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Every color in the world is in your eyes
And everywhere you look you shine a light
Hollow as the night until I saw you
I came back to life when I saw you.
It doesn’t matter if the stars forget us
It doesn’t matter if the world don’t know our names
It doesn’t matter if they talk about us
It doesn’t matter cause we are in, 
We are in love.

~Cider Sky
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It was a gorgeous autumn day. The sun was out but not overly bright, the air was cool and crisp, and a gentle breeze sent falling leaves dancing across the grass.

In other words, it was perfect weather for hitting up tag sales.

Being the new kid in school was always difficult, but being new in town? That was always an adventure. If there was one thing Sean loved, it was anything vintage. Usually, he got his fill by going from thrift shop to thrift shop, but when his family moved (which happened more often than he’d like) .... Well, then he got to explore the findings of a whole new town. Sean lived for town-wide tag sales, those wonderful days when at least fifteen houses in the same city would participate in a yard sale. He couldn’t say how many amazing things he’d gotten at those events. His dad was always pestering him to throw some of it out, saying he didn’t need so much, but it was all too old, too fascinating, and he couldn’t bear to part with it.

It truly was gorgeous out. Sean had the sleeves rolled up on his plaid button down, wearing it open so the faded Metallica shirt was visible beneath. His form-fitting black jeans were tucked into dark black boots that he had found at Goodwill a couple of years ago. A breeze blew, sending a cold gust of air by, ruffling his sandy blond hair and the scarf around his neck. It was a pattern of stripes in alternating shades of light and dark blue, the one piece of clothing he wore every single day. His father called it girly and said he had no business wearing it, but it had been his mother’s, and he’d be damned if anyone would stop him. His smile turned somewhat wistful. She had always appreciated a good tag sale.

Sean stopped dead. There, underneath the table, was a box of record albums. He made a beeline straight for it as though drawn by a magnet.

“Seeeaaaan!”

Sean was only vaguely aware of his name being called, the whine a dim noise in the background as he examined his find.

“SEAN!”

Dan’s voice was painfully loud, practically yelled in his ear. “Ow!” He rubbed his ear, glancing up from where he was crouched by the records. “What is it, Dan?”

The fourteen-year-old glared down at him. “We’ve been here for almost an hour! Just this one tag sale!”

Shit. Sean hadn’t realized it had been that long. He smiled apologetically. “Sorry, Danny. Just this one last thing, okay? Then we’ll go.”

Dan nodded, placated, and moved away to rifle through some books.

“Well, isn’t that sweet.”

The voice was teasing. Sean looked up, finding himself face-to-face with a little smirk, but that wasn’t what caught his attention. No, it was the eyes that went with that smile: absolutely gorgeous; they might have been cut from sapphires for how deep a blue they were. The boy had a shock of charcoal brown hair that was an absolute mess. He wore an emerald sweater that was WAY too big, hanging off one bony shoulder, and a pair of black skinny jeans that were cuffed up, in September, for God’s sake.  Sean didn’t have time to take in anything more before that voice cut in again, amusement in it as it asked, “See something you like?”

He realized he’d been staring and flushed. “Not when what’s inside the package is clearly so obnoxious.”

The boy’s brows shot up in surprise; a laugh burst forth. “Got a mouth on you, don’t you.”

He shrugged one shoulder, his attention back on the records, thumbing through them. “Look who’s talking.” This boy or his attitude didn’t faze him. In all honesty, Sean had suffered far worse many times before. Being the new kid so often, he had quickly grown accustomed to what kind of assholes teenagers could be. This guy was nothing. He was probably just kidding around, though who knows? He could be a huge dick. Sean didn’t know, and he shouldn’t have cared. But there was something about him that made Sean curious, something tugging at him to learn more. Still, Sean wasn’t going to let any of that spoil his tag sale-ing, his last day before school began and life started to suck again. No, he would finish here, buy Danny the books he knew his brother was desperately eyeing (the kid probably had thirty by now), and then leave, putting this guy out of his mind.

“Do you mind letting me look at those, too?”

... Apparently, putting him out of mind would be harder than expected. Sean glanced up and saw the brunet regarding him with a raised brow.

“The records. I’d like to look, too, if you don’t mind.” Sean shook his head, grabbing the box and hoisting it up, setting it on the table. He was rewarded with a smile for his efforts. “Thanks.”

He nodded and moved to continue leafing through the records, but the boy did at the same time, their hands brushing. His fingers were incredibly soft and cold. “.... I...” Sean wasn’t quite sure what to say. “.... hope you don’t mind starting in the middle,” he finished, turning back to where the box of records was already half leafed through. “I already looked through a bunch of them.”

He wasn’t entirely sure what this boy was searching for because he sure wasn’t picking anything out. Sean selected a Queen album and an Erik Satie record, both eliciting noises from the brunet beside him (the first a quiet chuckle, the second a pensive “hmm.”) Suddenly, a title stuck out at him, and he reached for the record. Unfortunately, the other boy also went for it, managing to catch the corner of it before Sean could pull it out of reach.

“No,” Sean said, but his voice was much more plaintive than firm. “This one’s mine.”

“You have two,” the boy pointed out, grip not loosening in the slightest. “I don’t have any.”

“That’s your own fault. This.... I need this one.”

Those blue eyes took on an expression of extreme interest. “Why?”

Sean looked down at the record held in their hands, the Beatles ‘Revolution,’ with Hey Jude on the B side. “......I just do,” he answered, his voice almost too soft to hear.

There was a moment where the world seemed almost silent, as if there were only the two of them as Sean waited, desperation filling him. Then, unbelievably, the boy didn’t just release the record; he gently pressed it into Sean’s hands. Sean stared at him, green eyes filled with surprise, and those blue eyes looked back at him with a gentle understanding. Somehow, without knowing the situation, this boy still understood how important the record was to him. Sean felt an overwhelming sense of gratitude.
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“Thank you,” he whispered. The boy nodded at him, and suddenly Sean couldn’t bear that softness anymore, that understanding. He turned and went to Dan, who had been watching the proceedings with curiosity.

“Sean, who was—“

“Grab your books, Danny, we’re done.”

