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    To my Mother, who is always there for me. I don't say it enough, but Thank You and I Love You.
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Chapter One


[image: image]


THE NIGHT AIR WAS VERY cold and everybody was freezing, especially fans in the stands of a high school football stadium. Everybody was dressed in their winter gear, which was odd to them because the calendar just turned to November and the temperature was already in the upper thirties. Fans of both teams were sitting very close together to keep warm from the elements. The football stadium only had one large set of bleachers on one side of the field, and the fans were split right down the middle. The right section of the bleachers were covered in Wolverine green and white while the other was covered in Flyer royal blue and gold. 

The scoreboard read two minutes and twenty-three seconds remaining in the fourth quarter with the score seventeen to fourteen. The home team, in the green, was losing with the ball on their forty-three-yard line and they were in hurry-up mode.

"Yeah, let's go! Come on, hurry up guys!" yelled Josh's mother from the top of the stands bundled up in the Wolverines school colors of green and white.

"Huddle up!" the quarterback, Johnny Crowe, yelled at his teammates. The clock had stopped after an incomplete pass.   

"All right, listen! We gotta move now, let's run thirty-two half back draw. They're probably expecting us to pass it. They've been playing zone the whole game, so you should have a hole open up pretty fast," he said as he pointed at Darius, the running back. 

"Josh, you open him up a hole and pave the road!" Johnny told Josh, who was the right offensive guard. 

"Consider it done!" Josh replied, with sweat dripping from his face despite the cold. 

"All right, on two!” Johnny said, “Ready, BREAK!" They all yelled as they clapped and ran up to the line of scrimmage.

"Down set! Blue twenty-two! Hut! Hut!"

The ball was snapped, and Johnny took it from under center. He took three steps back and acted like he was going to throw it. Josh took a step forward to the left and knocked the defensive tackle down, he was loose and began moving up field along with his best friend Ethan, who was the right offensive tackle. They were both now moving down the field. Darius got the handoff from Johnny and took off sprinting down field right behind Josh and Ethan. The defense began closing in on all three of them; it was now three on three. Josh and Ethan took out two of the defenders, but the other squeezed by and hit Darius from the right side, knocking him down. It was a ten-yard rush and a first down.

"Line up! Line up!" Johnny yelled at his teammates as the referees reset the ball. The clock was now at one minute forty-three seconds and they were out of timeouts. "Eagle, Eagle!" Johnny yelled as the offense ran to the line to reset.

"Hut!"

The ball was snapped again, but this time it was a play-action pass play, already set up for a situation like this. Johnny pretended to hand the ball off to Darius, who stopped and began to block a linebacker who got through the line. Josh and Ethan were set back in their pass blocking technique as their arms were engaged with defensive linemen, sweat dripping from their faces. Johnny rolled out to the right, the tight end, Marcus, just broke free and was able to sprint twenty yards down field on his corner route. Johnny was still running to the right when he saw Marcus was wide open in between the zone coverage and released the ball in a bullet pass that was a little high. The ball zipped through the air as Marcus jumped, the ball landed right in his hands, he landed and rolled over several times on the ground. They got another first down and they were now on the opponents’ thirty-three-yard line, the clock was now at one minute twenty-three seconds. The referees rushed to reset the ball as both teams ran to set up. "Line up! Line up! Line up!" Johnny yelled as he was motioning his hand towards the ground, a signal to spike the ball. They got lined up. Johnny yelled "Hut!" and threw the ball at the ground to stop the clock with a minute and twenty seconds left.

"Come over here!" Coach Martin yelled at his players.

They all ran over to the sideline to get a play together. They huddled around the coach who started talking about which play to run, but Johnny was distracted. He was looking nervous because it was his last game as a high school football player; he knew he was not good enough to go to college and play. He didn’t want to disappoint his coaches or his fellow teammates, but worst of all he didn’t want to go out a loser in front of his girlfriend, Amber, who was sitting in the stands watching. He looked up and spotted her, his concentration broke for a second as he was staring at her. Her beautiful blonde hair could be spotted from a mile away and Johnny could see those baby blues sparkle from anywhere. He looked back down toward the ground, trying to get her out of his mind for the time being. Then a loud voice helped bring him back. 

"Hey, Johnny! What the hell are you looking at!?" The coach yelled at him.

"Nothing, coach, sorry!" He responded as his head and mind jerked back to attention.

