeah it is, dude.”

I froze. “Since when does this count as a first date?”

He laughed. “What did you think it was?”

“Coffee?” Now I was going to ralph.

“Dude, coffee is never coffee.”

“Why can’t coffee be coffee?”

He paused. “Um, because it isn’t anymore. Coffee is code.”

“Code for?”

Long pause. “I don’t know, but it’s code for something because ain’t nobody drinking that much coffee.”

Crap, I was in trouble.

“It’s okay, man, just play it cool, try to be yourself, and if all else fails, pretend to be me, since I am way cooler than you.”

I glanced over at the computer and he busted up.

“Just kidding, I have faith in you, young Jedi, good luck.”

“I’m gonna need it.”

He hung up, and I stood there queasy. What was coffee code for?

I got to the place early, but James was already there, reading a dog-eared copy of Dark Knight.

“Hey, you’re early,” I said.

He looked up. “Yeah, I got super stressed waiting at home, so I just came.”

That was cute.

“I’m gonna grab something to drink,” I said. “You okay?”

He nodded and held up his cup of something frozen with whipped cream.

Looked delicious.

I ordered a smoked butterscotch frappe and sat down across from him. “Cool book.”

He closed the book. “My favorite. Miller is a god.”

I nodded. “His Daredevil is straight up legit.”

He paused. “I guess.”

Who doesn’t like Frank Miller’s Daredevil?

“So thanks for calling,” I said, shaking off the moment of silence.

“Thanks for stopping me outside the club,” he said shyly. “I would have never had the guts to do that.”

“Me either, but my friends said I should put myself out there more.”

“Gay friends?” he asked.

“Straight, but we’ve known each other forever.”

“And they know you’re gay?”

I laughed. “Um, yeah, I was the one who suggested we go to a gay club.”

“Wow, that’s cool.”

“Yeah, they’re awesome. What about you? You out?”

“My mom knows, my dad probably does, but we don’t talk about it.”

“Your friends?” I asked.

“Don’t have many.”

That sounded sad.

“Well, anyways, I’m glad you called.”

“So am I.”

And silence.

“So what else do you read?” I asked, hoping to start the conversation up again.

“I get Detective, Batman, Deathstroke, Titans, Super Sons, Action, Superman, and Suicide Squad.”

“Wow, DC much?” I joked.

He didn’t smile.

“And you?” he asked me.

“Um, I like Super Sons and Detective, the whole Batfamily thing is awesome. I am super into Avengers right now, Champions, Ms. Marvel, the new Tales of Suspense is off the charts good.”

“For Marvel,” he added.

“Um, for anyone. Have you read it?”

“I don’t read Marvel,” he said quickly.

“Oh, why not?”

“Because Marvel is trash. They make trash comics, trash movies, just shit stories all around.”

Bitch said what now?

“Um, no they don’t. You don’t like the Marvel movies?”

“You mean the same Marvel movie done fifteen times over with different characters? No, I don’t.”

“But you like the DC ones?”

He scoffed. “Um, yeah, who doesn’t?”

Now I scoffed. “Um, like everyone doesn’t. Have you paid attention to the box office?”

“Box office isn’t the measure of a film.”

It took a second for me to be able to form words. “Um, yes it is. In fact it is the very measure of a film. They make money, and people measure how much money.”

“DC movies are art, not mindless popcorn like Marvel make.”

“Wait, hold on. I get you like DC and that’s fine, but you can’t objectively say that all DC movies are better than Marvel.”

“Sure I can,” he said smugly. “All DC movies are objectively better than Marvel.”

This was getting out of hand.

“Okay so you don’t like the movies. No big deal.”

He gave me a look. “So you don’t like the DC movies?”

I shrugged. “I love the characters, but besides Wonder Woman the movies have been superbad.”

“No they haven’t. That’s just your opinion.”

I was starting to get pissed. “True, but so is all Marvel movies are trash fires.”

“No that is a fact.”

Starbucks is lucky that they bolt their tables down because I was ready flip this shit right here and now.

“No it isn’t. DC movies are too dark, too grim, and they aren’t even close to getting the characters right.”

“Name one,” he challenged me.

“Man of Steel,” I shot back. “That is not the Superman from the comics.”

“Says who?”

“Says eighty years of Superman comics!” I raged. “Every back issue of Superman says that the movie isn’t the comic.”

“Well, it isn’t trying to be. It’s its own thing.”

“Yeah, a dark and shitty thing.”

“That’s your opinion.”

I nodded. “Yeah we covered this, and yours is that Marvel movies suck.”

“That isn’t an opinion. That’s a fact.”

Yep, I was tilted.

“No, it’s opinion. It’s all opinion. You can’t sit there and tell me that all Marvel movies suck and that’s a fact but if I say DC movies suck that’s just my opinion.”

He sighed. “I am not going to argue with another Marvel apologist.”


My eyes almost fell out of my head.

“Dude this isn’t Reddit! I am not apologizing for anything. I was trying to have a conversation about comics, and you categorically said the ones I read are shit. You sound like the comments section of a message board.”

He sighed. “No, I didn’t say the ones you read are, I said all Marvel ones are. That has nothing to do with your shitty taste. It has to do with them making bad movies and comics.”

“Have you seen them?”

“I don’t have to.”

“Have you even tried to read the damn comics?” I asked again.

“No, and I don’t plan on it. DC is better, everyone knows it, and as soon as this Marvel fad goes away, everyone else will see it.”

“Fad? Ten years is a fad?”

He looked at me like I was a creature instead of a person. “Look, I am sorry you drank Stan Lee’s Kool-Aid, but I like real comics, not the shit Marvel puts out.”

Yeah I was gonna cut a bitch.

“Okay I’m out,” I said, standing up.

“Typical Marvel fan, running away when someone disagrees.”

I slammed my hands on the table. “This has nothing to do with comics. You like DC? Cool. I don’t have a problem with that, and I would have never said a word about it. Know why? Because I respect that it’s something you like. This isn’t about what’s better. It’s about respecting someone else’s opinion. Enjoy your coffee, James, I hope it’s as dark and bitter as the movies you love.”

“At least it has substance and depth unlike Captain Iron Strange Man movie of the summer.”

I flipped him off as I stormed out. Fuck him.






Round Four: Jordan vs. The Internet

 

 

“SO THAT was my guy, huh?” I asked Harley—er, Lori the next night at the club.

“I am so sorry, Jordan,” she said, and she sounded like she really meant it. “I had no idea he was one of those types of people.”

“What type?” Melissa asked.

“One of those assholes who act like they’re shareholders in Warner Brothers, so they feel the need to defend every movie like they made it themselves,” Lori, well, Harley, the girl said, holding one of Ethan’s hands.

You know what? I’m just gonna call her Harley in my thoughts, okay?

“Well he was an asshole, comics or not,” I said, pissed.

“If it makes you feel any better, I get that all the time when I dress up as Harley from the movie. People are always, like, ‘you like that piece of shit?’ Or ‘DC sucks so bad why would you dress like that?’ It’s always the same.”

“Who says that to you?” Ethan asked her, sounding upset.

She smiled. “It’s okay, Tab, it was before we met.”

“Tab?” I asked confused.

“Tab Hunter, the old-time actor?” she explained. “He has the same dreamy look about him that Tab did.”

Ethan was practically beaming with pride at this point.

Which of course was when Dominic piped in with “You know Tab Hunter was gay, right? Like super gay the whole time he was making movies?”

Ethan’s hand let go of hers. “I’m named after a gay guy?”

Brandon rolled his eyes. “And if you were?”

He thought about it for a moment and then smiled. “Oh yeah, good point,” he answered, and to Dominic he said, “So what if I’m named after a gay guy?”

This time Dominic practically spat fire. “Your name isn’t really Tab!”

“Can we get back to Jordan?” Melissa asked. “So what are you going to do now?”

I had no idea and told her so.

“You should try meeting someone online,” Harley said in the silence.

Dominic looked at her, his blinking eyes the only indication he was a human. “How’s he going to find a gay guy in WOW?”

Harley burst out laughing, and by that without even realizing it, landing on Dominic’s most hated list at the very top. “No, on dating apps,” she replied, and then she looked at me. “Have you tried Grindr or VGL? There are, like, half a dozen in the app store. Download one, make a profile, and meet someone. Way easier than wading through this crap.”

Brandon looked at me in amazement. “We never thought about that.”

It’s true. To us the internet was the needle we used to get to our drug of choice, gaming. Using it to meet someone in real life… well, crap, I should have thought about that.

“My friend Billy used it, and he’s been dating this one guy for like two months now,” Harley said. “They don’t even come here now because it’s so cruisy.”

Brandon nodded at me. “Try it, dude.”

“Last time I listened to you, I ended up almost getting into a fistfight in a Starbucks,” I said to Harley.

She gave me a wink. “Trust me on this.”

So I did.

 

 

SO NOT that night or the next but the night after that, I installed Grindr on my phone. I took a selfie and used it as my profile pic and started to fill out my info.

 

My name is Jordan, I am 16 years old and go to school at Millikan High School. I like music and gaming and being chill. I am looking for someone my own age to maybe meet and go out with.

 

I waited for my profile pic to be accepted while looking at guys in my area.

There were a lot of profiles with no faces. That was weird. Also, the ones that did have a face, were a lot older than I was expecting. Like a lot, a lot. The notification came up that my profile pic was accepted and that it was live.

And then came the messages from what felt like everybody.

You horny?

Dick pic?

Top or bottom?

Wanna quick BJ?

And, of course, half a dozen pics of people’s dicks, no face, no message, just lots of dick.

I quickly ran out of blocks, and the app asked me if I wanted to buy a professional account.

Did I want to buy a professional account just to block more people? Oh the irony of it all. The messages were coming in faster now, and I began to panic. Every time I tried to push something, the phone would vibrate, letting me know someone had messaged me. What the hell? Was this for real? I tried to delete the messages, but there were literally too many of them.

Want a daddy?

You into older guys?

We will pay you 500 bucks to jerk off at our place.

Poppers?

Oh God, what had I done? I finally just closed the app and deleted it from my phone.

Grindr might be too aggressive for me.

So I loaded up VGL and made an account for that. It asked for a verification pic, which was a pic of me and the date to prove I was myself. That was cool since I had seen way too many episodes of Catfish to trust anything online anymore. I took a picture of me holding a piece of paper with today’s date and waited for verification. This time I was more careful with my profile.

 

My name is Jordan. I am not here to hook up. I am not looking for a dick pic. I am looking to talk to guys my own age, to meet, and maybe go out with.

 

After a while my picture was accepted and my profile went live.

And here came the messages.

Superhot man, what you into?

I love twinks!

Got any body pics?

Can you host?

And dick pics. Many, many dick pics.

This was a little less hectic than Grindr, but it was still gross as hell. I mean every single message was about sex and wanting to see pics of my dick or my ass or once of my feet.

My feet? Really?

I was about to give up on this one too when I got a message that wasn’t like the others.

Collegeboy22: I bet you’re getting a lot of offers.

The profile pic was a supercute college guy, clean cut, short hair, just pushing every button I didn’t know I had.

Jordan: Weird ones yeah.

Collegeboy22: LOL Yeah, it’s nuts. Price you pay being new meat. And cute new meat at that.

I blushed. What? I like compliments; who doesn’t?

Jordan: You’re supercute too, I’m Jordan.

Collegeboy22: Kenny

Kenny, he looked like a Kenny. If you had asked me before what a Kenny looked like, I swear to you that South Park wouldn’t have popped into my mind but now, now Kenny was associated with a guy that would have been so comfortable in an Abercrombie & Fitch catalog that it was sickening.

Jordan: So what’s up Kenny?

God that was lame.

Collegeboy22: You’re what’s up Jordan. Any more pics?

I uploaded a picture Brandon had taken of me when we went to see Black Panther with my arms crossed all Wakanda-forever style.

Collegeboy22: So cute, you like older guys?

Jordan: LOL When they look like you I do.

Oh God I was becoming a slut with each message.

Collegeboy22: Sweet. So what do you like to do?

Jordan: Hang out, I game a lot, hang with friends. You?

Collegeboy22: Same mostly.

Jordan: What games you play?

A long pause then.

Collegeboy22: Mario, Zelda, whatver is fun.

Old school, I can respect that.

Jordan: Any MMOs?

Another long pause.

Collegeboy22: LOL What’s that?

What’s that? Who doesn’t know what MMO means?

Oh God really?

 

—MMO

Massive multiplayer online, or in other words a game you play online with a ton of other people. You know, every single game in existence? Like WOW was a MMORPG which was a massively, multiplayer online role-playing game while something like Call of Duty was just a MMO shooter.

 

Jordan: Online, like multiplayer?

Collegeboy22: Oh yeah, sure.

Jordan: So you play any?

Collegeboy22: Nah, not into all that.

Yet he just said he liked playing whatever was fun.

How old are you? I asked, my Spidey-sense in full swing now.

Collegeboy22: 22, you?

Jordan: 16

Collegeboy22: Cool.

Cool? What college guy thinks a high school kid is cool?

Jordan: So any more pic from you? I asked, already knowing the answer.

Collegeboy22: Sure hold on.

He uploaded me a few more pics, none of them had a face on it, the body was hot, but there was no way to tell if they were of him without a face.

Jordan: You have Snapchat?

Collegeboy22: Nah, never got into it.

Jordan: Right. Well take a pic right now, like sticking your tongue out at me.