True to his guess, Dan had picked out more books than he could carry. Thankfully, Sean had been so flustered at the end that he hadn’t returned for any of the other items he had admired; he had only left with the three records. When they got home, he helped Danny get all his books into his new bedroom, where the little nerd promptly flopped on his bed and happily began reading.

Sean headed into his room, tugging his turntable out from under his bed and carefully setting a record into place.

“Hey, Jude...don’t make it bad.”

Sean lay back on the floor, arms folded behind his head, eyes shut. The so-familiar song played on, and if for once he thought not only of his mother but of big blue eyes and a smirking mouth, no one had to know.
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CHAPTER 2
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The first day at school was always hard. Making their way through the crowd of students milling around outside the building, Sean could feel the eyes following him and his brother. He itched to take Danny’s hand the way he used to whenever they started a new school, but he knew that Dan was too big for that now and would positively HATE it. It was just his overprotective big brother urges kicking in, wanting to pull Dan close and shield him from all the crap Sean knew Dan was going to be put through that day. He ached at the thought of it.

At the entrance, he halted, catching Dan’s jacket. “Hey, c’mere a second.” Dan stopped reluctantly as if he knew what was coming next.

“Now, I’m not gonna tell you to come to me if anyone gives you a hard time, ‘cuz I know you can take care of yourself,” and Sean saw the hint of a smile on Dan’s face at the words.

“But I want you to know that you CAN come to me. It doesn’t make you a wimp or a baby or anything. I’m your big brother. That’s what I’m here for.”

Dan was full-on smiling now, and Sean was certain that Dan would hug him if they were not in the middle of a huge crowd, many of whom were still staring. “Thanks, Sean.”

He resisted the urge to ruffle Dan’s hair. “No problem, dipshit.”

“Ass.”

Sean laughed at the punch that accompanied the familiar name-calling, and the two headed inside. They still had to find their lockers before class.

“Okay, Danny, looks like this is where we go our separate ways.”

Dan nodded. He was still smiling, but Sean could read him well enough to see the hint of nervousness in his eyes. He again had to restrain himself from messing with Dan’s hair, this time to reassure him. “It’ll be fine. I’ll see you this afternoon, yeah?”

“Yeah.”

“Bye, Danny.”

Dan rolled his eyes. “It’s DAN,” he groused, adjusting his backpack as he walked away. Sean stifled a laugh. Yeah, Dan would be fine. Now, he just had to worry about himself.

~*~
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“CLASS, THIS IS SEAN Jones.”

Of all the parts of transferring schools, this ranked high on the list of bits Sean hated most. Standing in front of a class of disinterested teens while the teacher tried to get them to like him? Didn’t they realize that after elementary school, no one gave a shit about a new student? At least not in the ways the teachers wanted. Kids just wanted to gossip, to find out any dirty details they could.

Sure enough, the gazes greeting Sean were, for the most part, bored or full of that greedy sort of curiosity, the kind that had nothing to do with a genuine interest in someone as a person and everything to do with interest in them as a thing.

He was, however, surprised to hear a chorus of “Hi, Sean Jones,” coming from the corner of the room by the windows. His gaze whipped around. There was a tiny group of students there, all grinning. He couldn’t tell if it was meant to be mocking or not. It seemed like it was, but not in a mean way. It was more as if they were laughing with him, like, “Don’t you think this whole thing is stupid? We couldn’t agree more. It is so stupid.” He wasn’t sure how he felt about it exactly, but it was rather nice to have someone seem.... well.... not either bored by him or out to squeeze info from him. No, these kids didn’t seem to want anything of him. It was refreshing. Still, he knew better than to let his guard down. Sean had learned long ago that rarely was anyone what they seemed.

The teacher’s voice brought his mind back to the present. “Do you have anything you want to share with the class?” Mrs. Harrison asked.

He stared at her for a moment, glanced around at all his waiting classmates, and back at her. “...I really like manatees?”

That got a burst of laughter from the group in the corner and laughs from a few others as well. There. Let THAT be the first bit of information to circulate about Sean Jones. Gossip about THAT, bitches.

Mrs. Harrison just shook her head, but Sean would swear he saw a hint of amusement cross her lips. “Sit down, Mr. Jones.”

He gratefully headed to the nearest empty desk and took a seat. Mrs. Harrison returned to her desk, pulling out her notes for class. Only then did she notice that Sean had not taken out any notebooks or books. “Mr. Jones, where are your books?”

......crap. He’d been hoping he wouldn’t need them the first day. “I forgot them.”

“Where?”

“.......in my locker.”

More laughter. Mrs. Harrison was simply staring at him. “In your locker.” She repeated the words as though to make sure she was hearing him correctly.

“......yeah....” Well, that wasn’t fully true. “Honestly, there was more of an accident....?”

“An accident? With your books?”

“.... more with the locker....”

The teacher seemed to be at a loss. “.... Mr. Jones, are your books in one piece?” He nodded. “And your locker is intact and operable?”

".......I think so."

Mrs. Harrison seemed as though trying to decide whether to pursue this further.  She shook her head.  “Alright. Then I expect you to have them at our next class.” With that, she turned to the blackboard and launched into the day’s lesson.

Sean sank lower into his chair, his arms folded across his chest. So much for remaining low on the radar.

~*~
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SEAN HEADED STRAIGHT to his locker after class. He didn’t have any of his books, not just the ones for Mrs. Harrison's English class. Thankfully, it opened. He hadn't been sure it would.

“Hey, Jones!”

He shut his eyes, allowing himself a moment to breathe. Here it comes. It was about to start for real: the pestering and the questions and all the other invasive annoyances. But when he opened his eyes and turned, the person, no, people beside him were those strange kids from class. He was surprised. “Um, hi?”

“Hi.” The boy speaking had dark brown hair and a friendly enough smile. “I’m Rick.”