"Keep your damn head in the game, ignore the crowd! Now, we've got plenty of time, let's do another draw play to make them play up. Then we'll run Blue Right Eight Shoot, all right? Slant routes! Just run slant routes! And Darius hang on to that football like a girl's ass, got it!?" Coach Martin asked him as he expected no response from his rhetorical question. "Good, let's go!"

The team ran out to the line of scrimmage, again. "All right Josh, it's you and me again," Ethan told Josh as they walked up to the line. "It always is, it seems like," Josh said with a smile on his face. Ethan returned the smile as they lined up in their three-point stance, Johnny got behind the center.

"Down set...hut!" 

The center snapped the ball back to Johnny again. Johnny dropped back and acted like he was going to throw it. He then gave it to Darius, but the ball slipped from his hand as he reached to hand it off. The ball fell to the ground; Darius saw it fall and dove on it, while Johnny just stood there. The crowd and his girlfriend had got to him. He hadn't wanted to mess anything up but failed as he panicked. He concentrated too hard, trying not to do anything foolish in front of Amber on a stage like that.

Normally Darius would have tried to scoop up the ball and run, but the defense called a risky all-out blitz play and it paid off for them because they were right on top of Darius when he fell on the ball.

The Wolverines lost about six yards on that play. The players tried to get off of each other, the ones that were piled on top of Darius. The referees tried to pull the defensive players off of Darius so they could reset the ball, the clock now at one minute. The players finally dispersed, and the ball was set. Johnny looked over at Coach Martin who yelled, "Just run what I said!"

"Line up! Line up!” He then got under center again. “Down set!" Johnny yelled to his team as he started the cadence. He looked over at one receiver, Marcus, and then the other and nodded. "Hut!" Johnny got the ball from under center and stepped back as three receivers, tight end included, ran slant routes. Josh and Ethan both stepped back into their pass blocking positions, one on one with no blitz this time. Darius stayed in the backfield to pick up any loose defenders. Johnny noticed that the defense had now switched to a man zone coverage. The clock was down to fifty-two seconds. He stood in the pocket and then stepped up as the defensive ends both went around him with their blockers. He saw the receivers coming toward the middle, hopefully one would cause a defender to get picked off and leave one receiver wide open.

Johnny stepped to the left to avoid a defender that got through the line, blowing through Darius when he tried to block him. His heart was racing now, he knew the pressure he was under, all eyes were on him, but all he could think about was not screwing this up. He wanted to make everybody happy, including his girlfriend in the stands watching him. Then he saw it. His tight end and receiver caused one of the defenders to get caught up in the middle of the field and lose his man. Marcus was now wide open. Johnny brought back his arm and slung it forward releasing the ball. 

Marcus just crossed the left hash marks with his hands up, he could see the ball coming into his hands and sticking to his gloves. But, the cornerback, who was in zone coverage behind Marcus, cut right in front of him, out of nowhere. The ball was intercepted. Marcus now saw a white and royal blue uniform running away from him and he couldn’t believe it. Johnny stood in disbelief as the cornerback who intercepted the end of his high school career ran down the home sideline until he crossed the goal line on the other end of the field. The Flyer side of the bleachers was going insane, jumping up and down in celebration while the Wolverine side sat in their seats, quiet as can be.

The offense walked off the field, every player with their head down. Johnny, the most upset, walked over to the bench and sat, his helmet still on, with his head down. Josh and Ethan were forced to run down to the other end of the field to participate in the field goal blocking unit. The ball flew through the uprights. Both teams walked back to their respective sidelines, both in completely different moods. The score was now twenty-four to fourteen with thirty-five seconds left to play. 

The kickoff unit for both teams ran onto the field and got ready. The ball was kicked to the ten-yard line and caught by the returner, Jerry, for the Wolverines. He took off running, did all he could do to avoid being tackled, but was finally brought down at their own forty-yard line with twenty-four seconds remaining.

The offense ran back out onto the field, Johnny still in disbelief, but he must throw the ball again. He knew the game was over, there was no chance of coming back, not enough time. The offense lined up with all receivers spread out and Johnny back in the shotgun formation by himself. "Hut!" He yelled. The receivers sprinted down field as they tried to get off of their defenders, Josh and Ethan and the other three linemen were only blocking four defenders. Johnny had all day to throw and he finally released the ball to the right side of the field. The ball hung in the air for a few seconds giving receivers and defenders time to gather in a small area of the field near the end zone. The ball came down and was batted around until it fell on the ground with fourteen seconds remaining. 