Collegeboy22: LOL Why?

Jordan: Why not?

And like that the message vanished, meaning he blocked me.

I knew it was too good to be true. I mean why would a freaking model be on a dating site? A few more pervert messages and then one that screamed out at me.

Jaxthejock: You go to Millikan, right?

Suddenly I felt really exposed.

Jordan: Why?

Jaxthejock: Do you? the guy asked again.

I looked at his profile, and he had a torso shot and hadn’t been verified, which sounded like another Catfish Kenny to me.

Jordan: Where’s your face? I asked.

Jaxthejock: I’m not out. look, man, you go to Millikan, right?

Jordan: What if I do?

Jaxthejock: You just made a profile on Grindr?

I literally looked out my window.

Jordan: Yeah?

Jaxthejock: Yeah thought so. Dude you need to delete that profile.

Jordan: I did!

Didn’t I?

Jaxthejock: Did you delete the app?

Jordan: Yes.

Jaxthejock: That doesn’t delete the profile. You have to go in and erase the profile first. you put way too much information in it dude! Go take it down!

Now I was in a panic.

I went back to the app store and installed Grindr again.

Jordan: What do you mean too much?

Jaxthejock: Delete it first and then we can talk.

I checked the profile again. It said he was eighteen, but that chest didn’t look eighteen. It looked my age. Don’t get me wrong, it was nice as hell but… oh the app finally loaded. So I went to setting, profile, and there it was. Delete Profile. Oh hey, look, twelve messages since I logged on. It asked me if I was sure and then asked again and finally, I killed it. I removed the app and went back to VGL.

Jordan: OK, I did it.

A long pause and then, Jaxthejock: Cool, it’s gone. Dude you cannot do that.

Jordan: Do what?

Jaxthejock: You have Kik or Snapchat?

Good sign, Catfish Kenny wouldn’t have asked that.

Jordan: Why?

Jaxthejock: It’s easier to talk than to type.

Jordan: How old are you?

Jaxthejock: Eighteen.

Jordan: How old are you really? ’Cause the hell he was that old.

Another pause.

Jaxthejock: LOL 17, 18 in four months.

Jordan: Yeah, I do why? I finally answered.

Add me JAXTHEMAN.

I tried not to laugh at his name but opened Snapchat and added him. About a minute later, I got a video from him.

God, I hoped it wasn’t his junk.

After pressing Play, I paused because he was freaking hot.

He had this rugged face that just screamed jock with that reddish blush on his cheeks that made it look like he always just came in from the cold. I was instantly interested.

“Look, man you can’t put all that on a profile. People can find out where you are. You didn’t select Turn Off Location on your profile, so people can literally figure out your location within 1000 feet. You can’t be that stupid.”

I sent a video back.

“Give me a break! This is my first time. I didn’t know. I won’t be using that app ever again anyways.”

I sent it and waited, and he sent one back.

“Cool, just looking out for you, man. Hey, this is lame, you have FaceTime?”

“Yeah, why? You wanna use that instead?”

A few seconds and another video came in. “No! Dude, don’t give people you don’t know your FaceTime. See that was a test, and you failed. Don’t give anyone anything that can lead them back to the real you. Like your real name, what school you go to, and never your damn phone number. I say phone number because I am guessing you’re on an iPhone, and it’s the same thing. You want your kidneys harvested or something? Or worse, an old, fat guy showing up at your house.”

I didn’t know if I was pissed or scared.

“So how do I know I can trust you?”

“You don’t know, dummy, that’s my point. You ever go to Great Escape?”

“Yeah with some friends.”

“Straight friends?”

“Yeah! You?”

“Yeah I have three girls who go with me. They’re a good cover.”

Spidey-sense tingling.

“Cover for what?”

“Too much to get into. You going this weekend?”

I was about to say yes, but then thought better of it.

“I might.”

I got a video of him laughing. “Okay cool. See, you’re learning. I’m going to be there Saturday night. My name is Jaxon, but my friends call me Jax. I’ll be the one with three obnoxious girls at his table. Find me.”

“Why are you telling me where you will be? What about your rules?” I sent him with a smile.

I got one of him back with a similar smile. “Because I have a weak spot for supercute guys.” He kissed his phone. “See you Saturday.”

I sent him a video of me kissing my phone too and then closed Snapchat.

Did I just make a date?

My phone buzzed, and I saw I had a message on VGL. I opened it up, and there was Jax’s torso.

“Don’t leave this logged in when you go to sleep. Make sure you’re logged out.”

I logged out and practically threw my phone away.

But I so made a date.






Round Five: Jordan vs. The Jock

 

 

FOR THE next couple of days, I snapchatted with Jax. I also didn’t tell the guys about the upcoming date for a couple of reasons.

One, because if this went down in flames, I didn’t want them to feel all sorry for me. Second was the way Dominic seemed put off by the fact he hadn’t found a girl to even talk to yet. I figured me having another date while Brandon and Ethan had girls would just tip him over the edge.

And let’s be honest, Dominic lived close enough to that edge that he got his mail delivered there.

I also tried working out since Jax was way buffer than me. I tried running, but that sucked balls. I tried push-ups but my arms were like spaghetti after like twenty of them. I did crunches because they were easy enough, and you didn’t need to be very big if you had a rocking six-pack.

He was superhot and nice when we snapped, and he never pressured me for, like, a dick pic or anything, so that was a bonus. But I could tell he was way more experienced than I was. We had wandered around the topic of sex without ever really getting into it, and then last night he just came out and asked.

“Are you a top or a bottom?”

I was really starting to hate that question.

“I don’t know what I am yet, I mean I’ve done nothing with a guy except kiss.”

“LOL yeah, you should definitely stay off of Grindr. That is all sex.”

Something about that statement bugged me, but I could not pin it down.

“I don’t know if I’m ready for sex yet,” I told him.

“It’s cool. You’re too cute to rush it.”

“Huh?”

He laughed. “Some guys jump at any chance because they might never get another. You’re good-looking enough that you can easily be picky and still find someone.”

“So you think I’m good-looking?”

He gave me a cocky grin. “Dude I am shallow as hell, and I’ve been chasing you for almost a week now.”

And that was the sweetest thing I had ever had someone tell me in my life.

I counted down the minutes until the weekend finally decided to show up.

In that time, I killed my dragon three times and was disappointed three more times when the mount didn’t drop. Ethan, who was over one day, just shook his head.

“Dude, I have no idea why you keep shooting for that mount; it’s never going to drop.”

I didn’t even look up from my laptop. “It’ll drop. I have faith.”

“I would have given up by now.”

“That’s why I am going to have a shiny new mount, and you will be major jelly.”

He laughed, but I was serious. I would get this damn dragon sooner or later.

 

 

FRIDAY ROLLED around, and we were all nervous as hell.

Brandon and Ethan were meeting the girls there, Dominic was ready to try to talk to someone again, and I had a date with Jax.

I hoped.

Ethan’s dad dropped us off, and we waited out front for everyone to arrive.


Melissa showed up first with… um… crap, I am running out of ’80s bands! Oh, I got it.

So Melissa showed up with Duran Duran, who was once more all smiles and waves. Elias saw me and started asking me again if I was a bottom because he had a huge dick, and his friend Leo was winking at Ethan.

“You’re back with your beautiful hair,” Leo stated and sighed.

Ethan blushed a little. “Thanks.”

Leo stepped closer to Ethan. “Are you sure you’re only straight? Not open-minded?”

The look on Ethan’s face was hilarious. He was terrified but at the same time, he liked the attention. “Um, no straight.”

“Have you ever kissed a boy?”

“No,” Ethan said quickly.

“Then how can you know?”

You could see the hamster in Ethan’s brain spin its wheel madly as it tried to find a reason to say no. Which was when Harley showed up.

“Hey! Howard Jones, get off the guy!” she snapped, batting Leo with her purse.

Tonight she had red hair and was dressed up as the current Batgirl with a purple leather jacket and yellow biker boots to match. It was amazing because at first glance you’d think she was just rocking some clothes with a bat on them, but if you knew the character, you’d know she was in some awesome cosplay.

“Who are you supposed to be this week?” Leo asked her. “S&M girl?”

“Read a book, and get off the guy,” she repeated, pushing between them. “He isn’t interested.” She paused and looked at Ethan. “You aren’t, right? ’Cause if you’re bi that’s cool, but I thought we had a thing tonight.”

“Straight!” Ethan yelled in panic. “Completely straight. All straight all the time.”

He grabbed Harley’s hand as proof.

“You never know what you like until you try,” Leo said in a Yoda-like tone. He winked at Ethan, who took another step back. Leo told Elias something in their own language, nodded toward the door, and led the way inside.

“God, they are, like, so obnoxious,” Harley said once they were gone. “How do you stand them?”

“Most of the time I don’t have to. I take them with me to the mall or the beach and they wander off on their own and meet up later.” She smiled at Ethan. “I think he has a crush on you.”

“Still straight!” he said, tripping over his own tongue.

Harley leaned in and kissed his cheek. “We get it, cutie. You don’t have to keep saying it.”

“We going in?” Brandon asked the group, but actually he was asking me.

I looked down at my phone and messaged Jax. You coming?

After a few seconds, I got a reply. I’m in already, where are you?

Coming in I texted back.

“Yeah, I’m good,” I told Brandon and put my phone away. Brandon fell back to walk in with me. “Is he cute?”

I sighed. “Am I that obvious?”

“To me? Totally. Just be careful, Jordan.”

“You found a girl, Ethan found a girl, and no one had to tell you guys to be careful.”

“We don’t lead with our hearts like you do, bud.” He wrapped his arm around me and squeezed. “I’m just looking out for you.”

I nodded. “I’ll be okay.”

God, I hoped I’d be okay. Again the club was packed, but it seemed full of nobodies to me as I was looking for Jax. The girls had found us a table, but I still walked around trying to find my date. Finally, I saw a guy waving at me, and I just paused. He was hotter in person than on my phone.

My face broke out into a smile as I walked over. Sure enough, three girls sat at the table with him, two swaying in their stools while another was standing next to the table, dancing. If they had been drinking Red Bull, then I was a Mormon ’cause I could smell the alcohol from here. Jax didn’t look drunk. Then again he was just sitting there, so it was hard to tell.

“You made it!” he exclaimed, grinning.

I opened my arms to hug him, and he shook his head.

“Who’s this?” one of the girls asked, looking at me.

“Oh God, another one?” the second one said.

“He’s straight!” the first one yelled in my face. “I know he’s hot, but not on the menu.”

I was so confused.

“No, guys, he’s a friend from school,” he said, shutting them down.

“He looked like he wanted to hug you,” the third said.

“So? Guys can’t hug now?” Jax proved this by standing up and giving me a one-shouldered bro hug. “How bad was it getting in?”

I just stood there, not believing how he’d behaved.

A thousand things went through my head, but I just opted to say, “Bye” and walk away.

A couple of steps later, he grabbed my shoulder. “Hold up, man.”

I did not hold up even a little.

When he saw I wasn’t stopping, he maneuvered me toward the front door. I let him because if I was going to lose it, I did not want to do it in the club. We got outside, and I just looked at him.

“They don’t know I’m bi,” he said quickly.

I said nothing.

“They don’t know I hook up with guys here.”

“Was that what this was?” I asked pissed. “We were hooking up?”

“No!” he backpedaled. “I mean, no, I just mean in general.”

I rubbed the bridge of my nose and sighed. “Jax, what the fuck is going on? I don’t have time for games.” I lied when I said that because all summer had been about games. Obviously I had time for one more.

“Look, I like you.” Hard stare from me. “Well, I like what I know. I just wanted to hang out and see if we click.”

“But as what? Bros? Old school buddies? You gonna go back and tell them I’m what? The towel boy? Equipment manager?”

“I was going to go with on the swim team ’cause you look like you have a rocking bod under those clothes.”

I was simultaneously turned on and annoyed.

“I’m not on the swim team. I don’t even go to your school!”

“They don’t know that!”

We were drifting off topic.

“Look, Jax, I don’t want to be someone’s dirty little secret. I want a boyfriend, one I can dance with, hold hands with, not worry about who is going to see us in a gay club!”

“Technically it is just a club that gay people frequent.”

He saw instantly, by the look on my face, that those were not the words I wanted to hear.

“I’m going back to my friends. Have fun with the Charmed Ones and nice meeting you.”

The sarcasm was thick on the word “nice.”


I turned to walk back in when he grabbed my hand this time. “Jordan, please.”

I turned because his voice broke like he was ready to cry.

“Please, can we just talk?”

Hot guys crying should be a war crime. I mean who can turn down all that hotness when they look like they need a hug so bad?

“Look, I can’t just come out. I want to make varsity this year, and no one is going to offer me a scholarship being gay. You have to see that.”

“Why yes, Archie, I do see that. Golly if anyone figured you were queer, they’d really flip. It’s better we meet behind Pop’s so you have your cake and then eat it when no one is looking.”

He looked confused. From where I was sitting JAX.EXE had stopped working.

“What the hell? Are you under the impression it’s 1950 or something? Do you know how many high school athletes have come out? You really want to use that lame excuse?”

“You don’t know my friends!”

“And I don’t want to.”

“Please, Jordan!” He was still holding my hand. “Give me a chance. I don’t even know how much I like guys yet. Just give me a chance, be on the DL for now, and I will figure out how to come out.”