Sean shut his locker door, careful this time not to slam his scarf in it (you want to talk about reputations you don’t want to spread around? Try being the kid to get stuck in his locker. Thank God the halls had been mostly empty that morning) and turned to Rick. “I’d introduce myself, but I think you were all present for that.” He peered over Rick’s shoulder at the crowd assembled. There were three girls, one blonde, another chestnut brown, and the third light brown; a boy with his soft black curls shorn in a buzz cut, and a boy with ashy blond hair who was examining Sean quite closely. Rick was at the front, almost like a leader. None of them seemed threatening enough, or even as if they had any bad intentions, but based on that formation alone, Sean wasn’t sure he liked where this was going.

“So, what’s up?” he asked, leaning back against his locker. They didn’t have long until the next period, but he would hear them out. You never know.... If this went somewhere good, he could end up making a few friends.

“Well, we just saw you in class and thought.... what with the way you talk...”

Sean’s brow furrowed. “The way I talk?” he echoed.

“I love manatees’.... remember?” It was the dark-haired brunette who spoke. She had a nasty tone to her voice. It wasn’t as if she was being mean.  There was just the unpleasant impression that the personality beneath that pretty exterior was not quite so sweet as the outside. Sean put another mark in the ‘negative’ column of.... whatever this was.

“Yeah. The way you talk.... the things you say. Your sort of.... quirkiness...”

He’d never heard it put quite like THAT before. “Quirkiness,” he repeated.

“Yeah,” Rick continued, seemingly oblivious to the fact that Sean was finding this all incredibly strange. “And your clothes.”

His eyes narrowed. “What about my clothes.” He put another negative mark down before he even heard the explanation. He didn’t take any crap about his clothes from his dad; he sure wasn’t going to take any from THESE people.

“Yeah.” Rick gestured to Sean’s clothes and then to the group of them. “We thought you’d...well.... fit in.”

Confused, Sean looked at the lot of them, and it didn’t take long to see what Rick meant. Each one was wearing vintage clothing, things that seemed to have been picked up at thrift shops or flea markets. He put that together with the comment about his personality, and only one word came to mind: hipsters. He wasn't sure exactly how to take that. But he didn't like how they were talking to him, and the fact that they were asking him to join them, almost as if they were recruiting him, for God’s sake.

He opened his mouth to give the only answer he could give (Fuck, no) when he was interrupted by the sound of running, and a new figure burst through the group.

“Finnley!”

Sean stared, for standing before him, bent over with his hands on his knees as he panted to catch his breath, was none other than the blue-eyed stranger from the tag sale. His hair was just as messy as the day before, jeans once again rolled up, and.... Was he wearing TOMS?

“Hey, Finnley. You’re late!”

“I know, I realize that. I hate missing English.” Sean was surprised by the vehemence in that voice, amazed at how strongly Finn meant what he said, that he DID hate to miss English. He was also struck by the fact that he had already renamed Finnley in his mind, giving him the nickname ‘Finn’ mere seconds after learning his actual name. How did THAT happen?

“What did I miss?” Finnley continued, voice still a bit breathless from rushing in.

The blond boy nodded towards Sean with a jerk of his chin. “We’ve got a new student.”

Finn looked at Sean, and his eyes grew wide with recognition. “You...”

Rick glanced between the two of them. “You guys have met?”

Sean nodded. “Town-wide tag sale yesterday.”

“Yup.” Finn smiled, but it had a bit of a teasing edge to it. “We both reached for the same record album, and our hands met.” Sean flushed. Finn was making it sound like the beginning of some romance novel, and he was doing it on purpose.

“Well, isn’t that just romantic?” The second brunette was the one who had asked, and her British accent took him by surprise.  Still, the teasing tone wasn’t malicious in any way, and she was smiling, which was somewhat reassuring.  Maybe this group was decent. Then he saw the first brunette, the one with the chocolate brown hair, glowering at him, her gaze downright murderous. He glared right back. What the fuck is HER problem?

“So, Sean. What do you think? You wanna hang out with us?”

Sean’s attention snapped to Rick. His previous answer of ‘fuck no’ was stuck in his throat, wanting to come out, but his eyes flickered to Finn. Finn, who was watching him curiously. And instead, Sean found himself answering, “Yeah, sure.”

The bell rang, and someone said, “Oh shit!” sending them all running down the hallway for their next-period classes and leaving Sean wondering what the hell he’d gotten himself into.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 3


[image: ]


Sean’s next class didn’t have any of his new.... friends? Were they friends? ....in it. Instead, he was greeted with another class of stares and a teacher who reached a whole new level of creepy, and after all Sean’s years of traveling, that was saying something.

Mr. Torres didn’t ask Sean to stand up front and introduce himself, but in the end, this was far worse than if he had. His gaze flickered over Sean, lingering on his mouth, and finally, he gave Sean a soft, slippery smile and told him to sit, gesturing to the chair closest to the front. Sean took the one furthest away.

He heard a stifled giggle and turned. Sitting beside him was a girl with hair that shimmered like copper. Her arms were covered in rainbow arm-warmers, and her shirt said ‘Stark Industries’ on the front. Her sneakers were scuffed, checkered Vans, and she regarded him with a big, friendly smile.

“Creepy, isn’t he,” she whispered, a nod of her head indicating Torres. Sean didn’t look, didn’t want to look at the man any more than he had to, and to take the class, he assumed he’d be doing a fair bit of looking. He nodded.

“Very damn creepy.” The word wasn’t enough to describe their teacher.  He brushed the thoughts aside to focus on this new acquaintance. “I’m Sean Jones.”

“Taylor,” she responded. “Taylor Bradbury.”

“Like the author?”

Her face lit up. “You like Ray Bradbury?”

Sean scoffed. “More than ‘like’. We’re engaged in a torrid love affair.”

That prompted a burst of giggles from Taylor, stifled too late with both hands over her mouth, and Torres and half the class stared at them.

“Anything you two would like to share with the rest of us?”

“No, sir,” Sean drawled. Having a friend like Taylor (strange that he already considered her a friend after only a few words exchanged, but he did; talking to her was just so natural) made him bold. Even Torres’ hard gaze didn’t make Sean flinch, and the man finally returned to his lesson.

“So,” Taylor began quietly, as soon as she felt it was safe to speak again, “you and good old Ray, huh?”

“Oh yeah. Why?” He grinned. “You jealous?”

Taylor shrugged a shoulder. “A little, yes.”