Both squads lined back up, Johnny knew he was just going to do the same thing again, launch the ball down field. The ball was reset by the referees. Johnny went under center and yelled, "Hut!" The ball was snapped, and the receivers ran down the field again. The offensive line was, again, only blocking four defenders. Johnny stepped up in the pocket with the line and defenders going behind him. There was nobody in front of him because they were all covering down field.

"Screw this!" He said to himself out of anger as he shook his head.

Knowing all hope was lost, he took off running downfield, tucking the ball into his arm against his body. He ran ten yards down the field, nobody near him, with eight seconds left he was able to sprint another ten yards. Two defenders came up on him and without hesitation he slid down to the ground, giving up. The clock ticked down: four, three, two, one, and the horn sounded. There was celebration on the Flyers sideline and a reproachful look on the other.

"All right, guys, line up and shake their hands," Coach Martin told his players.

Johnny lined up first followed by Ethan, Josh, Marcus, and Darius, then the rest of the team. They each said the same thing to each player, "Good game," but of course they didn't mean it. To make matters worse the announcer recited the final score and said, "That ends the Wolverines season, with a five and five record, as our cross-town rivals, the Franklin Flyers, finish their season at eight and two and will play in the playoffs next Friday night on the other side of town. Thank you and have a safe trip home!" The players hated to be reminded of how their season finished off, but they quietly walked off the field to their locker room.
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Chapter Two
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"HEY, BABE," AMBER SAID to Johnny as he walked towards her through the crowd, "sorry about the game."

"Hey, thanks, it's all right, we're five and five I guess we should be used to losing," he said with a little smirk on his face as he went to hug her.

Josh and Ethan were walking up behind him when a loud voice screamed out, "Ethan!" They both turned their heads to the left and it was Ethan's girlfriend, Jessica, and she too was wearing several layers of clothing like the rest of the fans. 

"I'll see you in the locker room, bud," Ethan told Josh as he walked over to Jessica to give her a hug. 

Josh continued to walk, looking around at many of the players hugging their girlfriends, being comforted by them from the loss. He made his way through the crowd with his large shoulder pads on, holding his helmet, and dripping in sweat with steam pouring off his head from the coldness. He looked around in a somber way like he was all alone in a large crowd and there was nothing he could do but say, “Excuse me,” when somebody got in his way. The crowd was very talkative and loud, but it was quiet to him, he couldn't hear a thing. As he walked he thought, Why can't I have somebody to come up and tell me ‘good game’ and give me a hug or maybe even a little kiss on the cheek?

"Josh, honey, I'll see you at home, okay?" He knew that voice anywhere. It was his mom to the right of him, whom he never saw. He turned his head.

"Okay, we might go to a party afterwards, so I'll probably be home later, so don't wait up!" He responded, but not very enthusiastically. His mother could tell that it wasn't just the game that made his voice sound scratchy, but something more. She just didn’t know what. Nevertheless, she responded with a smile. 

"Okay, that's fine, just be safe!" 

"All right, Mom!"  

He continued through the crowd and then through the gate next to the bleachers where everyone was gathering outside the stadium. Other players walked in front and behind him into the locker room to the right of the gate. The players that were being comforted by their girlfriends began following in behind the rest of the players. Each player began going to his individual locker. Josh's was near the end of the second row, he sat down and began taking off his shoulder pads, then his cleats. Ethan walked in and sat down in the locker next to Josh and began taking off his uniform.

"Tough game man, huh?" Ethan asked Josh.

"Yeah, it certainly wasn't our best one," he replied.

"You got that right! Johnny didn't seem to be in a very good mood."

"Nope, until he got into the arms of Amber and then he seemed to be all smiles, same for you!" Josh told him.

"Well, I hear women have a strange effect on a man," Ethan said with a smile.

Josh laughed and asked, "Yeah, but why can't I find one like you all have?" 

Ethan couldn't tell if he was being serious or kidding around because Josh didn’t smile, yet he had a very faint smirk. But, he still responded with, "Well, you're only seventeen-years-old and a junior in high school, I think you have plenty of time to find a girlfriend!"

"Yeah, but most of you all already have one, and you all seem to like your girlfriends, a lot," he said kind of sarcastically and paused, "I mean you've been with Jessica for what, almost a couple months now?" He paused and Ethan shook his head yes. "See, I mean what about me, you know?"

"Dude, do we really have to go through this every time we lose a game and you see us hugging our girlfriends?" He paused, but it was rhetorical. "We're in high school, most of these are just flings and probably won't last through next year, don't worry about it, we'll just..." He was cut off.