See, here’s the thing. I wanted to believe him. I mean, on some level I knew this was bullshit, but who doesn’t want to find some maybe hot supposedly straight guy and show him that he actually likes guys by being with you? I mean, turning the big, straight jock is like top-ten gay fantasies, but I know it’s shit, and I should have walked away.

But what if I could show him the way?

“I’ll try,” I said hesitantly. “But I don’t like it.”

He moved closer. “You like me?”

Goddammit, why was he so cute?

“No at this particular moment I do not.”

“What if I say I’m sorry?”

His face was next to my neck, and I could hear him giving small puppy whines to accent he was sorry. I swear to you, if he was sitting next to you, you would have cracked faster than I did.

I laughed, and he pulled me into a hug and then kissed me. It was slow and soft and nice, but it was obvious he had a lot more practice than I did.

“Just give me time, okay?” he whispered.

I nodded, wanting this to be real so bad it hurt.

“Hey, Jax!”

He pushed me away and kind of swatted at me. “Dude, that is a gross joke.”

I glanced over and saw two of the unholy trinity looking at us.

“You wanted to hear it,” I said, smiling quickly.

“What are you guys doing out here?” thing one asked.

“We were just catching up. I haven’t seen him since school let out.”

Neither girl said a word for a long few seconds. “Whatever, come dance with us.”

“Come on,” he said, smiling.

This time he did not hold his hand out.

Sighing, I followed him, already hating this decision.

 

 

“ARE YOU kidding?” Brandon half screamed the next morning.

“It’s not as bad as you think,” I said, slipping out of my bed.

He paced my room in just a pair of sweatpants and a wrinkled white T-shirt. On the one hand, he was supercute and my age, but on the other hand, he looked like a tiny old man just bitching about something he saw on the Bookface.

“Oh, it is exactly as bad as I think it is. Since when do you hide who you are?”

“Since now I guess,” I said, logging into the game. “This is why I didn’t bring him by to meet you guys.”

“Yeah, because you know I would have read him the riot act.”

I knew in my head Brandon’s reaction would be bad, but the reality was so much worse.

“Look, you don’t know how hard it can be for some people to come out. It’s a scary thing, and you never know how people are going to take it. I mean what about his parents? What about his friends?”

“If they don’t accept him for who he is, then they aren’t his friends.”

“And his parents?”

We both turned over to look at Dominic, who was sitting up in his sleeping bag, looking at Brandon. “What if his parents would freak? Should he still come out? What if they throw him out? What if they disown him? Would you still say come out?”

Brandon stopped midthought and just stood there.

“It’s not always cut and dry, dude,” I said to Brandon. “Plus he’s on the football and wrestling teams. You think anyone is going to dress out and then roll around on a mat with him if they know he’s gay?”

Brandon shook his head. “Okay for the millionth time, wrestling is not softcore porn!”

I looked back at my laptop. “Says you.”

He dropped the subject, but I could tell this was just round one, there was more to come.

 

 

LATER THAT afternoon Jax texted me.

Hey, cutie.

I smiled like a goof.

Hey, stud.

What you doing?

Oh, thank God he typed actual words, I couldn’t handle any more textspeak.

Nothing, trying to kill a dragon.

Long pause and then, Is that a code?

I laughed.

I’m playing WOW, I texted back.

Oh, never played.

It’s fun.

Yeah for nerds LOL.

Are you calling me a nerd?

Cutest nerd I’ve ever met.

Grrr.

LOL Come over, my parents are out. We can Netflix and chill.

You call me a nerd and think you gonna get some?

All I got back was a pic of his abs.

What time?

God, I was shameless.

So I threw on some shoes and rode my bike over to his house, which was way nicer than mine was. As I walked up to the door, it opened, and he was there, in a pair of sweats and nothing else, looking like a wet dream come to life. When my eyes got to his face, yes it took that long, he was smiling at me with a look that told me he knew exactly what was going through my mind.

“Um, my face is up here.”

“Yeah but… abs!” I said, starting to reach out to touch them.

“Not out here,” he said harshly and took a step back. “Come in.”

It was the equivalent of being slapped on the hand while reaching for a cookie, and it felt just as bad. I walked inside, and he closed the door quickly. “Dude, you can’t do that in public.”

The moment was gone. All of the sexiness that had been there seconds before was lost. What was left was me being pissed.

“No one could see us,” I said, trying not to sound mad.

“You don’t know that. People here are all nosy bitches, gossips all of them.”

I didn’t say anything, and he moved closer to me.

“I’m sorry I snapped at you. I was just… scared.”

I looked up, and he was giving me those damned puppy-dog eyes. He looked like a golden retriever pup asking if he was in trouble. I smiled, and he moved in to kiss me. I tried to let the past few seconds go and kiss him back, but something in the back of my head took the memories and stored them away making the kiss just two sets of lips pressing together instead of the fireworks I wanted.

Seemed I was keeping receipts now.

“Come on,” he said, grabbing my hand and leading me into the family room. A huge TV and one of those wraparound couches that could seat, like, fifteen if it had to, filled up most of the room. Four remotes lay on the coffee table along with a huge bowl of popcorn.

“You thirsty?” he asked.

Looking at his body, I was in so many ways.

I nodded.

“Find something on Netflix we can ignore, and I’ll grab us a couple of Cokes.”

I sat down and started looking through the movies as I waited.

“What are you in the mood for?” I shouted so he could hear me in the kitchen.

“Just pick something. I’m judging you on your choice.”

“I hate you!” I screamed back, and I heard him laugh.

I was torn between Riverdale and Supernatural.

Riverdale was the obvious gay pick in the sense that Archie was like twenty-three different kinds of hot while Supernatural was the safer choice because, even though there were hot guys in it, you could say you were watching ’cause of the horror shit in case someone walked in on us. Also, I didn’t want him to think I was super gay, but more butch like he was.

I stopped and thought, What the hell am I doing?

Before now I never cared what was butch or not. In my entire sixteen years, I never once did something to seem less gay, and here I was making something as benign as a Netflix choice more difficult? Fuck that.

He walked out with two cans of Coke, and I just yelled. “We are watching Riverdale, and I don’t care how it looks!”

He paused and slowly set my can down. “Okay, maybe you’ve had enough caffeine for today.” He had put a shirt on in the kitchen, and I can’t tell you how much that upset me.

“I can’t do this,” I said miserably. “I don’t know how to pretend to be something I’m not. I think it sucks.”

He sat down next to me and in a defeated voice said, “Tell me about it.”

Oh, come on! Cute guys being depressed should come with a warning.

WARNING: Hot guy ahead who is sad. His pain and suffering will be amplified by your desire to kiss his tears away. Proceed with caution.

“I know it’s worse for you, I just….” I trailed off.

“I get it.” He looked up at me with tearstained eyes. “If you wanna go, I get it. I won’t stop you.”

Don’t look at his biceps, don’t look at his biceps….

Crap!

“I don’t want to leave, but I just don’t know how to do this hiding stuff.”

“I can teach you,” he said with a half smile. “I mean if you wanna go through the trouble of being with me.”

Crap, crap, crap!

I was going to continue, but he stopped me with a kiss. He pushed me back on the couch, and I let him as I felt him settle on top of me.

“The TV,” I said breathlessly.

“Good point.” He grabbed the remote and started an episode of Riverdale.

“So… am I as hot as the guy on the show?” he asked, slowly pulling his shirt up over his head.

Confession time, he wasn’t, but he was right there and KJ Apa wasn’t. Which guy do you think was hotter to me?

“Completely,” I murmured, marveling at all the hard edges his muscles made. I had never felt anything like this before. Ethan had no body fat whatsoever because he was a freak of nature, and the rest of us hated him because he ate like three teamsters and still had a flat stomach. But Ethan’s abs weren’t anything like Jax’s. These abs were real abs built with hours of grueling workouts, and they looked so fucking hot.

“You like?” he asked with a cocky grin.

I pulled him down to show him how much I liked it.

We spent the next few hours making out like crazy. We ground up against each other constantly, both of us so hard we could cut diamonds with our junk.

Okay not for real, but come on, this was my first time grinding on a couch.

A couple of times he reached down and cupped mine through my jeans, and I did the same thing through his sweats, and it was like the most incredible thing I had ever felt.

“Ever had your dick sucked?” he asked, his voice deep with arousal.

I shook my head.

He smiled and began to lower himself down on the couch, his hands on my belt.

“Wait!” I said quickly. “I don’t know if I’m ready for that yet.”

He paused, and I couldn’t read what the expression on his face meant.

“Okay, that’s cool,” he said, switching his attention back to my face. “We can take it slow.”

I felt scared and upset and like I was going to cry and that I screwed this whole thing up.

“Please don’t hate me,” I said, trying not cry. “I just….”

He put a finger on my lips. “Shhh, I don’t hate you.” He kissed the tip of my nose. “You’re too cute to hate.”

That made me smile a little.

“I’m frustrated, but that isn’t on you.” He pointed at his crotch. “It’s just once it’s up, it wants what it wants. And it wants you bad.”

His wolfish smile made me glow inside. A guy who looked like this was really into me? Wow.

“I just never… I don’t want you to be frustrated,” I said, rubbing him through his sweats. His eyes closed, and I started to sit up and push him back onto the couch. “Let me make you feel better,” I said. My fingers were on the waist of his sweats, and I was about to pull them down when he jumped up.

“Car!”


I slid off the couch to the floor, not sure what the hell was going on.

“Quick,” Jax said, smoothing his hair out. “Try to look casual.”

Netflix was still asking us if we were still watching Riverdale because we hadn’t even looked at the TV during the whole time. He clicked Yes, and another episode started.

“Jaxon, whose bike is on the front lawn…,” his mom asked when she’d closed the door behind herself. “Oh, you have company.”

I waved, and Jax said, “Mom, this is Jordan. He goes to my school.”

“Oh nice, what are you guys up to?”

For some reason, I wanted to laugh.

“Watching TV, hanging out, waiting for the other guys to wake up so we can go scrimmage in the park.”

So we could do what at the park?

She came into the family room. “You play football, Jordan?”

It was clear from her voice that it was the same way she would ask, “So you can fart bubbles and glitter out your ass when you laugh?” I couldn’t tell if she was asking me this because she had doubts about Jax or she was asking because there was no way in hell I could ever play football.

I opened my mouth to say something, and I was shocked as anyone to hear myself say, “I’m on the swim team.”

Her face lit up. “Oh, that must be nice! I love the water.”

“Me too,” I lied. “I’m working on my broad stroke.”

Who was I now?

“Well, that’s good to hear. You boys hungry?”

Jax nodded, but I was too stunned by my bro transformation.

“Let me whip something up, and for God’s sake, put a shirt on. No one needs to see all that,” she said to Jax and walked out.

“Dude! That was awesome. Broad stroke, that’s rich.”


“Is that wrong?”

He just shook his head, laughing. “It’s fine, use breaststroke next time.”

Next time? Was there going to be a next time? What the hell was going on with my life now?

I left before the food and hightailed it home, not sure what had just happened.

As soon as I got home, I jumped online and ran to kill my dragon. I needed something that wasn’t me for a while, and the game was just perfect for that. I went charging into the cave, hell-bent on getting that damn mount once and for all. As I entered her lair, she reared back and opened her mouth.

“Did anyone see you come in? Cause you never know who’s watching.”

I was not shocked to find that the dragon had Jax’s voice.

I swung wildly as my imagination continued to pile on.

“Next time use broad swing for your attack. It sounds less fairy.”

My fingers blurred as I unleashed every single thing I had at the beast, and as always she fell back mortally wounded.

“Remember to take the back door so no one sees you walking out,” she said before dying.

Closing my eyes, I held my breath as I prayed this one would do me right.

Nothing but crap.

“Fuck!” I screamed, hitting my keyboard hard. “Fuck, fuck, fuck!”

Each word was accented by another punch.

“What the hell, Jordan?” my mom asked, throwing my door open.

I looked up in horror at her and let the laptop slip off my lap.

“What’s wrong?”

I had so much to say and at the same time knew any words I used would make zero sense. I started crying and instantly hated myself for being so dramatic. She came in and hugged me, and I leaned into her, but I didn’t feel better. Was this what dating was like? Was this what the rest of my life was going to be?

I had no answers, just more tears.

 

 

“YOU SHOULD dump his ass,” Brandon snapped the next day at his house.

Ethan nodded and scooped the last of the ice cream out of his gallon. “Totally, man, no one is worth that shit.”

I looked at Dominic, who was just staring down at his feet, saying nothing.


“No comment? You always have some sort of critique.” I knew that had come out a little too harshly but didn’t care.

He glanced up and, instead of looking at me, he stared at Brandon and Ethan. “What if he can’t come out? What if he’s trapped? Is he never supposed to date? Never allowed to be happy? You’re pretty quick to say Jordan should dump him, but what about Jax? What should he do?”

We all looked at Dominic like he had just vomited all Exorcist-style across the table.

Finally Brandon said, “Well, to be honest, Dominic, I don’t care what this asshole does. He isn’t my friend, and I don’t think he should be Jordan’s either. What is up with you? Since when do you care so much about someone you don’t know?”

“Drop it.” Dominic stood up from the table and threw his mostly full ice cream away. “We gonna play or what?”

Ethan looked at the trash in shock. “You just threw that whole thing away.”

“So?” Dominic said, walking toward Brandon’s room. “I bought it.”