“Only a little?”

“Well, you see....” The girl tapped her pencil against the desk in an almost nervous gesture. “I don’t bat for that team.”

“Oh.” Sean was surprised. “OH.”

“Yeah.” She was watching him, waiting to see how he’d take the news that she was a lesbian. Sean tilted his head and grinned. 

“Hot.” Taylor immediately punched his shoulder hard, and he had to bite his lip to hold back his laughter. “I’m kidding, I’m kidding! Well, no,” he had to admit, “I’m not. It IS hot. But that’s not my first reaction,” he assured her. “You know. It’s cool.”

She was clearly relieved to hear it. “Yeah?”

“Yeah. I mean, I’m...” Sean broke off, blushing. Taylor arched a brow. “It’s all good with me. I’m not...I mean, I like...”  He fumbled to find words of his own and failed.  “.... The door swings both ways, if you know what I mean.”  God, he felt like a fucking idiot. It shouldn’t be so difficult to say, “I’m bi” Two little words, that’s all they were. Then again, he had only really come out to Danny before this, so he wasn’t exactly used to it.

“Yes, Sean, I know what you mean.” She smiled. “And cool.”

He returned her smile. Sean never went out of the way to cover up his bisexuality, but he never really put it out there, either. First was the issue of his dad. Sean didn’t know what Art Jones would do if he found out his son was gay, and he didn’t want to know. He kept things under wraps as best as possible at home (not hard when Art was already gone so often, sleeping or drinking), but there was no point in trying to hide who he was at school. Not that it seemed to matter. For one thing, he was usually never in one place long enough for it to make a difference. He hadn’t yet had a real relationship with anyone of either sex, but the closest he ever came had always been with girls. It always seemed harder to come out and track down a like-minded boyfriend. Or maybe he was just looking in the wrong places. His mind drifted once again to Finn, and he squashed his thoughts. He didn’t even know if Finn was interested in boys.

Sean was stirred from his thoughts as Taylor thrust one of her armbands at him. “Here.”

He stared at the fabric, bewildered. “What’s this for?”

She shook her head at him, miming exasperation. “You wear it, dummy.”

“......me? You want me to wear your armband.”

“Yup. They’ll be like.... friendship bracelets. But gay ones. For dorks. Since we’re big gay dorks. Well,” she amended. “HALF gay, in your case.”

Sean stared at her, a smile slowly spreading across his face, and he shook his head. He couldn’t believe that somehow, he had found a friend so quickly, so easily. Yeah, he had the hipster crowd, but as far as he could tell, the only thing he had in common with them was a love of vintage things. And Finn. But Taylor? Taylor was exactly the type of friend he would pick for himself. She didn’t dress vintage, but Sean didn't give a shit about that. She was eclectic, loved Bradbury, and had sass and a sense of humor.

He accepted the arm-warmer, tugging it onto his left arm. “Good?”

Taylor smiled, her right arm still snugly wrapped in its rainbow armband. “Good.”

When the bell rang, it jolted Sean. He couldn’t believe class had gone by so fast, and he hadn’t learned a damn thing. He had spent the entire period talking with Taylor. Still, he wouldn’t change a single moment. He had made a friend.... a real, true friend.

Rising, he scooped up his books. “What period lunch do you have?”

“Second.”

His face fell. “Dammit. I’ve got third.”

“Well, I’m actually switching out one of my classes. I got scheduled for regular Chem and I’m supposed to be in AP Chem. So, who knows? Maybe the alteration will put me in third-period lunch.”

“That’d be cool.”

“Where’re you heading now?”

“History.”

“Me too!”

His entire face lit up. “With Professor Nunn?”

“Yes!”

“Oh man, awesome!” It would be fantastic to have a second class with Taylor. “Hey, you know how to get to the classroom?”

“Oh yeah. C’mon, Jones. Follow me.”

~*~
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SEAN WAS NOT PLEASED to have lunch without Taylor. He figured at least one of the other students he’d met, the hipster kids, would be here, but he didn’t know for sure and didn’t feel like tracking them down. He hated being the new kid at lunch. You either sat by yourself or tried to sit with strangers and hoped they weren’t assholes who told you to fuck off.

In this case, Sean DID know people, but he didn’t know that he liked the idea of being the guy wandering aimlessly around the lunchroom in search of them. He did, however, spot Dan. It was a bit surprising that a freshman would have third-period lunch, but who was he to judge the way things were done at this school?

Dan was sitting with a couple of people, and by the way he was talking enthusiastically with them, it was clear they were friends. Sean was so happy. Dan had already made friends. That made the whole day better. One of the kids was skinny and had dark hair and big glasses. Then there was a girl with brown hair tumbling in waves down her back. She was exceptionally pretty. And as Sean watched, a second girl approached the table. This one had golden blonde hair and was just as lovely as the brunette.

“Damn, Danny,” he said under his breath, “aren’t doing too bad for yourself, are you.” 

He decided to pop by and say hello. So long as it was only for a minute, what could it hurt?

“Hey, Dan.” See? He even kept himself in check and said ‘Dan’ instead of ‘Danny.’

Dan looked up at him, surprised. “Sean!”

“I was just going to get my lunch, and I saw you.... thought I’d say hi.” He glanced at Dan’s three friends. “Hey, guys. I’m Dan’s brother, Sean.” He heard a few ‘hello’s and got a few waves, but he wasn’t there to encroach on his brother’s time, so he just punched Dan’s shoulder. “I’ll see you later.”

He could hear Dan call out “goodbye” as he turned away, heading off. He wasn’t really going to get lunch; he had made lunch at home but had forgotten it. Oh well. It wasn’t like the school day was that long. Plus he still hadn’t seen anyone he knew besides Sean, so there was no point in sitting around in the cafeteria. May as well head out.... maybe find an art room or the shop room, see if he could fool around a bit....

“Hey, James Dean.”

Sean practically jumped out of his skin at the sound of that voice. He’d only heard it twice, but it was already as familiar as Danny’s, with a roughness to it that was ridiculously sexy. But it wasn’t just the voice that got him....it was the name. He spun around, coming face to face with Finn, with those gorgeous eyes and lovely smile. Sean stared, his heart still pounding. “Why’d you call me that?”