"Hey y'all, tough game tonight, I'm sorry about how it ended, it's my fault!" Johnny said as he walked in the locker room. "But, we were having a shitty season anyways. I don't know about you all, but I'm actually glad it's over with." Some guys in the locker room nodded their heads agreeing with him, including Josh and Ethan.

Johnny walked over to his locker and loosened the strings on his shoulder pads and pulled them off over his head. Other players began undressing and a lot of chatting was going on. "All right, guys! Since it is the last game of the season and my high school career is over along with some of you other guys, don't forget about the party at my farm right after this! So get your asses showered and come over, bring your girl...and some more girls!" He told them as they began laughing and cheering. "Hey! Josh, that means you too, you never come to a party. I want you at this one."

Josh was the kind of person who didn’t like to go parties, and everybody knew that. When it came to girls, Josh got extremely nervous and Ethan knew that, even Johnny knew, but that didn’t stop him. Josh couldn't think of anything to say except, “But, I don't have a girl," he told Johnny with a smile on his face as Ethan rolled his eyes, now sitting in his locker, shirtless.

Johnny laughed, "Don't worry man, there will be plenty there for ya!" Their teammates all gave out a little laugh. Then it was silent in the locker room and Josh knew why. They wanted an answer. Josh was hesitant and then Ethan hit him with his elbow and said, "Come on, bud."

Josh looked around at everybody, some were sitting in their lockers and some were standing beside them, some were half dressed, some had towels around their waist getting ready to take a shower, and some were even naked. It was very quiet, everybody was looking at Josh, and they all knew he didn't go to parties, but they wanted him to go to this one. Josh smiled, dropped his head down, and said, "All right I'll be there!" A loud cheer ripped through the locker room, it suddenly seemed like as if their season hadn't just come to an end.

"That's what I'm talkin’ about, man!" Johnny told him. "All right boys, let's get showered, then go get your girl, or girls," another pause as they all cheered, "and the beer and come over, we'll party 'til the sun comes up!"

They all began stripping down and grabbing their soap bars and walked into the large open shower area to get cleaned up. Josh and Ethan were the last in and the last out of the showers. They dried themselves off and got dressed. Josh's short blonde hair was now clean and shiny again; he cleaned off his face and fixed his contacts in his blue eyes. Josh, not being in the best shape, since he was a lineman, pulled up his blue jeans just below his stomach that hung over a little and tightened his belt. He put on a t-shirt and pulled over a hoodie on top of that, to try and hide some of his excess weight. 

Ethan, who was smaller, even for a lineman, pulled up his jeans, but his stomach didn’t hang over, and put on a tighter blue t-shirt and threw on a black leather jacket. His brown hair now clean and shiny as well, he rubbed his brown eyes real fast to make sure he was awake because he was tired after the long day and game. They both then sprayed on cologne, grabbed their bags, and walked out of the locker room.

"Man, I can't believe you made me go to that party!" Josh told Ethan as they walked out the door.

"Dude, what's the big deal? You need to experience it at least once, and besides, you told your mom that you were going anyways."

"Well, yeah, but I was just gonna take a nice long drive like I always do," Josh told him as they walked up to Jessica. "And believe it or not, she actually wants me to go to a party."

"Hey, babe," Ethan told her as he kissed her while Josh looked around with an annoyed look on his face.

"Hey, Josh!" Jessica told him, noticing his look. "What’s wrong?"

"He's mad because he thinks I made him tell Johnny that he was goin’ to his party tonight," Ethan said before Josh could speak.

"You're going! That's great, I think you'll have a good time!" She told him as she sounded a little surprised.

"Yeah, looks like I am," Josh said.

"Yes, he is!" Ethan said immediately after. 

"But, I'm not bringing anything!" Josh told him.

"Hey, that's cool you don't have to, just meet us there in about twenty minutes, we’re gonna go pick up some stuff, just don't tell anybody," Ethan said with a sarcastic laugh.

"Oh God. Fine, I'll see you there in about twenty minutes, don't be late!" He told them with a serious look. He didn't want to arrive there by himself. He wanted to walk in with somebody, somebody he knew.  

"Don't worry buddy, it'll be fun, you'll have a good time," Ethan told him as he walked away with Jessica on his arm.

"Right. Something tells me I won't," Josh said to himself as he began walking to his truck.
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Chapter Three
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JOSH HAD A VERY NERVOUS feeling in his stomach, the kind that sometimes makes you want to throw up. He did not like parties, he didn’t drink, and his best friend knew that, yet made him go to this party. Josh had always been a good student and did not let peer pressure get in the way of his decision making, but for some reason he did tonight. He honestly didn't know why he decided to go to a party tonight, maybe it was the peer pressure or maybe it was the fact that there were going to be a bunch of girls there. As shy as he was, he didn’t know why girls would make him say ‘yes,’ more than likely that would make him say 'no.'