Ethan followed after him. “Yeah, but you could have let me have what was left instead of wasting it!”

Once we were alone, Brandon looked at me. “Are you serious with this guy? I mean he’s playing some fucked-up games.”


“He hasn’t come out yet,” I protested.

“That’s not the point.”

“Then tell me, Brandon, wise in all things gay, what is the point?”

He stared at me for a long time, and I could tell I had hurt him.

“Look I’m sorry—”

“No, you got this,” he interrupted, standing up and tossing his gallon into the trash. “What do I know about being gay?”

“Brandon, I didn’t mean it the way it came out!” I tried to explain.

He turned around, and I saw the hurt in his expression. “Yes, you did, Jordan, and you know what? It sucks. What I say means a lot when I say something you agree with, but if I disagree with you, then it’s all, ‘what do I know?’ Fine. Jordan, if you think this guy’s problem is he hasn’t come out yet, then deal with it. But I’m telling you, that’s not it.”

“What is it, then?” I asked, angrier than I meant to.

“What do I know?” he said, shrugging. “Remember, I’m not gay.” And then stomped into his room.

I stood there, a million thoughts going through my head at the same time and trust me, none of them were good.

“You getting on?” Ethan asked from inside the room.

Instead of answering, I turned around and walked out of the house, grabbed my bike, and began riding.

Right to Jax’s house.

I felt my phone go off a dozen times, but I ignored it. It was just the guys asking me where I went, and I wasn’t in the mood to talk to them and to be cooled off. I was pissed, and I wanted to stay pissed.

I threw my bike down and pounded on his door.

He opened his door in the same sweats and nothing else as the other day. He had a grin on his face until he saw me.

“Jordan?” he asked, shocked.

“We need to talk,” I demanded more than said.

“Right now?” he said, looking past me.

“Now.” I crossed my arms, letting him know I wasn’t leaving.

“Get in.” He pulled me inside and closed the door. “This isn’t a good time.”

“I don’t like this,” I said, ignoring him. “This whole lying, sneaking around, I can’t do it. I mean, I get not telling guys on your team and stuff, but your mom? Why can’t you tell your mom? She seemed cool. Is there something I’m missing?”

“Tell her what?”

“That you’re at least bi.”

“Dude, I am not telling her that!”

“Why?”

“Because I don’t want to! It’s no one’s business, man. Why would you care?”

“You just expect me to lie every single time I’m over? What about if we go out?”

“What about it? You have friends, so do I. No one has to know anything.”

“So we are never going to go on a date? Just you and me?”

He said nothing.

“Really? You can’t answer that?”

“Look, man, we can talk all about this later. You need to leave.”

“Nope, no car in the driveway. No one’s here.”

“It’s not that. Look, man, I knew this was a mistake. I thought you could be cool about this, but I was wrong. You need to go.”

“So that’s it?”

“You come over to my house and verbally vomit all over me like a crazy bitch and wonder why I’m asking you to leave? Dude, read the room.”

That took me back.

“I just wanted to know—”

“Forget it, man, just go.”

He leaned past me and opened the door,

And there was a guy standing there ready to knock.

“Hey… oh,” the guy said, seeing me. “What’s going on?”

“This is a friend of mine from school. He was leaving,” Jax said, pushing me out.

The guy stared at me as I was pushed past him.

“Oh hell no!” the guy growled at Jax. “So who’s this? Another new guy?”

Jax’s mouth opened and closed, but no words came out.

“When you told me that you were new to all this and had never been with a guy, you meant not including this guy?”

Now I looked back at Jax. “You were seeing someone else?”

“Nice,” Other Guy added. “So when I asked if you ever meet other guys off that app and you said no, that was what? A mistake? I told you I wasn’t into players.”

“Frank, wait…,” Jax pleaded quickly.

Frank looked at me. “You give him a hand job?” I shook my head. “Blowjob?”

I shook my head again and let out a strangled, “No! No jobs, everyone here is unemployed!”

I glared at Jax. “You’re a fucking dick. If you just wanted to screw around, then you should have said so. Why even bother with the other stuff if you didn’t mean it?”

Jax had nothing to say.

“He’s all yours,” I said to Frank as I picked my bike up and walked it to the end of Jax’s sidewalk.

I heard Frank say, “Fuck this,” and he stomped off too.

“I can explain!” Jax yelled after Frank.

Frank turned around and yelled loud as fuck, “I am not fucking you anymore, Jaxon!”

Just as Jax’s mom pulled into the driveway.

As I climbed onto my bike and pedaled away, I heard his mom ask, “Jax, what’s going on here?”

I was not interested in the answer.

As soon as I got home, I threw myself on my bed and covered myself with all my covers.

Game over man, game over.






Round Six: Jordan vs. All The Boys

 

 

I PICKED up my phone on the third ring,

“Hey.”

Brandon’s voice sounded relieved. “You okay?”

I paused for a second, and then sighed. “Yeah.”

“I’m coming over.” He hung up before I could tell him not to.

I pulled the pillow over my head and burrowed farther into my comforter. Exactly ten minutes later, the time it takes to bike ride from Brandon’s house to mine (we timed it), someone knocked once on my door and opened it up.

I lay there, holding my breath, somehow hoping I could die of embarrassment before I had to face Brandon and admit what had happened.

He sat on my bed and then lay down next to me on top of the covers.

I waited, but he said nothing. I peeked out and saw him lying there, looking at me.

“What are you doing?” I asked, only one eye showing.

“I am commiserating with you.”

“You’re what?”

“Commiserate, to feel or express sympathy for someone,” he said with a smile. “It’s one of my SAT words.”

“Why are you feeling or expressing sympathy for me?”

“Because Jax is an asshole, and things never end well with assholes. So I am here to commiserate with you.”

“You’re not mad at me?” I asked carefully.

“Oh I’m furious, but you’re sad, so I can wait.”

I pulled the covers back. “I thought he was different.”

“Boy did you call that one wrong.”

“He seemed sweet.”

“Oh did he?”

I could tell a baited question when I heard one.

“You don’t know what he was like when it was just the two of us.”

“Said every battered woman on the planet.”

That made me pause. “Is that how you see me?”

“Of course I don’t, but if you insist on playing the victim, then I can’t help but see you that way. He was an asshole, a player, and the signs were obvious.”

“Like what?” I challenged him.

“Like he knew the ins and outs of every dating app in the cloud. That only comes from practice. You told me he said Grindr was just for hookups. So if that’s true, why did he have an active profile?”

I opened my mouth, but he kept talking.


“And before you ask how do I know if it was active, it’s because he messaged you on it, dumbass.”

I closed my mouth.

“He was secretive about everything. He was lying to those three girls at the club, which means if they really were his friends, he lies to his friends, which makes him a complete twatnozzle.”

“Nice one.” I had to admit that was a good burn.

“Thank you,” he said before going on. “And he never once, not once, asked about us. Which means he had no interest in you or your friends.” He began counting off on his fingers. “Good-looking guy, in shape, on multiple hookup apps, lies to his friends, real charmer, but doesn’t want to take it public. Dude, he is like one dirty white T-shirt from being on an episode of Cheaters.”

I was shocked, literally shocked.

Brandon was right, all the clues were right there in the open, and I hadn’t seen one of them. All I had seen was his cute face and flawless abs and… fuck, I was an idiot. Groaning, I grabbed the comforter and pulled it back over my head.

“Oh no, you don’t,” Brandon said, slipping under it with me before I could cocoon myself in.

“Go away,” I said, trying to push him away.

“Nope,” he said and he hugged me.

“Stop being so nice to me. I’m not worth it.”

He tightened the hug and said quietly, “You’re my best friend, and you are completely worth it.”

I resisted for about half a second and then just kind of melted into the hug.

“I’m an idiot.”

“I agree.”

I nudged him, and he laughed.

“Look, dude, all guys are dumb when it comes to love. I mean look at Ethan. Before this summer, we could have put a wig on Dominic’s dog, and I bet we could have gotten Ethan to kiss it.”

“Ewww… poor Ladyhawke doesn’t deserve Ethan slobber,” I said, cracking a grin. And then I laughed for the first time in what felt like forever.

“This summer was not what I expected,” I admitted.

“Want some advice?” he asked.

“Why not? You seem to know everything so far.”

“Stop trying so hard,” he said, ignoring my sarcasm. “You are just ricocheting from guy to guy to guy because you want it so bad. Just relax. You are cute, guys like you, now just sit back and enjoy it.”

“I was trying to enjoy it,” I said.

“By kissing every guy who hit on you?”

“Oh God, I’m a slut,” I moaned.

“No you’re just eager,” he corrected me. “Just let it come to you.”

“And then what?”

“How the hell should I know. I’m not gay. Kiss it? Jump it? Go out to brunch with it?”

I nudged him again. “That is stereotypical gay profiling there, buddy.”

“Yeah, but I’m a fag hag so it’s okay.”

I sat up and gaped at him in surprise and then started to laugh my ass off.

He smiled and pulled me back in for another hug, and just like that we were good again.

 

 

“BEFORE YOU start, I am super sorry,” Harley said the next night.

I said nothing.

“I tried to help twice, and it ended up being horrible twice.”

More silence on my part.

“So I am going to just shut up and stop helping.”

When I said nothing again, Ethan almost exploded.

“Come on man! She said she was sorry!”

I laughed. “I know I was just milking it.”

Everyone laughed, releasing the tension in the air.

“You do a good mean face,” Harley said with a big smile. “I thought you were legit mad at me.”

“It’s one of my gifts.”

“One he abuses all the time,” Brandon muttered, which made me laugh even harder.

“So what’s your plan now?” Melissa asked.

“Nothing,” I said all Yoda-like. “I am going to sit here and sip my drink.”

No one said a word to see if I was joking.

“I’m serious as a heart attack. I am not going to do a thing anymore.”

Harley nodded. “Yeah, that might work.”

Ethan looked over at her. “How can that work? How can he just sit there and expect something to happen?”

She smiled and grabbed my cheeks with her hands. “Because he’s so adorable it should be illegal.” I laughed and pulled clear of the pinching. “Seriously, he is too cute to be ignored, people will walk up and hit on him if he sits still.”

“No one came up and talked to us,” Brandon pointed out.

She looked from Brandon to Ethan and then back to Ethan. “You’re both handsome, but your clothes and the way you guys stand like you have a stick up your ass screams straight.”

“Yeah,” I said with an evil grin. “You have to look like you want a stick up your ass to get attention.”

I swore I heard the record skip as they all looked at me in shock.

“Too gay?” I asked with a grimace.

And they all burst out laughing.

“Dude, that was next-level sass there,” Brandon said, putting his fist out to pound.

Ethan did the same. “Seriously, that’s like Drag Race level shit.”

I looked at Dominic, who said nothing.

“C’mon that was funny,” I said to him.

“Sodomy is considered a sin,” he said, sounding like a robot.

“Pay up!” Brandon and Ethan said holding out their hands.

“No!” Dominic raged at them. “I will not. It is a sin. It says so in the Bible.”

Harley, who was doing an awesome version of Poison Ivy if she happened to be in a biker gang said, “No it doesn’t.”

Dominic’s head moved so fast he could have been the Flash. “Yes, it does!”

Harley seemed bored by his anger and just shook her head. “No, it doesn’t, my homunculus friend. The word sodomy isn’t even in the Bible because it’s from the story of Sodom and Gomorrah. It came into being much, much later, so that’s not true. Furthermore, the book says nothing about anal sex specifically, so you’re wrong there too. And from the way you’re foaming at the mouth, you’re going to try to hit me with Leviticus, so I will counter with if being gay is a mortal sin then why isn’t eating shellfish or working on Sunday? Both mentioned in the same book as the same level of offense against God. The most you can say is that any sex before marriage is a sin, anal or not, and if that is true then hell is going to be standing room only.”

Dominic just stared at her incredulously. “How do you know that?”

Ethan nodded and added, “Yeah, babe, that was hot.”

She smiled and kissed him on the cheek, then looked at Dominic. “My parents made me go to church every week of my life until I was twelve. Went to Sunday school, Bible study, the whole nine yards, so don’t come swinging at me with the Old Testament unless you’ve done your homework.”

“B-but… it’s a sin!”

She nodded. “Everything is a sin, Sherlock. I mean, you wanna get technical, some say we are born with original sin. So what?”

“So! I don’t want to go to hell!” Dominic spat.

“Okay, ignoring that hell was most likely made up by the church, that isn’t what sin is about. You think doing something that causes sin is bad, and I think doing something sinful without asking for forgiveness is the true crime.” Dominic’s mouth closed. “Look, dude, if you believe in God, then you need to figure out what God wants with you. Not what your parents want and not what the church wants but God, and you. And no one else.”

“You don’t believe in God?” he asked her.

“I don’t disbelieve in him. I just think he has a lot more to worry about than if I eat a lobster or cut my hair or sleep with a girl. I think he cares if I am a nice person. He cares if I try to make the world a better place. But the little things? Come on, does that make sense to you?”

Dominic said nothing, but I could see by the expression on his face his mind was racing at a million miles an hour.

“And I broke him,” Harley said, taking a sip of her drink. “Perfect.”

“You’re like a genius!” Ethan said, obvious awe in his voice. And right there, in that moment, in that very second, I think Ethan saw something he liked more than surfing.


She shrugged. “I do okay.”

He leaned in and kissed her, and I felt myself smile.