“You LOOK like a James Dean. You’ve got the pouty lips and everything.”

Sean felt his face burning up and was sure he was scarlet red. Finn was grinning like the proverbial cat that caught the canary, and yet there was no way he knew that his words had affected Sean on another level, no way he knew how the name ‘James Dean’ truly hit home. Still, Sean couldn’t help but feel that on some level, Finn DID know, that somehow, he already knew Sean better than Sean knew himself.

“I don’t....” he began, but Finn interrupted him, which may have been for the best, for he had no idea where he was going with that sentence.

“C’mon, James Dean.” He grabbed Sean’s arm. “This way.” He began dragging Sean across the cafeteria to where all the hipsters were sitting together in the back corner of the room.

Finn gave Sean a gentle shove toward the table. “I found James Dean.”

“Where was he?” Lucas asked, as Alex simultaneously said “James Dean? Oh, that’s perfect.”

“With his brother.”

Sean glared at Finn. What made him think Sean wanted these people to know anything about his brother or about his life in general? Then again, Sean HAD said he wanted to hang out with them, which would imply friendship, which usually meant sharing personal information.

“Brother?” Alex’s cultured British voice actually sounded interested. Points for her. “Where is he?”

Sean felt a bit reluctant to point him out, but he did. “That one there. Hair too long. Name’s Dan.”

“He’s cute.” This came from the blonde, who Sean still hadn’t been formally introduced to, but he thought her name was Jenny. He glared at her.

“He’s fourteen. Stay away from him.”

That elicited a few laughs and Jenny just smirked. Sean felt his gut clench with protective anger. “I fucking mean it. I will kill you.”

He saw the brows shoot up on several people. Jenny still had that obnoxious smirk on her face. “Oooh, kitty’s got claws.”

He was gonna punch her. Fuck, he was gonna punch her. But then he saw the way Finn was glaring at Jenny, as though he wanted to punch her as well, and he spoke up, his voice sharp as he said, “Jenny, shut up.”

Jenny raised her hands in the air as if in surrender and shut up she did. Everyone was quiet as they sat and ate. It was as if once Finnley got mad, everyone knew things were serious and that they should listen up. Sean would wager it took a lot to get Finn angry.

He felt something on his arm and glanced down. Finn was running a finger gently over the material of the rainbow armband. “You didn’t have this on this morning,” he said softly. Sean was surprised that Finn remembered, that he had actually noticed what Sean was wearing. “Where’d it come from?”

“Um. I made a friend, and she gave it to me.”

“A friend?” Finn seemed legitimately interested. It was nice.

“Yeah. Taylor Bradbury.”

The reaction was immediate.... not from Finn or Alex but from everyone else. There were overexaggerated shudders, “ugh”s, and tongues stuck out. Sean glanced around at all of them, stunned. “What’s wrong with Taylor?”

“She’s a total geek.”

Sean didn’t know what to say. One only had to look at Taylor to see that. “I know,” he answered at last.

“No, not a good geek. One of those freaky ones,” the dark brunette (Kristin?) was saying, going on to list reasons Taylor was a weirdo, but Sean had tuned her out, staring at her but hearing nothing. The fact that these people didn’t like Taylor....... That was about 1,000 points in the negative column. That was more than enough to stop him from hanging out with them. But still.... he glanced at Finn. Finn, who was eyeing his friends with the same disgust that Sean was feeling, as though he couldn’t believe what they were saying. Then he smoothed it over, looking at Sean apologetically. And Sean knew he couldn’t stop just yet. Not when this was where Finn was. So, he simply toyed with the fabric of his armband, speaking over Kristin. “I think she’s cool.”

“Cool?!” Kristin sounded horrified. “Taylor Bradbury is NOT cool.”

“Whatever.” Sean shrugged. “Agree to disagree.”

He thought he could hear Kristin talking again, and without even looking, he could tell Rick and Lucas were staring at him, that Jenny was eyeing him with confusion and distaste. But he couldn’t find it in him to care, especially when he felt that sapphire blue gaze on him and turned to find Finn watching him with something almost like pride in his eyes. Finn was happy that Sean had stood up for Taylor, even if it meant stomping over everyone else to do it. Finn was happy. And that gave Sean hope. He didn’t like to hope because that was inevitably when his life came crashing down around him, but maybe for once, this fresh start would prove fresh after all, and things would work out for the first time in a long time. Maybe Finn wasn’t like the rest of this group. Maybe he was just as lost as Sean felt. And maybe, just maybe, they could find their way together.
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The rest of the school day passed without much incident. Sean had several more classes with one or more of the hipster crowd in it, including Finn. During those classes, he didn’t hear a single word the teacher said, far too aware of the gorgeous boy sitting beside him (for Finn seemed to insist on taking the seat next to Sean in every single class). That was going to be a problem. Damn Finn, damn him and his messy hair and big blue eyes and skinny wrists. And seriously, when did WRISTS become attractive? Damn him.

During his introduction in one class, the usual silence was broken with “hola, amigo” from a boy who appeared as if he hadn’t brushed his mop of chin length blond hair for the last twenty-four hours, his punk clothing in a similar state of disarray. Sean could tell from the way Kristin and Xavier rolled their eyes that this boy was, like Taylor, not in with their crowd, but Sean didn’t care. He was guessing this was another person he could get along with.

When the bell rang for the end of the day, he felt a wave of relief. It was nice to have made a real friend and several that might prove to be friends after a fashion, but he couldn’t wait to find Danny and get home, home where he could kick back and relax and not have to worry about a damned thing. As if on cue, he spotted that shaggy head of hair coming towards him. “Dan!”

Dan was grinning, and Sean was happy to see it. That smile said that Dan had had a nice day. That was one good thing, anyway. That meant he could relax. Then he felt a hand clamp down on his shoulder.

“Hey.” He turned to see Rick.  “We’re all going to Kuthála‘s for coffee. You’re coming, right?”

He shook his head. “No. Gotta head home with my brother.”

“Sean, no,” Dan protested. “You can go.”

“Danny, no.” He faced Rick. “I’m gonna go home. I’ll see you guys tomorrow, yeah?”