Josh walked over to his truck, opened the front door then the back door and threw in his football bag next to his backpack in the back seat. He climbed in the truck and just sat there for a few minutes as he saw Ethan and Jessica drive up the hill and out the exit. He continued to sit in his truck under the lights, which was parked right next to the football field. He sat and stared at the field. His breath was visible from the cold air inside his truck. The last of the people were just leaving, then the lights were shut off. He was then staring into a black hole, deep in thought about what might happen tonight.

Will I finally 'score' as my buds call it, he thought to himself, or will I make a fool out of myself because I can't talk to girls? I don't know why I can't talk to them when it comes to asking them out, they're human and the worst that can happen is that they say 'no.' I could ask one to dance, couldn’t I? He asked himself as he paused his mind, not wanting to think of anything now, he just simply stared at the empty dark field. 

He watched the last car drive up the paved road and out of the exit, probably his coach; he couldn’t tell what kind of car it was. He still hadn't started his truck, just sat in the cold air, now watching his breath. He looked up out his windshield, noticed the stars through the clear sky. The town he lived in was more of a small town, so he was used to seeing the stars at night. 

He often sat outside at night, just simply staring at the stars, with not a thought going through his head. He liked that. He even had a spot that nobody knew about or could get to where he would sit and look at the stars. He turned his head back down and looked around at the streetlights in the distance, another beautiful sight, with cars driving by on the roads. He brought his mind back to focus now on what he thought was going to happen at the party.  

Yeah, the worse that can happen is they say 'no,' what is so bad about that? He continued to think to himself. But I don't know if I can take being rejected, especially in front of a lot of people, many of whom are my friends. I don't think I can take that embarrassment. Plus, I'm not the best-looking guy out there, I'm pretty sure anyways. I don't have abs like Johnny, Darius, Marcus, and Ethan do, but I guess I'm not the biggest guy either. Of course, I'm not a girl who is looking for a boyfriend, so what the hell do I know? But from what I can see, and hear, they like guys who are fit with abs, which I don't have.

"Oh, stop it, you're making excuses to try not to go to the party, you told your best friend that you would and you don't lie to your best friend! That's not the kind of person you are!" He told himself out loud. He sat in the car a few more minutes, breathing slowly to calm his nerves. The shyness and nervousness that he had did not help out in a situation like this. He let out a long breath. 

"Oh God, just don't let me throw up," he said as he put the key in the ignition, turned it, and started his truck. He put it in reverse, backed out of the parking place, put it in drive and drove out of the parking lot towards Johnny's.
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Chapter Four
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JOSH DROVE THROUGH a small neighborhood, the school and athletic fields sat next to it, hitting stop sign after stop sign. He looked out as he drove, never had seen it so quiet this time of night after a football game. The season was the worst for the school in twenty-five years and that side of the town loves its football. Maybe that's why it’s so quiet? He thought. Finally, he came to the end of the neighborhood at a stop light that had just turned red. He sat there, looking out his windshield into the darkness across from him where a field sat with tall grass, not a car in sight. He liked sitting alone and looking out into the darkness for some reason, probably because it made him feel like there was not a care in the world about anything.

He turned his head to the right and saw headlights heading his direction, coming much faster than usual on that particular two-lane highway. His light was still red. The car got closer, as it seemed to pick up speed. He now recognized it. It was Ethan's car. Ethan had his head out screaming at Josh because he recognized Josh's truck. Although Josh couldn't make out what he was saying because the car was too loud and he had his windows up, he still laughed and smiled and waved at Ethan and Jessica as they drove by. Their car went flying by as Josh's light turned green. He gave out a sigh with a smile and shook his head and gave the truck gas.

He turned the truck left and sped down the country highway. Johnny's house and farm were only five miles away. He reached down to the power button on the radio and turned it on to break the silence. He finally realized he needed some noise. He turned it to his favorite country station, and it was playing a love song. 

"Oh, good!" He said out loud sarcastically. "That should calm me down!" He continued driving, still able to see the taillights of Ethan's car until he finally saw him turn in a driveway a few minutes later. He came up to the driveway next and turned right onto it. 