“You okay?” I asked Dominic when I saw Brandon and Melissa follow suit.

He just shook his head and said nothing.

I was about to probe harder when someone tapped me on the shoulder.

Cute, tall, dark hair, soul patch, wire-rim glasses, smelled like patchouli, low-top sneakers with no socks… if he wasn’t a hipster, then he had a pretty convincing Halloween costume on in August.

“Hey,” he said when I turned around.

“Hey,” I said back, not sure what else to say.

“So this song kinda sucks, but you wanna dance?”

The laugh came out of nowhere, I swear. It was like a hiccup or a burp, it just came swimming up from the depths of me and came rushing out of my mouth before I even was aware of it. I mean who asks that? Hey, this song sucks but wanna dance? Jesus Christ.

He scowled at my laugh, and I tried to cover it up.

“I’m sorry, but if the song sucks, why would you wanna dance to it?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. Ironically?”

Now my laugh was conscious.

“What’s so funny?” he asked.

“I’m sorry but no,” I said as politely as I could. “I like this song, and I don’t even know how to dance ironically.”


He made a face and rolled his eyes and said, “Whatever, typical cute boy, Top 40 zombie,” and walked off.

The couples had stopped kissing to watch our little conversation, and as soon as the guy was gone from the table, we all started laughing.

“Top 40 zombie?” Brandon asked between laughs. “What does that even mean?”

“Obviously it’s when you get five undead teenagers and make a boy band,” I said, laughing even harder.

“Why isn’t that on The Walking Dead?” Harley howled.

Ethan shook his head, trying to look serious. “Boybands are way too scary. I’ll take Negan and a baseball bat any day over NSYNC.”

We all collapsed into tears, laughing. It was going to be a fun night.

So that night I had a unicorn, a closet case, and two normal guys hit on me.

Oh so now you want definitions… fine.

 

—Unicorn

a boy too fabulous for words (just ask him). Usually involves a half shirt, short shorts, and a backpack sometimes. (Glitter and body paint are optional.)

—closet case

a guy who hasn’t come out yet and is intent to stay in, like way in. Usually trying way too hard not to seem gay even though his laugh usually gives it away every time. Also, your mom knows, she always knows. So you can think you’re pulling something over on her, but trust me, your mom knows.

 

Normal guys are just that, guys who are normal. Not supercute, not ugly, just guys, you know? I turned all four of them down, which seemed to be the right choice in my mind. The unicorn made me chuckle, the closet case just reminded me of Jax, and the normal guys I just wasn’t into. No one commented, but I saw some side-eye from Brandon. He didn’t say anything when we got back to my house. Instead, we all logged on and played.

 

 

THE NEXT night we went out again.

Melissa showed up alone, which was new for her.

“Yeah, they all took a trip to Disneyland this afternoon, met some guys, so I assume they are out partying in Anaheim, which means I am free tonight.”

Harley was now dressed in black leather, maybe she was Black Canary? Not sure, but she looked very cool. Anyways, Harley nudged Ethan. “Uh-oh, babe. Leo is out with another guy. You gonna be okay?”

“My Leo?” he asked with a shocked look. “He’s cheating on me?”

We all laughed and walked into the club.

Dominic found us a table, and I had barely sat down when a super tall guy walked up to the table.

“Um, hey,” he said to me.


I swear to Mariah I had to look up to see his face. “Hey.”

“I know you must hear this a lot, but you’re very attractive.”

“Awww thanks, you’re cute too.”

He was, what can I say?

“Oh cool,” he said, rubbing the back of his head with his hand. “So, do you like to dance?”

“Oh, I’m sorry, I’m here with friends. Maybe later?”

“Right, sure.” He started to back away and then added a quick “Sorry” before bailing back into the crowd.

“What was that?” Brandon asked me.

“I don’t know for sure, but I’m willing to bet, due to a stork mix up, that a giant couple is raising a normal-sized kid right now.”

“I mean about not dancing?” he asked, ignoring my very clever joke.

“Yeah, man,” Ethan added with a smile. “You can dance if you want.”

Harley’s eyes lit up. “Yeah you can leave your friends behind.”

Ethan was about to add something, but Brandon stopped them. “I’m serious. Why didn’t you at least talk to him?”

“I didn’t want to,” I lied.

“He was cute and was into you,” Brandon persisted. “What could have possibly been wrong with him?”

“He was too tall,” I snapped.

Literally, the whole table just stared at me.

“I’m serious, guys that tall freak me out.”

Brandon looked pissed. “One, you’ve never met a guy that tall, and two, what did he do wrong that warranted you blowing him off?”

And I snapped again. “Jesus, Brandon, I didn’t want to dance with him. If you are so into him, you ask him.”

He didn’t even blink. “I would, but then I would be lying to him too.”

“I’m getting us drinks,” I announced, getting up.

Brandon followed me to the bar. “What’s going on, man?” he asked after I ordered.

“Nothing,” I said quickly. Too quickly if you were wondering, but let’s not get into that okay? “Why does something have to be going on?”

“Because you didn’t even glance twice at that guy.”

I looked over at him. “Look, Brandon, if you want me to introduce the two of you, just say the word. I am sure he—”

“Stop.”

And stop I did.

“You know what I’m talking about.”

I did, but I wasn’t going to admit that.

“Nothing is wrong. I just wasn’t into him.”

He said nothing, but we both knew he wasn’t buying it.

“Fine, I’m trying to have a good time, so I’m not going to throw down with you about this, but it isn’t nothing.”

Before I could answer, someone tapped me on the shoulder. I looked over and there was this hot guy with a baseball hat next to me at the bar. “Hey.” He nodded at me.

I nodded back and smiled.

“Buy you a drink?” he asked.

I opened my mouth, but the bartender put the tray of drinks down in front of me.

“I’m covered, thanks,” I said, pointing at the tray.

The guy nodded and moved away. I picked the drinks up and looked back at Brandon, who was just glaring at me.

“What?” I asked.

He said nothing, just shook his head and went back to the table with me.

“Everything okay?” Harley asked, sensing the drama.

I said yes at the exact instant Brandon said no.

And everyone just sat there wondering who was going to crack first.

“Hey, I love this song,” Melissa said, grabbing Brandon’s hand. “Whatever it is,” she added and pulled him away to the dance floor.

Once they were gone, I asked Ethan, “What is up his ass?”

The smile on his face dropped off, and he just looked at me. “Don’t do that, dude. You know why he’s pissed because it’s the same reason I am.” He paused. “Well, more him than me, but I get it. You wanna ignore the problem that’s your choice, but don’t come back playing stupid.”

“What did I do wrong this time?”

Ethan rolled his eyes and looked at Harley. “Wanna dance?”

She nodded, and they left.

I looked over at Dominic, who was looking around the club pretty intently.

“So you gonna start in on me too?” I asked him.

He looked back. “What?”

“You wanna yell at me as well?”

He looked confused for a second. “No, I’m good,” and then went back to scanning the club.

“What are you looking for?” I asked him.

“Nothing,” he said without even looking back.

“Pretty intense for nothing.”

He didn’t even say a word, just got up and said, “I’ll be back,” and vanished into the crowd.

He didn’t even give me time to make a Terminator joke.

So there I was, at the table, alone.

“This was my idea!” I raged at no one.

 

 

THE REST of the night was a lot of the same.

Brandon and Ethan were upset about something, and every time I turned a guy down they got more upset.

There was an androgynous guy who had wicked cheekbones, a guy with glasses who looked like Alex from Runaways asking about the Infinity Gauntlet shirt I had worn, and a guy wearing an orange down vest with no shirt. I didn’t have the heart to tell him the ’90s were over.

Each time I said thanks but no thanks, Brandon would sigh and Ethan would shake his head, but thankfully they didn’t say anything to start an argument.

When it was time to leave, I asked Brandon if they were still coming over.

He was quiet and then looked me dead in the eyes. “If I come over, you and me are going to fight, and I don’t want to fight right now.” I began to ask why, but he just talked over me. “You don’t want to talk about this, and I don’t want to spend three hours trying to convince you it’s a thing. So I’m gonna go home and crash. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

I felt my eyes begin to water.

“What did I do wrong?”

He just looked at me.

“I can turn guys down if I want to.”

“See? You do know why I’m pissed.”

He left with Melissa’s mom, and I waited for my own mother to show up.

I had never felt more alone in my life.

 

 

THE NEXT day we all got together to game, and I knew what was coming.

As we set up, I asked Brandon if everything was all right.

“I don’t know, is it?” he asked.

“Why are you so mad?”

He stopped setting his laptop up. “Because you turned those guys down without even a glance.”

“They weren’t my type.”

“Bullshit.”

We just stared at each other for a long time.

“What was wrong with the tall guy?” Ethan asked into the silence.

I looked over at him.

“And don’t give me the ‘you don’t like tall guys’ answer. I want the real reason, ’cause he looked legit,” he added.

“I wasn’t feeling him,” I answered.

“You didn’t even try to feel him,” Brandon chimed in. “And don’t turn that into a dirty joke. I don’t want to laugh.”

“He wasn’t my type,” I almost growled. “Why are you guys so on about this?”

Once more the room was plunged into silence.

“I found a fresh Throne raid, but the spots are filling up fast,” Dominic announced.

“Can we just play?” I pleaded.

Ethan went back to logging on, but Brandon was still staring at me.

“Please?”

He sighed and went back to his laptop, but we both knew we weren’t even close to being done with whatever “this” was.

Once we got into playing, the tension vanished, and we went back to being a group of friends who ragged on each other, but it was like we were playing parts now. At one point Harley texted Ethan, and he dropped out so he could talk to her for a few, and Brandon had to leave early because Melissa and him were going out. Summer had changed everything.

Once Brandon and Ethan had left, I asked Dominic, “Are you staying?”

“I was going to the club tonight,” he said as he packed his laptop up.

“What? Alone?” I was startled.

He shrugged. “I guess. A lot of people there go by themselves.”

“Yeah but… it’s you,” I said, not sure how to voice it.

“Well, I’m going.”

Nothing at all was the same.

That night I logged back into VGL.

My experience with Jax had soured me on the app, but I was home alone and bored silly, it couldn’t hurt, right? I had a few messages waiting for me, but from the profiles, it looked like they were after a hookup, so I deleted them pretty quickly. One guy had only said, Hey.

I checked his profile, and he was cute. Like really cute but not in a super obvious way. You know what I mean? Those guys that aren’t like freaking models, but they have this smile that is disarming as all hell, and you can’t help but like them? This guy had one of those faces.

I saw he was online, so I messaged him back.

Jordan: hey

Thing king: hey

Jordan: nice name lol

Thing king: it’s from cat in the hat

Jordan: what? No way!

Thing king: the movie, not the book

Jordan: lol oh, never saw it

Thing king: it’s a horrible movie, don’t do it

That made me actually laugh.

Jordan: then why use the name?

Thing king: ’cause it was a joke with my old friends and me and i always used it as a nickname.

Jordan: was?

Thing king: i just moved here, so i had to leave my friends behind.

I could not even imagine how that would feel.

No wait, I do. Kinda like I felt right now.

Jordan: i’m sorry, that sounds horrible.

Thing king: my dad’s navy so not much of a choice.

There was a naval yard out there somewhere. I’ve never been there, but a lot of military kids went to our school, so it made sense.

Jordan: where did you used to live?

Thing king: we just moved from norfolk. In virginia.

Jordan: so how do you like long beach?

Thing king: honestly? Not feeling it. Everyone seems to know everyone and it’s hard to get into a group. So this whole summer has been like looking through a store window at a lot of things i want but can’t get to.

That was hands down the most eloquent way of explaining what it meant to be an outsider I had ever heard.

Jordan: well what are you into?

Thing king: in what way?

Ha! That was a test. He wanted to see if I was talking about sex.

Jordan: in the only way, like hobbies, interests all that jazz

Thing king: well not into jazz but i like working out, i read a lot and some video games

And suddenly this guy was a million times hotter than he had been seconds ago.

Jordan: what games?

Please don’t let it be the Call of Duty, Battlefield or any of those douche bag games!

Thing king: horizon dawn, injustice2, uncharted, sp, you?

SP? What the hell was SP? Did he just name a game I didn’t know?

Jordan: what’s sp?

Thing king: lol south park fractured

Jordan: oh lol is it good?

Thing king: funny as hell. What you play?

Well, here we go.

Jordan: mostly wow, some overwatch, i’ve been obsessed about cuphead, but mostly wow

Thing king: cool, cuphead is super addictive.

He didn’t say anything about WOW; that was something.

Jordan: you ever play wow?

Thing king: i stopped after wrath of the pandas, too much grind

And just like that, I was in love.

Okay not love, but you know what I mean.

Jordan: have you played since legions of warlords?

Thing king: nah, any good?

Jordan: amazing! You should come back.

Thing king: if i did, would you show me what i missed?

It took me a second to realize my cheeks were warm, and I had a stupid smile on my face.

So I panicked.

Jordan: hey have to go, TTYL.

And I logged off as fast as I could.

I practically threw my phone across the room as I lay there with my heart pounding like I had just been chased by zombies. What the hell was I doing? I didn’t know that guy. I didn’t know what he was like. I was moving way too fast again, and we all know where that leads.

I curled up in bed and felt even worse.

Why was this so hard?

Boss Fight: Jordan vs. Brandon

Brandon came over the next day to talk.