Rick didn’t seem to understand what the issue was, but he didn’t press the point. “Sure thing.” He waved as he headed off. “Later, Sean.”

Sean watched Rick climb into one super expensive-looking car with Alex behind the wheel. He wasn’t surprised. She gave the impression of someone who came from money.

“You could’ve gone with them, Sean.” Dan’s voice was reproachful. Sean turned to him, a smile in place.

“Nah. Didn’t want to. ‘Sides,” he slipped an arm around Dan’s shoulders as they walked, “don’t want to miss our traditional first-day-of-school night!”

Dan’s face lit up. “Gonna order pizza?”

“Yup. As greasy and disgusting as you can get. And we’re gonna watch dumb movies and bitch about our days like a pair of chicks.” That elicited a burst of laughter and Sean grinned. “Sound good?”

“Sounds great.”

“Glad to hear it.” Sean unlocked the car, tossing his bag in. “Then let’s go, Danny.”

Dan slid into the car without a complaint about the name, and Sean smiled. Yeah.... This was gonna be a good night.

~*~
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THE ROAD WAS FREE OF traffic. Sean supposed that was one good thing about living in a small town. If they had lived here when he was a kid, he bet he would’ve hated it. To live in a town like this without being able to drive, no place to go, nothing to do? He would’ve lost his mind. But now, when he had a car and could escape when he wanted to, he loved it. The quiet was peaceful. He strangely found it preferable to all the big cities they had lived in over the past few years.

Suddenly Sean spotted a consignment store, and his eyes lit up. He still had some spending money left over from the tag sale and longed to put it to good use. But no, he wouldn’t stop. Consignment shops, Goodwill, and the like were his thing, not Danny’s. He could come back later.

“Hey, Sean, where’re you going?”

He glanced at Dan. “What do you mean?”

“There’s a consignment shop there, and you’re driving right past it,” Dan said, as though it should be completely obvious.

“.... I.... you don’t like that stuff.” But Sean couldn’t keep the longing completely out of his voice. Dan shook his head, smiling.

“Sean.... It’s okay. I don’t mind.”

“You sure?” He tried to keep his face from lighting up with excitement. By the way that Dan laughed, he was pretty certain he failed.

“I’m sure, Sean. Just go.”

Sean didn’t ask again; he pulled into the parking lot. “Thanks, Danny,” he said happily as he shut the car door. “This makes the day so much better.”

Dan frowned. “Was it that bad?”

He held the store’s door open for Dan, pausing to think. “.... not.... bad. Just....... different.” He shook his head. “I’ll explain later.”

But once inside, he was completely distracted from the day at school, drawn to the shelves and racks. He really wanted to find something for his room. And he had to browse the videos as usual, maybe find something new (aka old) for him and Danny to watch that night. Browsing the shelves of DVDs, he came across a copy of ‘The Adventures of Robin Hood’ starring Errol Flynn, and ‘Casablanca’ starring Humphrey Bogart, as well as ‘The Thin Man’ with Myrna Loy and William Powell. Totally sweet score. His copy of ‘Robin Hood’ was just about played to death, the disk skipping from so many viewings.

Sean moved on to the home section, flipping through the posters. Most of them weren’t his style, home scenes, and still lives of fruit. But then he found the old advertisement for Absinthe with the green devil. The frame was a bit cracked but nothing too bad. He pulled that out and took it with him. It was cumbersome but manageable. He wasn’t planning on hanging around much longer. He just wanted to check one thing....

And he was in luck. There was a fantastic set of faded black curtains, floor length and lacy, clearly antique. God, this is what he loved about any consignment or antique shop. Some days, you could strike out completely, but other days, it was just a gold mine, an absolute treasure trove.

Sean fumbled with his armful, dropping a DVD. “Aw, shit.” He tried to adjust things so he could bend down to get the film but was interrupted by someone saying, “Please, allow me.”

.... He knew that voice. Aw, fuck.

Looking up, he came face to face with those piercing blue eyes, Finnley smiling at him as he held out the disk.

Sean accepted it, still fumbling with his items. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” Finn’s eyes traveled over Sean’s armful. “Doing a fair bit of shopping, I see.”

“Yeah.... stuff for my room.” The blond shifted the picture higher in his arms, trying to get more comfortable. “What’re you doing here? I thought you were getting coffee.”

Finn shook his head. “No. I mean the others did, but I decided against it.” He shoved his hands deep in his pockets, and he was smiling as he looked at Sean, but nothing was teasing about his tone of voice as he continued, “See, there’s this super cool new kid, and he decided not to go. So, the trip didn’t seem worth it.”

Sean immediately turned bright red. He had no idea what to say to that, so he simply muttered something about needing to find Dan and turned away, stumbling blindly towards the front of the store. He was distantly hoping that he hadn’t upset Finn, hadn’t ruined any chance of getting close to him, but he hadn’t known how to handle that, couldn’t handle it.

“Sean?”

Oh, thank God. Dan was already waiting up front. Sean paid for his things with unsteady hands and joined his brother. “C’mon, Dan.”

He could feel Finn’s eyes on him as they headed out the door. Dan cast a curious glance back as they went, and Sean couldn’t shake the words from his head the entire drive to the house.

~*~
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ARTHUR JONES WASN’T home. There wasn’t any note, but it wasn’t hard to imagine where he was. It didn’t have to be happy hour for Art to be at the bar. The guy practically lived there.  It was disheartening and a horrible nuisance except for one reason: he refused to drive drunk, which gave Sean almost complete use of the family car, an absolutely stunning 1970 Ford Mustang that Art had come into possession of during his time working repairs at a garage.  Sean adored that car.

The two boys had come home to a plate of cookies on the steps, wrapped up with a bow and a note saying, “Happy first day of school! Hope everything went well. Give me a call if you need anything! Love, Joan.”

Joan Parker was the reason the family had moved to Connecticut. She and Art had dated briefly in high school (VERY briefly) and had, amazingly, stayed friends ever since. After so many moves around the US, all of them ending badly, Art had decided it might be good to put down roots near a friend. Sean was hoping it would work out. He hadn’t seen Joan since he was a kid, but he was sick of moving. And now he had Taylor, and maybe Finn.