It was a long driveway, paved part of the way and graveled the rest. First, he came up to Johnny's parent’s house, which was an old two-story house with vinyl siding. He drove past the house and then saw a bright orange glow in between some trees. The driveway, which felt like an eternity to drive on, finally curved to the left and came out from inside the mass of trees onto an open field. He could hear, and feel, the bass of the music thumping his truck immediately when he cleared the trees. The barn was to the right and the bonfire was a couple hundred feet away from it.

He saw Ethan getting out of his car next to the barn where all the other cars were parked. Ethan walked around to his trunk and pulled out a large keg of beer. Jessica was carrying a twenty-four pack. Josh pulled his truck right behind Ethan's car because there was no room on either side of him. He was the last one to arrive. He put the truck in park and looked out his driver side window. Saw the bonfire with a lot of people around it sitting, standing, or dancing. All he could do was stare with a blank look on his face, kind of a panicked look. Ethan walked up to his window.  

"Come on, get out!" Ethan said with a serious look on his face as he was trying to persuade Josh. 

Josh turned the truck off and opened the door, the music was loud instantly, but they were pretty much in the middle of nowhere. Nobody ever complained. He put both his feet on the ground and shut the door.

"See man, what's the big deal? Just a bunch of friends having fun!" Ethan told him as they started to walk down to the bonfire.

Josh just smiled. He had nothing to say yet, but his nerves were growing as they walked towards the bonfire. Ethan was carrying the beer keg with his right arm while leaning to the left to keep his balance. Jessica seemed to be struggling carrying the twenty-four pack of beer. Josh, being the nice gentleman he was, asked, "Here, you want me to carry that for you?"

"Sure, thanks, it was killing my hand," she said as she handed the pack to Josh.

"You're welcome!" He replied.

But, as he turned to grab the pack he glanced over to the barn and saw that it was dimly lit inside and he paused. It caught his attention. The barn seemed to have several stalls in it for storing different farming equipment. Along the side he noticed, through the cracks in the wood, what looked like people in the different stalls, maybe two? He couldn't hear anything and it was hard to make out, but he could see, what looked like to him, people getting very close to each other and making a lot of movement. He also noticed that the equipment was pushed out and parked behind the barn.  

"Josh, what're you doin’?" Ethan asked him as he and Jessica were a few steps in front of him.

"Nothing, just...thought I saw something," he replied and continued to walk.
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Chapter Five
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THEY MADE IT DOWN TO the bonfire, where the music was louder and conversations were clearer. However, Josh's nerves began to rise even higher after what he thought he just saw some people doing in the barn, but he wasn’t sure what exactly. Nevertheless, he did not like it. 

As they walked closer, he also noticed how many more girls were there than he thought would be. He scanned the area, almost to the fire, and spotted the radio that was producing the loud music. It was coming from a large jacked-up truck with its doors open. He saw many people, several of which he knew from school, but he also spotted many more he did not know, possibly from the other high school or surrounding counties.  

"Hey, hey, Ethan! Jessica!" Johnny paused as he got up out of his chair with Amber in his lap and beer bottle in his hand, "And Josh, I'm glad you made it man, you're gonna have a great time!"  

"Thanks man, I hope so!" Josh said with hesitation in his voice. 

"Oh you will, trust me," he said with a smile. "Ethan, thanks for bringing the keg man, I've been missin’ that."

"No problem, bud."

"All right, well you all know what to do, grab a beer, grab a chair, dance, do whatever pleases ya!" He told them with a laugh.

"All right man, will do," Ethan told him. "Come on Josh help me with this keg."

Josh followed him over to a large metal cow trough with ice and all kinds of drinks in it. Ethan sat the keg down next to the trough and began to open it. 

"How does that thing work, do you just pour it out from the top?" Josh asked and Ethan looked at him with a pause. 

"No! I have a tap, see?" Ethan told him as he pulled the tap out of the bag he was carrying. 

"Oh."

Ethan screwed on the tap until it was tight and squeezed the handle, foam came out.

"Is it supposed to be doing that, spraying out foam?” Josh asked.

"Well at first, yeah, because it's been moved around so much. Just gotta get it all out until the beer comes out," Ethan told him. Josh shook his head in confusion because he had never been to a party before and, therefore, had never seen a beer keg before.

"Ah, here we go, go ole fresh beer right out the tap. Here try it!" Ethan said as he held out a Red Solo Cup to Josh.

"What!? I'm driving, I can't drink that and then drive," Josh told him.

"Just drink it, we'll be here a while...and you probably won't even like it anyways, so...here just try it!"

"Fine," Josh said with a sigh and reached out to grab the cup.