It was weird because neither one of us knew what to say. For the first time in our friendship, there was uncomfortable silence, and I hated it. That’s why I told him so.

“I hate this.”

He nodded. “Me too.”

“I don’t want you to be mad at me. Why are you mad at me?”

He took a deep breath. “Look, Jordan, we’re going to be friends forever.”

Not what I was expecting.

“We are going to spend the rest of our lives being a part of each other’s lives, so that means I worry about you. I know this summer hasn’t worked out the way you wanted it to, but what you’re doing, this trend? It’s dangerous.”

“What trend? I can’t turn guys down now? You were the one who said to slow down.”

“You aren’t slowing down, and you know it. You’re hiding.”

I opened my mouth and then closed it. Opened it again and then closed it again. I honestly didn’t know what to say. Finally, I decided on “I am not hiding.”

“Yes, you are. You’re turning everyone down because you’re scared you’ll get hurt again, and that’s why you’re not giving anyone a chance. That wasn’t what I suggested. I said slow down, get to know these guys, don’t go all crazy on the first guy you meet. But you have to meet them! You have to talk to them. You dismissed what looked like a couple of decent guys the other night and that’s because you’re scared.”

“Of course I’m scared,” I said flatly.

You could see him digest what I just said because I had slammed on the brakes in this conversation, and he just went flying right by.

“What are you scared of?” he asked, genuinely confused.

A short bark of laughter escaped my mouth. “What am I not afraid of? I’m afraid of getting hurt again. I’m afraid of falling for the wrong guy. I’m afraid of not seeing the signs right in front of me, and above all else, I’m afraid I am going to end up alone!”

I know, sounds a little extra drama, but after the summer I’ve had, I was all out of fucks to give.

He moved over next to me and put his arm around me. “Jordan, you’re never alone.”

I pulled away. “Yes, Brandon I am. I am dead alone, and I hate it.”

“What about me?”

“What about you? Are we dating? Are you my boyfriend now? And before you try to argue that’s not the same, think on this. If you weren’t alone before this summer, why were you so fired up on going to The Great Escape and finding a girl? You had me. Wasn’t that enough?”

He said nothing.

“See? I love you too, Brandon, but we both know it’s not like that. We want something more, and you found it, so when I say I am terrified of ending up alone, then please do me a favor and at least acknowledge I am alone.”

We sat there in silence, both of our hearts breaking a little.

“Okay look,” he said after a few seconds. “I meant what I said. We are going to be friends forever and that means I cannot have you going to college like this.”

“I’m going to college?” I asked, confused because until now we had never mentioned it.

“We are. To UCLA. To study game design, and we are going to make our own game someday, and it will be awesome. But I can’t have you going to college this messed up about dating. You went from 100 miles an hour to reverse, and neither one is healthy.”

I was honestly shocked he had thought about our future so far ahead.

“This time, these couple of years before college, this is when we’re supposed to learn how to do all this crap. Date, go out, break up, cry, scream, rage, find someone else, everything. And if you don’t learn how to chill now, then you will be a basket case in college, and I am not having you mess up our game.”

I had to smile despite the seriousness of the conversation. “You really are on about this game that doesn’t exist.”

“Think about it. We make our own world, our own story, design monsters and dungeons and classes and do everything we wish the other games we played would have. You and me, together, that is going to be an awesome game.”

“If I don’t mess it up by not dating.”

“You deserve to be loved, Jordan, seriously loved. And you aren’t going to get that hiding from anyone who talks to you.”

“I want to find that,” I said in a small voice. “But what if I fuck it up?”

He pulled me in close for a hug. “Then you respawn and do it all over again.”

 

—respawn

after dying in a game you wait a certain amount of time and then are reborn into the game again. Since the point in where you enter a game is called a spawn point, doing it after you died is called respawning. Cue the rainbow and The More You Know logo.

 

“I’m afraid of getting hurt,” I admitted.

“I’m afraid of that too, but I will be right there in case you need me.”

“For the game’s sake, right?”

He gave me a huge smile. “No, because I love you, dummy.”

I hugged him back and knew, everything was going to be okay.






Final Round: Jordan vs. Sawyer

 

 

AFTER BRANDON left, I found my phone and logged back on to VGL.

Thing King wasn’t on, but there were a few messages from him asking what happened, why did I leave, and did he mess something up?

I messaged him that something came up, but I wanted to keep talking, and then I asked if he ever went to The Great Escape and closed the app. He would either message me back, or he wouldn’t. I mean, I wouldn’t blame him if he didn’t. I had been an asshole, but I had to try. I spent the rest of the day cleaning my room, arranging the clothes in my closet and then went to go kill my dragon again.

Same thing, entered the cave, killed the adds and attacked the Midnight Beast. Slash, roar, fire breath, and stab. Boom, she was dead.

Closing my eyes, I held my breath as I prayed this one would do me right.

Nothing. Again.

I felt let down, but I was determined to keep trying until I got it, I had to get it.

That was when my phone beeped. Thing King had messaged me back.

Thing king: hey you’re back! Are you kidding me about the great escape?

I had no idea what he was talking about.

Jordan: nope, no joke. Me and some friends are going tonight, you wanna meet up there?

Several seconds passed and nothing. He wasn’t typing anything, there weren’t any blinking dots indicating he was in the middle of saying something.

Finally, I got a message back.

Thing king: you for real? You really want to meet?

I could understand why he was so hesitant. Lots of guys say they want to meet and then blow you off and never show up. No one knows why they do it, probably just chicken out, but it happens.

Jordan: i am for real, we are going tonight if you want to meet.

Thing king: sure, we can try this again.

He wasn’t pissed about logging off out of nowhere, thank God. He seemed way cool, but I didn’t want to read more into it. We were just meeting as friends and see where it took us.

Jordan: cool, we usually get there at 8

Thing king: i’ll be there.

I had a picture of his face, so no problem there, and my profile had my face, so at least we wouldn’t have to wear a red rose or some crap as a sign.

Jordan: maybe i can convince you to come back to wow.

Thing king: lol you working on commission?

Jordan: maybe, one more subscription and i get a toaster oven.

Thing king: who doesn’t love toast?

That made me laugh for real.

Jordan: so what is your name, ’cause i am not calling you thing king.

Thing king: lol how about chocolate thunder?

Jordan: hahaha but no.

Thing king: my name is Sawyer.

Jordan: cool cool

Thing king: and you are really Jordan?

Jordan: i am the only Jordan.

Thing king: you use your real name on an app? You’re braver than i thought.

And he made a Star Wars reference. I needed to get offline fast before I proposed to him.

Jordan: lol laugh it up, princess

Thing king: please, i could never have danishes in my hair. I would eat them by like noon.

Jordan: ok Sawyer, see you around 8

Thing king: ok the one and only jordan, looking forward to it

Jordan: me too.

Thing king: really? I got the impression you weren’t into me.

Damn, I knew I had sent the wrong signal by just logging off.

Jordan: not at all, just a spaz.

Thing king: ok, well see you tonight nerf herder

Jordan: who’s scruffy looking?

Thing king: lol TTYL

And he logged off.

I closed the app and then made sure my door was closed before I gave out a cheer so loud I bet Brandon could hear it from his place. I had a good feeling about this.

 

 

THAT NIGHT Ethan’s mom dropped us off and wished us a good time.

I was hoping that very same thing.

“You seem to be in a great mood,” Brandon said as we walked in.

No, I had not told him about Sawyer yet.

“I’m just glad things between us are better,” I said, which was not a lie because I was.

“Me too.”

“Ugh, get a room,” Ethan said from behind us.

Brandon turned around. “If we get one, wanna come?”

“Hell yeah!” Ethan said with a grin.

Melissa looked at Harley, who was dressed as Nico from The Runaways and rolled her eyes. “All boys are a little gay.”

Harley laughed. “Little is not the word for it.”

“I was just kidding. I’m not gay,” Ethan said, lowering his voice.

Harley laughed. “I know, dummy. We’ve spent the last two weeks kissing. I think I figured it out.”

“See, guys,” he said, nudging us. “I kiss so manly she knows I’m straight.”


I turned and asked Harley, “Is that all tongue and slobber everywhere while you hold on for dear life?”

She laughed and nodded.

To Ethan I said, “Well, then yeah, dude, you kiss like a straight guy.”

Ethan looked shattered, and Brandon looked to Melissa to check if he was in the same boat.

She didn’t say anything, which meant yes.

Dominic found us a table and then said he’d go and grab drinks and took off.

“He’s hyper,” I said to Brandon.

“Yeah, you know he’s been coming here by himself?”

“I just found out. WTF?”

“I know, cats and dogs living together,” he said, quoting Ghostbusters.

My phone vibrated, and I saw I had a message from VGL. I opened it up, and there was a message from Sawyer.

Thing king: am back by the games

A smile exploded across my face.

Jordan: brt

“I’m gonna look around,” I said, getting off my stool. “I’ll be back in a few.”

Brandon nodded, and Ethan was already making out with Harley, so I was home free.

I walked into the back, and there was Sawyer sitting down on one of the couches. He saw me and then stood up. Way up. Like up, up, and away.

“It’s you?” I asked shocked.

His smile wavered a little. “Um, who did you think it was?”

It was the tall guy I had blown off the other night without even a second glance. Remember that thing I said about not being obviously cute and more subtle? Scratch that, he was stupidly cute.

“Wait,” he said. “You didn’t know we’d met here?”

“No,” I said, walking over to him. “I just thought you were a cute guy online.”

“Why did you think I was surprised you were into me? You seemed pretty uninterested the other night.”

“I was… I was in a mood last week. Honestly, I didn’t even see you ’cause if I had I would’ve pulled my head out of my ass and flirted back.”

He smiled and we sat down.

“So do I look like my picture?” he asked.

“No,” I said immediately. “Way better.”

He smiled and said, “You too, I mean your pic is great, but in person… wow.”

My face felt like it was on fire. I was blushing so hard. Holy crap this guy was so… I mean….

I was crushing on him hard.

“So why were you having a shitty week?”

I sighed. “This summer was the first time I went out to, like, meet people? And every guy I met was such a letdown that I was ready to just give up.”

He was nodding. “Yeah, I had a couple of guys try to chat me up. You know Zach?”

“Oh my God you didn’t!”

“Do anything? Hell no! He was so creepy, asking to see the size of my hands and what size were my feet and shit. I mean complete perv.”

“He asked for a dick pic, like, the first night,” I told him.

“Yeah he didn’t want a pic from me. He wanted a private showing. Have you been out on the back patio?”

“Ugh!” I exclaimed.

“Right? He pulled me back there, and I was, like, no fucking way.”

“I caught someone else back there. I just walked away and tried not to puke.”

“Gross. Did you meet anyone from online?”

“One but he was ‘straight.’”

Yes, I used air quotes.

“Jax?” he said, and we both burst out laughing.

“Did you hook up with him?” he asked.

“Just made out with him. And you?”

He just looked away.

“Oh my God you didn’t!”

He shrugged. “We were going out for like a month, and I thought he was legit. You know scared to come out, needed time. One night he said his mom was working late, asked me to come over. One thing led to another and then boom.”

“Was he good?” I asked, trying not to laugh.

He held his hand up and waved it sideways to indicate, a little.

That made me laugh even more.

“What got me was that he was like a superbottom.” My eyes got wide as he kept talking. “I was thinking, for a straight guy you bottom really, really well.”

I almost fell off the couch I was laughing so hard.

“I mean it! He is all butch and macho jock when the lights are on, and then just like that”—he snapped his fingers—“he’s like a bottomless pit.”

Tears were literally falling down my face.

“You ever met Brett?”

I shook my head, unable to form words.

“Kinda short, always wears a red baseball hat. Superhot in the face?”

Now I remembered the guy who tried to buy me a drink at the bar.

“I’ve seen him, but I turned him down.”

Sawyer smiled. “Well, now I don’t feel so bad ’cause he is smoking hot. Anyways, his thing is he is like super horny all the time. So like every night he is out on the patio, trying to find guys to go back there with him. Like no shame at all. He walked up to me and was all, ‘Hey man wanna fuck me out on the patio?’ and I was all ‘Nah I’m maintaining a zero STD policy, so hard pass.’”

My stomach was legitimately hurting now from laughing.

“How about Michael?”

I shook my head.

“The DJ?” he nodded across the dance floor. “We got to talking and he seemed cool and then after a couple of days we had coffee, we made out and then that night he asked if I wanted to see the inside of the booth.”

I was riveted.

“Turns out the inside of a DJ booth is small with just enough space for one guy to give another guy a blow job.”

My mouth fell open.

“No I didn’t, but I was done after that. What about you, what are your war stories?”

I told him about the mild concussion I got from trying to send a dick pic, the guilt trip I got for not doing drugs from Jayden, and Jax’s mom driving up just as his Grindr hookup stood in their walkway and shouted about not wanting to fuck Jax anymore.

He was legitimately laughing his ass off.

“So you didn’t get with Jax?” he asked when I was done.

I thought of a thousand different answers, but I opted for the truth.

“I’m a virgin.”

I expected him to take a mental step back or to say something like wow to cover his true reaction but instead, he said, “That’s way cool. I wish I had saved my first time for someone special. Instead, I wasted it on my ex, who turned out to be a complete asshole who only went out with me to have sex.”

“Wow. That sounds horrible.”

He nodded. “It is. Don’t ever stress about not doing it, man. Be patient, and you’ll know when the time is right.”