Finn....

His face burned at the thought.

“So.” Dan’s voice interrupted Sean’s thoughts. “You wanna tell me about that guy at the store?”

Dammit. Why did Sean’s little brother have to be so observant? “What guy?” he asked casually.

“The one with the stupid shoes who was giving you sex eyes.”

Sean choked on his pizza, going into a coughing fit while Dan watched him smugly, the little shit. “Sex eyes?” he managed at last.

“You can’t tell me you missed those.”

Sean HAD missed those, probably because he had been too flustered by Finn’s words, but he didn’t want to admit it. “You’re too young to be using terms like that,” he admonished. Dan rolled his eyes.

“I’m fourteen, dick.”

“Smartass.” Sean wiped his hands off on a paper towel. “So.... sex eyes, huh.” He was aiming for nonchalance, but he didn’t think it quite came across if the grin on Dan’s face was anything to go by.

“Oh, yeah. He was like.... I don’t even know. But he definitely wants to jump aboard the Sean Train.”

Sean was momentarily speechless. “The Sean Train?” he echoed. “Jesus, Dan, where do you hear this shit?”

Dan actually looked embarrassed, turning away and muttering, “Gym locker room.”

Sean snorted. “Well, at least you’re getting an education.”

“Shut up.” Dan threw his crumpled-up napkin at Sean. “He still totally wants you.”

“Yeah, yeah, okay.” Sean sat back to watch the half-finished movie and realized after a minute that Dan was still staring at him. “.... what?”

“You never answered me! Who is he?”

“God, Dan! You’re such a persistent pain in the ass!” He heaved a sigh. “His name is Finn and he’s a hipster dork.”

“Seems to fluster you quite a bit for a dork.”

If there was one thing Sean super loved his brother for, it was that he didn’t care that Sean was bi. It wasn’t even as if they really discussed it. Dan had come into the kitchen one day while Sean was kissing a boy goodbye (more like had the boy shoved up against the door and his tongue down his throat), and Dan still hadn’t had the freakout most kids would have if they found their big brother kissing...well.... anyone. No, he had taken it in stride. Later that afternoon, he asked Sean, “Are you bisexual?” Sean had answered “yes,” bracing himself for what he thought was the inevitable shitstorm, but Dan had simply nodded his head acceptingly and returned to his room to finish his homework, and ever since then, things had carried on completely normally. Seriously, Sean had the best brother ever.

“Okay, so he’s a super-hot, nerdy, quirky dork I met at a tag sale who wanted the same Beatles album as me but let me have it.”

Dan’s brows shot up. “Beatles album?” he inquired, the full question unasked. Sean nodded.

“Yeah. Revolution.”

“And he let you have it. Without asking why.”

“Yeah.”

“Wow.” Dan seemed pensive. “Yeah.”

His brow furrowed. “What? What’s ‘yeah’?”

Dan grinned. “You should let him eye-sex you all he wants.”

Sean burst into laughter. “You are SUCH an ass.” He shoved Dan, nearly sending him falling into the remaining pizza, and Dan shoved him back. He glanced up at the clock. “Should probably shut this off. Got school first thing.” Dan groaned. “I know, I know. I don’t like it, either.” He gently punched Dan’s shoulder. “You head off. I’ll wrap up what’s left. Can take it for lunch tomorrow.”

Dan obligingly toddled off to bed, leaving Sean to clean up. He turned off Errol Flynn and put the pizza into Tupperware before returning to his room to get changed for bed, stripping down to his boxer briefs. It didn’t take long to go through his nighttime routine, which was good; he was exhausted. He turned his lights off and flopped into bed, eyes on his purchases from earlier that day. He’d have to hang the curtains and the painting as soon as possible. The room could use some character.

As if he needed another reminder of the events of that day, the new items were enough to bring the thoughts back:  Finnley smiling at him, eyes sparkling as he spoke, saying that he changed his plans because Sean wouldn’t be there, that a trip to the coffee shop wasn’t worth it because he wouldn’t be seeing Sean.

And then Sean had run off. With a groan, he buried his face in his pillow. How would he face Finn tomorrow? Because one way or another, face him he must.

Tossing the pillow aside, he stared up at the ceiling with determination. This time, he wasn’t going to puss out. There would be no running or hiding. Tomorrow, no matter how nervous he was, how weak those blue eyes or that smile made him feel, he would face Finnley.

....at least, he’d try.
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Sean wasn’t looking forward to the second day of school AT ALL. Generally, as far as things went, the second day was better than the first, but Sean was nervous about seeing Finn after the run-in at the store. He still couldn’t BELIEVE he had run away like that. He shook his head. Loser.

But Finn slipped into the seat next to him in first period as if nothing strange had happened, a smile on his face as he nodded hello. Sean could feel himself blushing. Goddammit. He’d never been a blusher before in his life. Finn just brought something out in him.

“Mr. Jones.” Sean tore his gaze off Finn and glanced up at Mrs. Harrison. “I see we have our books today.”

“Ah...yeah.”

“Resolved the battle with the locker?”

There were titters around the classroom, but Sean didn’t care. The teacher honestly seemed amused by the entire situation. He grinned. “For the time being.”

Mrs. Harrison simply shook her head at him, a small smile playing at the corners of her mouth, and moved to the board to pick up where she had left off the day before. Sean felt Finn’s eyes on him and turned to find the boy regarding him with one inquisitive brow arched. “Locker battle?” Finn mouthed.

Sean flushed. “It’s nothing.” If there was one person he didn’t want to know that he had gotten stuck in his locker, it was Finn. Sean may embrace his dorky self, but they still barely knew each other, and that part was not the first impression he wanted to convey.

Class went by fast, and amazingly, he was able to focus even with Finn sitting so close. They were going to be reading some damn good books that year and some others that he hadn’t tackled yet but were on his to-be-read list. He was caught entirely by surprise when the bell rang and overcome by a wave of disappointment. English was one of his favorite classes. Unlike math, but at least he’d have Taylor there.

Finn paused at his desk. “Where’re you heading?”