They were near the fire with the larger portion of the group of teenagers and many of them were looking at him, holding a cup full of beer. It was a shock to most of them, the people who did know him, they knew he didn't go to parties and didn't drink. Josh looked around at everybody for a second and gave a little smirk. He brought the cup to his lips and tilted it forward. The beer flowed into his mouth in one big gulp. Ethan was surprised and realized he probably should have told him to only take a sip, but it was too late. Josh spat it back up, threw up a little, and coughed, the taste was unbearable to him. Some people burst out laughing. Ethan tried to make them stop with hand signals while Josh was bent over. They finally stopped laughing with the help of Johnny. Josh stood back up.

"Okay, that was awful! Why did you tell me to take a big drink like that?" He asked Ethan and there was a pause.

"I didn't!" There was another pause.

"Oh yeah, my bad...but God that was gross!" Josh said.

"Yeah, it's an acquired taste."

"And you acquired it?"

"Actually, I can hardly taste it now," Ethan said with a smile as he filled up a cup.

"Oh, dear," Josh said sardonically. 

Ethan laughed and said, "Come on, let's have a seat and chit chat, and I'll introduce you to the people you don't know."

"That could take all night."

"Tell me about it."
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Chapter Six
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THEY WALKED OVER TO some empty chairs next to Johnny. Josh sat in the chair next to Johnny and Ethan sat in the one next to Josh with Jessica in his lap. They faced the fire and they sat close because of the coldness. Josh and Ethan faced the truck where the music was coming from. The barn sat in the background behind the truck. Several people were seen walking around in between the two. Most of the girls were wearing hoodies, their boyfriends, including Jessica, who was wearing one of Ethan's. There were several people sitting around the fire, boys and girls, many of whom Josh did not know, but that was no surprise. Several girls were sitting in the laps of boys, presumably their boyfriends, and some were even sitting in the laps of other girls. Almost everybody was holding a cup or bottle of beer, except Josh.

"All right man, let's introduce you to some of the people you don't know," Ethan said and began naming only the people sitting around the fire. "First, we have Eric with Page sitting in his lap," he began as they waved, "next to them is Brian, then Jacob and Emily, Clint, Richard, Becky and Miranda, Robert and Allie, Daniel and Beth, and of course you know Darius and Marcus."

"Yes, I do and it's nice to meet all of you," Josh said as they acknowledged him.

"You know, I'm surprised that we have never met you before, I mean we have heard of you because you play football. But, you just go to the high school on the other side of town and most of us know each other, how come we’ve never have met you?" Eric asked him.

"Well, I'm just the quiet type I guess, don't really care much for parties, never been to one actually and that was the first sip of beer I ever had," he responded. 

"You've never been to a party?" Eric asked. "Well I guess that makes sense, since I've never seen you before," he answered his own question.   

Josh laughed and said, "Right."

"And you've never had a beer before tonight either?" Jacob intervened. 

"No, I have not, and you all saw how that went. Not too good," he said with a laugh.

Everybody around the fire let out a little laugh. There was a moment of awkward silence, but the music helped drain out the majority of it. They all just sat there for a minute listening to the song that was playing. Some were singing along with it while some of the couples began kissing, which made Josh feel a little awkward and uncomfortable. There was a game of Cornhole going on to the left of them with the lights of a different truck illuminating the area. That helped distract Josh from the silence around the bonfire, and the awkwardness that he felt. Then finally the song changed. 

"Oh, this is one of my favorite songs," Jessica said.

"Mine too!" Amber replied from Johnny's lap. 

"Come on, let's dance!" Jessica said as she stood up and tried to pull on Ethan's hand to get him to come.

"No, no, I think I'll stay here with Josh and Johnny and hang out," he told her.

"Fine, come on girls, let's go!" Jessica told them as Amber got up along with most of the other girls who ran over in the space of open field between the truck and barn.

"She didn't sound too happy with that," Josh said with a smile.

"Nope, but she'll get over it. She likes to dance but she'll probably have more fun with her girlfriends anyways," Ethan responded.

"So, Josh, I hear you're the shy type and don't have a girlfriend and never had one?" Johnny said quickly and sarcastically because he knew the answer.

"Uh, yeah I believe that's right," Josh responded, sounding stilted. He was surprised that Johnny would say something like that in front of everyone. 

"Well, let's talk about that, there are no girls here right now, just us guys having a conversation," Johnny began. "Ethan has told me a little bit about your shyness. He said y'all have been friends since the first grade and I've only known you for about four years and only talk to you during football or at school, which is not a lot really. So, why don't you talk to us and maybe we can help you out."