“Yeah right, I am never going to find someone. I might as well order like six cats on Amazon as the single, gay male starter kit and start watching a lot of house-flipping shows.”

“You? Stay single? Never, man, you’re way too cute to stay single.”

“It’s not about looks,” I said, trying to sound flippant but failing.

“Hey,” he said, sensing my hesitation. “You’re right it’s not about looks. When I say you’re cute, I am not just talking about the way you look. I’m talking about you—the way you laugh, the way you smile, the way you make others laugh. If you thought those guys were only hitting on you ’cause of looks, you’re wrong. It’s more than that.”

“It is?” I asked, my heart pounding.

He nodded. “You’re like… you’re like glowing compared to everyone else, and when people see that, they want to get closer.”

It was the nicest thing I had ever heard about myself.

“You mind if I get close?” he said, moving in to kiss me.

And I freaked.

“Um,” I said, standing up quickly. “I need to find my friends real fast. Can you wait here a second?”

He wanted to ask me why, but instead he nodded slowly.

I practically ran into the crowd.

Not toward the table, but just away. What was I doing? Everything was happening the same way again! I meet a guy, I like him, and there I go kissing him. What the hell was wrong with me? Am I that needy? That stupid? Why do I even bother?

I stumbled through the people and ended up across the club by the DJ booth… where Dominic was, on a small couch, with another guy, kissing him.

My mouth hit the floor. I just gaped. Dominic saw me and literally, not figuratively, literally pushed the guy away from him.

“Jordan!” he exclaimed, bolting off the couch.

“Shit,” the guy said, wiping his mouth. “Is that your boyfriend?”

“What are you doing?” I asked, shell-shocked.

“Should I leave?” the guy asked Dominic.

He turned to the guy and snarled, “Yes.”

The random guy just vanished into the crowd.

“What are you doing?” I asked again.

“Can… can we talk about this outside?” he asked and walked past me, not giving me a chance to answer or to even process what I had just seen. I followed him out of the club and waited.

He paced in front of the bench muttering to himself, “Shitshitshit.”

“Dominic, what was that?” I asked.

“What do you think it was?” he asked in a loud voice. “I mean seriously, Jordan, did you think I had fallen into some water and he was giving me mouth to mouth? You know what it was.”

I stood there, trying to wrap my mind around what I’d just witnessed. “You’re gay?”

He gave me a look that would have killed a dozen men where they stood.

“What?” I said. “You were just kissing a guy, what should I assume?”

He sighed, and his shoulders just fell. “I don’t know.”

I sat down on the bench and gestured for him to do the same. “Dominic, what’s going on?”

He sat and studied his shoes for a long time. Finally, he said, “I think I might like guys.”

“Okay,” I said, not believing it.

“But it’s hard,” he said.

“Your parents?”

“No, me,” he said, looking up at me with tears in his eyes. “I don’t think I’m normal.”

I moved closer and put my arm around him. You could tell he was upset by the way he didn’t pull away because Dominic hated being touched most of the time. “What makes you think that?”

Again a lot of silence before he responded. “I am attracted to guys… I mean, I think that means gay, but I don’t want to have sex with them.”

Okay, now I was confused.

“I like being with a guy, like as in being close, but at the moment the thought of actually doing more just does nothing for me. I mean… I don’t know.”

“So you’re gay but asexual?” I asked him.

He looked up confused.

“You can have a sexual preference, like being attracted to guys or girls, but you aren’t interested in a sexual relationship. That’s not weird, Dominic, that’s just a way some people are.”

He still said nothing, but I could tell he was listening.

“People are wired differently, Dom. There isn’t a rule book somewhere that says you have to feel a certain way or do a certain thing. So you like being with a guy but don’t want to do more, what’s wrong with that?”

“My parents will hate me,” he said softly.

“Then your parents will have to get over it ’cause this is who you are.”

He scoffed at me. “Right, it’s easy for you because your parents love you.”

“So do yours. You have to have faith in them.”

“You don’t know what they’re like.”

“I don’t, but I know you aren’t alone in this. You know we will be with you no matter what.”

“I was hoping because I didn’t want to have sex that meant I wasn’t gay, but that’s not true, is it?”

“Are you attracted to girls?”

He shook his head.

“And are you attracted to guys?”

He nodded.

“Sounds gay to me.”

He gave a half sob. “This sucks.”

“Look, Dominic, we love you. That’s not ever in dispute. So don’t tell your family for now, but talk to us about it. Trust us, we will understand.”

“But shouldn’t I want to do more with them?” he asked me. “Is it normal to feel like this?”

“Dominic, what is normal?” I asked.

He didn’t answer.

“Don’t kill yourself trying to be what you think normal is. Normal is the word we use to explain other things. Have you never noticed that? When people describe themselves as normal, they’re trying to say boring, but actual normal? Doesn’t exist. You are your own normal, and you have to trust in that.”

“That’s a good saying. I am my own normal.”

“Stop having a race with an imaginary you, you’ll never win. Just be you and know, that is who you need to be.”

He nodded, and I could tell he was feeling better.

“So what’s your problem?” he asked.

“I don’t want to get into it.”

“So your date didn’t go well?”

“Wait, what date?”

“The date you had tonight. Come on, you really think we bought that you were happy ’cause Brandon talked to you? Really?”

“I just keep making the same mistakes. I need to stop.”

“What mistakes?”

“I just fall for guys too quickly, and it ends up bad and… I just keep screwing up.”

He said nothing for a few seconds and then said, “No.”

I looked at him confused. “No?”

“No, you aren’t screwing up.”

“No, I’m pretty sure I’ve been screwing things up Dominic, trust me.”

“You’re looking at this the wrong way.”

“You’ve been gay for what? Like ten seconds and you know what I’m doing wrong?”

He laughed. “Yeah, ’cause I am like a hundred times smarter than you.”

“Oh, are you now? Oh wise one who didn’t even think of the possibility he could be asexual,” I teased.

“Touché,” Dominic said with a raised eyebrow and a small smile.

“Okay smart guy, hit me,” I said, curious to what he was about to say.

“First time you killed the Midnight Beast and the mount didn’t drop, what did you do wrong?”

My mind just froze as I struggled to comprehend the new topic. “Say what now?”

“First time you killed the Midnight Beast and the mount didn’t drop, what did you do wrong?”

“Um, nothing.”

“You sure? You went in to get a mount and failed, so you must have somehow screwed up.”

“No,” I said, getting upset. “I didn’t make a mistake. It just didn’t drop. That’s not a mistake, that’s just bad luck.”

He said nothing.

Son of a bitch.

“You’re saying that I didn’t make a mistake with those other guys….”

“Look, Jordan, you want love. Real love, not just a quickie or a guy to play around with for a week or so. You want a real boyfriend, right?”

I nodded.

“Well, that’s rare, or everyone would have one. So you go out with an idiot or an asshole, that isn’t a mistake on your part. It just means that isn’t what you wanted to drop. You want a mount or a boyfriend, you get a closeted guy who has random sex online, or a sword you don’t need. You didn’t do a thing wrong. It’s just rare. But the key to getting it isn’t to stop trying.”

Oh my God, he was smarter than me.

“You have to ask yourself, is the trying worth the disappointment when it doesn’t work. In your case, you’ve killed that damn dragon literally hundreds of times and never once given up. Why start now?”

It made a lot of sense, but I still felt like I was making a mistake.

“I don’t know,” I finally said. “I just don’t think I know what I’m doing.”

“So you’re just going to give up?”

I nodded.

“Do you know why I was kissing that guy?”

“Um, because you’re like super gay?”

He flipped me off.

“No, because of you.”

This was like new math; he was going to tell me 2+2 was 13 in a few seconds.

“How?”

“Because you had the guts to come out here and try this!”

I shut up.

“You had the idea to come down here this summer with the intention of meeting someone. I could have never done that. And I watched you all summer and how you just put yourself out there, and I was blown away. I would have been too scared to even think about it much less do it, but you kept trying again and again and I knew. If you could keep trying, then I could at least give it a shot.”

Dominic was rarely this chatty, and it was never about emotions, so this was all new to me.

“You can’t give up, Jordan, because if you can just give up on this, that means I will at some point, and we both know we can’t do that.”

We said nothing for a long time, and then he said something I would have sworn I’d never hear from him.

“Jordan, you’re my hero. Act like it.”

“Me?”

He nodded. “Get off your ass and go slay your dragon already.”

I stood up.

“Go get your mount. It’s out there somewhere.”

“You are, hands down, the smartest guy I know,” I said, smiling.

“Yeah, I get that a lot,” he said, brushing some imaginary dirt off his shoulder.

“I have to go….”

“Go!”

I took two steps toward the club and then stopped. Turning around I moved quickly toward Dominic and pulled him into a hug.

“Thank you for that. And we will get through this together, I promise.”

He froze for a moment and then hope against hope, he hugged me back for a second before pulling back. “Thank you.”

Nodding I turned back to the club.

 

 

THE STEELY-EYED hero ran into the cave.

With a practiced ease, he pulled his sword from his back and brought his shield up to bear, ready for anything. He had been here before, deep in the cesspool called The Great Escape, hunting the beast worth hunting.

Love.

As he tread farther into its lair, our hero thought back to the many, many times he had walked these steps before. Each one taking him closer to the inevitable duel he and the beast had been locked in for weeks now.

Every day for months he had come here, stalking love relentlessly, and each time he was struck down viciously. But each day he was reborn to try again.

Our hero slipped past the throngs of fellow hunters, each of them looking for a love of their own. He ignored them and kept looking forward. His goal was ahead of him, and nothing else mattered.

From the back of the cave came his target, looking like he was ready to spit flames.

“Look, man, you didn’t have to blow me off. Just tell me….”

There were many different ways to deal with the attack. You could block it, deflect it, try to get out of the way of it, but in this case, I just stood there.

“I’m scared.”

The dragon paused in his attack.

“I’m scared, and I wasn’t ready for you to kiss me.”

“So you don’t want to kiss me?”

“Of course I do, but every time I have before, it ended up horribly, and now I’m scared and I don’t know what to do—”

“I’m not them.”

The attack stunned me where I stood.

“I’m not them, Jordan. Look, if you’re not into me, that’s cool, but if you won’t go out with me because of what other guys do, then I don’t know what to say.”

A solid attack, one I did not have a defense for.

“I am into you, but—”

“But what if it doesn’t work out? What if we crash and burn? You think you’re the only one scared of that?”

I swing and he parries, so I come in at another angle.

“There are things I’m not ready for. I want to take it slow.”

He shrugged. “Then we take it slow.”

And just like that, I am disarmed.

“Everyone who puts themselves out there is scared, Jordan. The key is not letting that fear stop you from living your life.”

I just stood there, not sure what to say.

“So let’s go back to the part where you say you’re into me.”

I smiled despite the roller coaster in my stomach.

He held his hand out. “Wanna go out on a date with me?”

I took it, and he pulled me in.

“So that’s a yes?”

I nodded.

“Then this is the part where I kiss you.”

I nodded again.

Closing my eyes, I hold my breath as I pray this one will do me right….






Author’s Notes

 

 

SO THIS story comes from a lot of places.

I had a couple of friends who were struggling in the dating world and each, in their own way, thought they were doing something wrong, and it was causing them great aggravation. So I wrote the original of this story for an anthology called First Time for Everything. It was much shorter, but it had the same basic idea. Group of friends, one summer, life changing, you know the important parts. People seemed to respond to it, and my friends enjoyed it, and off I went to write something else.

But Jordan wouldn’t let me go.

You see, the short story was like a CliffNotes version of the story, but there was a lot more packed in there that no one got to see. The boys and their lives were so much more than could be conveyed in the anthology, so I decided to go back and take another look at the story. I found that the parts about dating and the lessons that could be learned from it were still relevant, and seeing as I had gone through the same thing my friends had when I tried to date, I knew there was something that could be expanded on for everyone.

I knew my friends weren’t making mistakes as much as they were just having bad luck. By the way, bad luck here means average dating experience for most. You know that phrase “you need to kiss a lot of frogs before you find Prince Charming”? In the gay world, sometimes you just stay with the frog because you know princes don’t slum it down here with us regular folks.

Dating is hard, gay dating doubly so. I have said this before, but it bears repeating, so here I go. Straight people, wave to the straight people—hi straight folks! Without them we wouldn’t have the next generation of fabulous people. Straight people know from birth what is expected from them more or less. There is a boy, there is a girl, you meet, date, fall in love, have sex, get married, have kids, yadda, yadda, yadda.

I know that isn’t every heterosexual’s life path, but it is an archetype that persists.

But gay people—hey! We are a little more unsure about it all.

Some of us get messed up with gender issues, some with masculinity problems, some with morals and how they pertain to casual sex, and some just have no idea. See, you can watch any TV show and get a ballpark of what is expected from your sexuality. I mean, the show about the mortal who marries a witch and they settle down and have two magic babies gives more of a guideline on how to be a straight person than any five “peculiar” uncles on random shows do about being gay. For a long time, we have had to just wander through it alone, finding other like-minded individuals and then making our own culture.

That shit is hard, and some of us don’t come through to the other side.

Some of us give up halfway through and say I don’t care anymore. I’m not straight, I don’t know what gay is, but I’m lonely and I am horny so screw normalcy and let me start swiping right. A lot. Like mad right swipes again and again. Personally, I’ve heard the argument of “I am not straight, so why should I try for a heteronormative relationship?” I have heard that guys are just wired differently, so different rules apply. And my favorite, with guys there is no girl in the relationship, so a lot of the rules and drama just go out the window and we do what we want, when we want it.