"Well, um, thanks, there is really not much to talk about, like you said I'm just really shy when it comes to talking to girls. And for some reason only when it comes to asking them out, talking to them as friends I seem perfectly fine with," Josh told them.

"Right, well what's so hard about asking out a girl? The worst they can do is say 'no,'" Johnny told him.

"That's what I keep telling him, but for some reason he can't fight it," Ethan said.

"Thanks, man," Josh told Ethan and turned back to Johnny with all the other guys looking at him, "I don't know I guess it's the rejection part, I don't know if I can take being rejected. Maybe...I don’t know!"

"Well, what makes you think you are going to be rejected?" Brian asked him.

"Um...I guess it's just the fact that I don't have a very good body and from what I can see and hear that is what most girls want these days. I mean look at me compared to all of you all." He said as he swung his arm around, pointing at all of them.

"Yeah, but you're a lineman, you're supposed to be big, you got muscle," Johnny told him.

"Yeah, but it's hidden under all of this,” Josh said as he waved his hand in front of his stomach. “And don't think I don't work out, I mean I play football obviously, but I just can't seem to get a sculpted body, you know?" Josh told them, most of them stared at him emotionless.

"Believe it or not, some girls don't care if you have abs or not, they just want a guy that is nice to them, bud. And believe me, you are one of the nicest guys I know!" Ethan told him.

"He's got a point there, you are a very nice guy and that does make you fun to hang around with too," Johnny told him.

"Yep, that's true," Darius said.

"Damn straight," added Marcus. 

Josh gave out a little laugh and thought for a second, Maybe they are right. They are my friends, one is my best friend and why would he lie to me? He looked up at the girls dancing behind the truck. Another song had started and they continued to dance. Each and every one of them were beautiful and perfect in Josh’s eyes. He looked at them for a second and thought to himself. Now what in the world would girls like that want with a guy like me?

"Yeah man, if you like someone just go up and ask her if she would like to go to a movie or something, most girls like that anyways," Ethan told him as the guys around the fire shook their heads yes. Some even said, "Yeah, they do."

"Okay, look here," Johnny told him, "Ethan told me that you have had a crush on Brittany since like elementary school..."

"Oh, he did, did he!?" Josh said as he turned to Ethan with a wide-eyed look on his face as Ethan gave him a nervous smile.

"Thanks, Johnny," Ethan said as he turned to Johnny. 

"No problem, bud," Johnny replied. "Anyway, but you could never bring yourself to ask her out. Well, I think she is here and, what a coincidence, she is still single!"

"That is a coincidence isn't it!" Josh said sharply. 

"Okay, now you and her are friends aren't you?"

"Yes." 

"All right then," Johnny said as he looked around to try and find her. "Ah, there she is. Hey, Brittany, come here a second!" Johnny yelled at her.

Josh turned his head around and looked behind him. He saw Brittany talking to a friend of hers. Well, at least it's a girl, he thought to himself. She began walking towards them and the closer she got the clearer she became from the orange glow of the fire. The full moon brought out her eyes as well, which he thought were the most beautiful eyes he had ever seen. They pierced straight through him. He can remember sitting in class with her at school and talking to her like friends, which was the only way he could talk to a girl, and just staring into her eyes. He simply couldn't look away. It's amazing she didn't think I was a creep, he thought to himself.  

She walked closer; she wore blue jeans with her favorite pair of brown cowboy boots with a fetching red blouse and a denim jacket, buttoned up. The fire light now revealed her long, beautiful brown hair that he also always loved. Those beautiful green eyes that Josh could stare at for hours were glowing even brighter now from the light reflecting in them.

"Hi, guys!" she said with a smile on her face. "What's up?"

"Well, Josh here would like to ask you something," Johnny told her.

Josh couldn't believe it. He was sitting there in shock, with his back turned to her and his eyes as big as they could be. He couldn't ask out a girl in front of all these people. Hell, he couldn't ask a girl out in private. What was Johnny thinking!? He thought to himself. Nerves shot all through his body. He thought he knew what Johnny was going to do, but he was not prepared for it, nothing could prepare him for it. He didn't know what to do, where to start, or what to say. He panicked as she spoke to him.

"Hi, Josh, what'd you want to ask me?" She asked. 

He was so nervous he began to turn red in the face, which happened a lot when he got nervous. He wanted to talk to her and he knew that all the guys around the fire wanted him to talk to her. Even God knew he wanted to talk to her. Why can't I ask her? He thought to himself hastily. She’s been my friend for many
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