I politely disagree with all those points of views.

Sure we’re gay, and we shouldn’t try to be straight, but we all, well, most of us, want love, and love takes time. It takes work, and above all else it takes dedication. You can find love by walking your dog on a beach and running into the perfect guy. You could literally run into a guy at the grocery store, hit it off, and get married. Or you could go on dozens of dates and not find one guy worth your time. The trick here isn’t that you are trying to be too straight or that gay people have different rules.

The trick is, you just had some bad luck.

And to be honest, that isn’t bad luck because, if you think about it, with all the confusion surrounding what makes up a gay relationship, it’s a marvel that two gay guys can meet and hit it off without some baggage getting involved. So we have sex and then date? Do we check to see if they are a top or a bottom before getting serious? Should we have an open relationship so things don’t get stale? Is the fact we need a third or even a fourth in the bedroom a sign that we aren’t happy with each other?

See what I mean?

So this book is not about what is normal. It’s not about what is right or wrong. It’s about realizing what you are after is rare. Really rare. Like finding a Feebas rare (it’s a Pokémon thing) and if you bring up the two guys who met online, flew across country to meet, fell in love, got married, and worked out perfectly as an argument, I am going to bring up the lady in North Carolina who won the lottery.

Twice.

In one day.

Can it happen? Sure. Can you quit your job because it’s going to happen to you?

I wouldn’t if I were you.

Love is hard, period. Ask any girl, and they will tell you that it is hard to figure out what a guy really wants. Now double that confusion and add some sass and you have why so many gay guys drink.

My point is that just because something is hard or rare doesn’t mean you should give up trying to find it. Realize your odds and then ready yourself for how many pulls at the slot machine it may take to cash out. Don’t bet more than you can afford, and know when to walk away to play a different game for a while.

And in some cases, realize that maybe you shouldn’t be in a casino and change the venue entirely.

There is no guide on how to date; I wish there was so I could read it and laugh and laugh as I disagree with most of it. Take your time, relax, realize this is a race, but it’s a marathon not a sprint. Pace yourself, schedule other activities away from it, and whatever you do, don’t focus your entire life around it. If it’s going to happen, it will. Sure you have to try, but you can’t obsess over it. Trust me, no one finds desperation attractive. Realize that you are a fantastic person and you’re fine just as you are. You don’t need someone to complete you or to fulfill you. It would just be nice to have someone there with you.

I hope any of this makes sense, and if it doesn’t, I’m sorry. What do I know? I’m single and own two cats, so I might not know a damn thing. But I do know this.

You’re awesome.

Now it’s your turn to figure that out.

 

Waiting for my Grape Monster at

The Great Escape

John Goode






POSTCREDITS SCENE

 

 

“OH MY God pick up the adds!”

 

—adds

other creatures in the fight besides the main boss, I didn’t tell you this already?

 

“Give me a second!” Brandon called back.

“I don’t have a second,” I said, seeing my character’s entire life pass before my eyes.

“I got you.”

A shield appeared around my character, keeping me alive long enough for Brandon to get aggro on the adds.

I turned to look at Sawyer. “Thanks, babe.”

He smiled back and winked. “I gotcha back.”

“Hey, healer!” Ethan shouted. “Heal!”

Sawyer went back to the game, and I went back to really crushing on him.

“Let them be cute,” Harley said as she destroyed the group of mobs Brandon had rounded up. “But seriously, Sawyer, keep healing.”

“Your boyfriend is popular there, Jordan,” Melissa remarked as her character went into stealth so she could backstab the boss.

 

—stealth

the ability to make yourself nearly invisible so you can sneak behind someone and then destroy them from behind. Yes, I understand how dirty that sounds and no I am not going to change it.

 

Harley said we would get Melissa to the dark side, and we did. Turns out she plays a mean rogue.

“What can I say? If you’re going to fall for a guy, make sure he mains a healer so you’re covered.”

“You didn’t know I was a healer before we met,” Sawyer said.

“Yeah I know, but I would’ve made you roll one, because I mean we seriously needed a healer.”

He stuck his tongue out at me, and I laughed.

“We still need a healer!” Dominic called out as the boss let loose a laser beam as large as a bus.

We went back to the game and downed the boss a few moments later followed by a cheer so loud my mom told us to keep it down from the living room.

As we split up loot, I leaned over to give Sawyer a kiss. “Thank you for the heals.”

He leaned in as well. “I get paid well for it.”

“Ugh,” Dominic said before our lips met. “So gross.”

I looked over at him. “Why is it when I kiss a guy it’s gross, but when you do it’s okay?”

He didn’t even look up from his laptop. “Because you look stupid doing it, and I only kiss guys in the privacy of my own mind most of the time.”

“I look stupid?”

He glanced up at me. “You said it, I didn’t.”

The group let out a collection of ooh’s and sick burns as I flipped him off.

He responded by taking his hand and kind of raising it over his head.

“What was that?” I asked.

“What this?” he asked and did it again.

“Yeah, what the hell are you doing?”

“I’m flipping my imaginary weave.” No one said a word. “I’ve been watching Drag Race, and it seemed like a thing guys do.”

We all burst out laughing, including Dominic himself.

Looking back to Sawyer, I said, “Anyways, thank you for the awesome heals. You are the best.”

We kissed.

“Hey what can I say? I respond well to kisses.” He looked over at the guys.

Ethan shook his head and said, “No way I am kissing you for healing me, man. You aren’t that good.”

Sawyer shrugged. “Fine. Next time I let you die.”

Ethan put his laptop down and puckered up. “Okay fine let’s do it.”

We all busted out laughing as Harley pulled him back.

“Awesome game guys,” Brandon said. “Solid teamwork.”

We celebrated by clinking our Red Bull cans together.

“We need a name for this group,” Melissa said.

Dominic rolled his eyes. “We have a guild name.”

Melissa laughed. “Yeah, I am not going to join the Hot Dog Brigade.”

Sawyer looked at me questioningly.

“We all went to Wienerschnitzel and bought like fifty chili dogs, and things got out of hand.”

Ethan looked at Harley proudly. “I ate the most.”

She patted his shoulder. “I bet you did, babe.”

“I second that motion, new name,” Sawyer piped in.

“I third it,” Harley added.

“Not how a motion is passed,” Dominic said, still looking at his laptop.

“Okay, the motion to rename the guild is passed. Any suggestions?” Brandon asked.

“Spectrum?” Harley suggested. “Since we are all different sexualities?”

“Rainbow Seven?” Sawyer suggested. “Like a play on the Tom Clancy novel.”

Did I mention he reads a lot? Total swoon.

“How about Church of Huey?” Ethan suggested.

“No!” we all said as one.

Brandon looked at Dominic. “Any suggestions?”

He looked up. “No, I was fine with the last one, but if we are going to change it, then Jordan should pick it.”

Now we were all looking at him confused.

“We wouldn’t all be here if it wasn’t for him, so he should get to choose.”

Now they were all looking at me.

“So pick something, babe,” Sawyer said.

“Um….”

I had no idea at all. Well, that’s not true. I had, like, a thousand ideas, but they all sucked, and no way I was going to throw out, The Guardians of Sass or RuPaul’s Avengers as my choices.

Brandon’s face lit up, and he leaned over and whispered something in my ear.

It brought a huge smile to my face.

“Seriously?” I asked him.

He nodded.

Sighing I said, “Okay, if I get to pick, then I choose….”

They all leaned in expectantly.

“The Midnight Beast Club.”

No one said a word.

“Get it?” Brandon asked. “Since the Midnight Beast and the mount is a metaphor for love, we all got our mount this summer. So we’re the Midnight Beast Club!”

“I like it,” Melissa said.

“Me too,” Harley added.

“I did find my mount,” Ethan said, kissing Harley on her cheek.

“What about you?” I asked Sawyer.

“I think I found something much better than a mount,” he said, leaning in to kiss me.

I had to completely agree with him.

But as soon as we were done kissing, I made a run back into my cave to kill the beast.

Only this time, I had someone to come with me.

And isn’t that the best part of the adventure?






More from John Goode
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Tales From Foster High: Book One

 

Kyle Stilleno is the invisible student, toiling through high school in the middle of Nowhere, Texas. Brad Greymark is the baseball star of Foster High. When they bond over their mutual damage during a night of history tutoring, Kyle thinks maybe his life has changed for good. But the promise of fairy-tale love is a lie when you’re gay and falling for the most popular boy in school. A coming of age story in the same vein of John Hughes, Tales from Foster High shows an unflinching vision of the ups and downs of teenage love and what it is like to grow up gay.
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Tales From Foster High: Book Two

 

Kyle Stilleno is no longer the invisible boy, and he doesn’t quite know how he feels about it. On one hand, he now has a great boyfriend, Brad Greymark, and a handful of new friends, and even a new job. On the other hand, no one screamed obscenities at him in public when he was invisible.

No one expected him to become a poster boy for gay rights, either—at least not until Kyle stepped out of the closet and into the limelight. But there are only a few months of high school left, and Kyle doubts he can make a difference.

With Christmas break drawing closer, Kyle and Brad are changing their lives to include each other. While the trials are far from over, they have their relationship to lean on. Others are not so lucky. One of their classmates needs their help—but Kyle and Brad’s relationship may be too new to survive the strain.
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From the Tales From Foster High Universe

Fadeaway: Book One

 

Looking like the perfect all-American boy—tall, handsome, and athletic—makes it easy for Danny Monroe to blend in with the in-crowd of a new high school. It’s a trick he picked up moving with his father from one Marine base to the next. When you aren’t going to be around long, it’s better to give people what they want. And what they want are his quick hands and fast feet on the basketball court.

On court, he can be himself and ignore certain strange developing urges. Everyone knows you can’t like boys and be a jock, but for Danny his growing attraction is becoming overwhelming. At the thought of losing the only thing that matters, Danny starts to panic and realizes he has a choice to make: happiness or basketball.
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Lords of Arcadia: Book One

 

Kane Vess may be gay, but he is also extraordinarily ordinary—a crushing weight in Athens, Iowa, where a person’s worth is measured by his uniqueness. But when he meets the school’s newest student, Kane’s ordinariness seems to evaporate. He is desperate to get to know the mysterious stranger… and that leads him into danger.

Hawk is an exile from his homeland, an otherworldly traveler with impossible abilities and a changeling bodyguard. He’s generally disappointed in Earth, which seems common except for Kane. But while Hawk and Kane explore their mutual interest, the forces that made Hawk an exile are busy tracking him down. Kane’s newfound feelings pull him into Hawk’s shadowy fantasy world, where he learns he needs to grow up fast. Kane’s life may now be extraordinary, but if he isn’t careful it could cost him everyone he holds dear—including Hawk.
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Sequel to End of the Innocence

Tales from Foster High: Book Three

 

With just 151 days left until the school year ends, Kyle Stilleno is running out of time to fulfill the promise he made and change Foster, Texas, for the better. But Kyle and his boyfriend, Brad Graymark, have more than just intolerance to deal with. Life, college, love, and sex have a way of distracting them, and they’re realizing Foster is a bigger place than they thought. When someone from their past returns at the worst possible moment, graduation becomes the least of their worries.






Readers love John Goode

 

Stormfront

 

“Adventurous, mysterious, action, drama, fantasy and a whole slew of other genres are all throughout this wonderfully written story. I could not stop reading until the very end.”

—MM Good Book Reviews

 

“Stormfront delivers an adventure fraught with danger and action, and a diverse reading experience which the authors deftly ended with a baited hook.”


—The Novel Approach

 

151 Days

 

“…a great read from John Goode, as always, and highly recommended for both YA and adult readers alike.”

—Joyfully Jay

 

“It’s a journey well worth taking.”

—The Romance Reviews

 

End of the Innocence

 

“This book pretty much made the entire series WORTH it. It elevated it to something… important. And John Goode did some amazing stuff here.”

—Boys in Our Books

 

“It is a very real look at what can happen when a teen feels they have no one on their side. It is a heartbreaking look at what a little ‘harmless’ revenge can induce.”

—Prism Book Alliance






JOHN GOODE is a member of the class of ’88 from Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry, specializing in incantations and spoken spells. At the age of fourteen, he proudly represented District 13 in the 65th Panem games, where he was disqualified for crying uncontrollably before the competition began. After that he moved to Forks, Washington, where against all odds he dated the hot, incredibly approachable werewolf instead of the stuck-up jerk of a vampire but was crushed when he found out the werewolf was actually gayer than he was. After that he turned down the mandatory operation everyone must receive at sixteen to become pretty, citing that everyone pretty was just too stupid to live, before moving away for greener pastures. After falling down an oddly large rabbit hole, he became huge when his love for cakes combined with his inability to resist the commands of sparsely worded notes and was finally kicked out when he began playing solitaire with the Red Queen’s 4th armored division. By eighteen he had found the land in the back of his wardrobe, but decided that thinly veiled religious allegories were not the neighbors he desired. When last seen, he had become obsessed with growing a pair of wings after discovering Fang’s blog and hasn’t been seen since.

Or he is this guy who lives in this place and writes stuff he hopes you read.

Twitter: @fosterhigh

Facebook: www.facebook.com/TalesFromFosterHigh
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