“Math.” Sean tried to shove his books in his bag, but not all would fit. He gave up, frustrated.

“Walk you there?”

He glanced up, raising a brow. “Yeah? You gonna carry my books, too? Give me your lettermen jacket?” The words were out before he could stop himself; Finn’s offer had just sounded so much like a 1950s sweetheart. But he didn’t take it back, simply quirking a grin at Finn, who stared at him with surprise and then burst into laughter.

“I would if I had one. But last time I checked, they don’t give out letters in ‘nerd,’” Finn responded. Sean laughed as they headed for the door; Finn grinned. “But I can carry your books.” And he snatched them out of Sean’s hands before the blond could say a word.

“Hey, no,” he protested, reaching for them.

“Nope, too late. I’m gonna be all gentlemanly and stuff.” Sean shook his head but gave up, letting Finn have the books as they headed toward the math wing. “Who do you have?”

“Torres.”

Finn shuddered. “Ugh. He’s the worst.”

“Tell me about it. He, like....” Sean didn’t want to say it. Finn eyed him curiously, head tilting in a way that was ridiculously attractive.

“What?”

“I.... well, it was almost like he was....” Sean felt so stupid. “.... Checking me out,” he mumbled. Strangely enough, Finn didn’t seem surprised at all but nodded.

“Yeah. I mean, he’s never gotten accused of anything, but there’ve been a lot of kids who have commented on him eyeing them in weird ways, and you’re just his type.”

Sean stared. “......I’m not really sure how to take that.” Finn laughed.

“Just concentrate on the part where you’re hot and ignore the rest of it. That’s what I’d do, anyway.” He stopped outside the classroom. “Well, here we are.”

Sean’s head was still reeling from Finn calling him hot. He dumbly took the books the brunet was offering. “Thanks,” he said, somewhat woodenly.

“Of course. I’d offer my services after this period,” and God, why did Finn have to use that terminology, “but I know we’re going totally separate ways. So, I’ll see you at lunch?” Sean nodded. “Okay.” And then Finn smiled, a beautiful and ridiculously charming thing, waiting until the blond was inside the classroom to call loudly and oh-so sweetly after him, “Have fun in class, Sean!”

.... yeah, people were definitely gonna be talking.
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IT WAS FANTASTIC TO see Taylor again. She held out her hand when Sean came over, the two of them fist-bumping with the arms that wore matching rainbow armbands (screw the hipster kids, Taylor was awesome, and he was gonna show his love loud and proud), but it didn’t take long for her to start asking about Finn. It took a lot of whispering during the lesson to explain the complicated situation. She seemed to side with Dan that Finn wanted him, though she hadn’t witnessed the “sex eyes” (however, she DID start laughing loudly at the term and nearly got them both thrown out of class).

“Seriously, Sean,” she hissed, somehow simultaneously copying down notes, “I know the way he yelled in here was kinda embarrassing, but wanting to walk you to class and carrying your books and all the shit you told me you guys said? That is flirting, plain and simple.”

Sean didn’t say anything, simply scribbling down notes of his own. He wasn’t sure how to take all of Finn’s behavior. It seemed too much to hope for that Finn was not only gay or bi but that he would return Sean’s interest in him. Sean had learned quickly in life that good things rarely happened. And when the Joneses stayed in one place so infrequently? Well, the closest Sean had ever come to a real relationship had been with a girl named Marie, and in the end, he had been dragged away right as things were getting really serious. It had been several years now, and he had long since grown out of his feelings for her, but it still hurt to think about. What made him think this town would be any different, that things with Finn would be any different?

He felt a sudden jolt of pain in his shoulder. “Ow!” Taylor had punched him. “What the hell??”

“You’re overthinking things. I can see the wheels turning.”

“I am not!” he protested. I just.... well, you know the situation.” The two of them had study hall together as well, and yesterday, Sean had managed to tell Taylor the basic gist of his situation: the loss of his mom, life on the road, and taking care of Danny. It was weird how completely at ease he felt sharing all of this with her after only knowing her for a day.

“Yeah, I do. And I know that it doesn’t mean you can’t let yourself enjoy anything in the meantime. I know you risk getting hurt, but you still don’t have to shut yourself off from the possibility that something good can happen.”

Sean just stared at her, letting the words wash over him, taking them in. Finally, he smiled. “You’re very wise, Yoda.”

She laughed. “Listen you should, young padawan.”

He covered his mouth to hold back his laughter. God, he didn’t know what he would do without Taylor. She was already the best friend he’d ever had. “Okay,” he said once he’d managed to get his laughter under control. “I will. I’ll give things a chance.”

Taylor nodded, pleased. “Good.” The bell rang, and everyone began to gather their things. She made a face. “Oh, man. I still haven’t sorted out my chemistry class. So still no lunch.”

“Aw, fuck.” Sean grabbed his books. “Well, maybe tomorrow?”

“Maybe.” She shouldered her bag. “History?”

“History.”

~*~
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TODAY SEAN’S MUSIC class was switched out with shop. He was practically overjoyed. He had always LOVED shop class. Getting his hands dirty, building things.... That was something he enjoyed.

The teacher was a middle aged, bearded man named Mr. Walker whose gruff exterior hinted at a slightly softer side buried deep beneath. Sean had a feeling he was going to like this guy.

As expected, he was sharing a table with another student, a boy named Karim. Surprisingly, it turned out that he was new here, just like Sean. His long black locs were half tied back to keep them out of his face while he worked, and he had a low Southern drawl from the years spent growing up in Mississippi. It wasn’t long before they were talking like old friends, sharing stories of everything from their past schools to family members to former shop adventures. Sean was thrilled. The way they had fallen into this easy camaraderie suggested Karim would be a friend like Taylor: someone he could speak to easily without holding back.

When class ended, they left together, in near hysterics over a story Karim had just finished telling. As they rounded the corner, they almost crashed into Finn.

“Oh,” Sean managed through his laughter, “Hey, Finn.”

Finn’s brows shot up at the nickname, but Sean barely noticed. “Hello, Sean.” His gaze slid from Sean to Karim. “Hello......?” Trailing off, he waited for the stranger to fill in the blank.

“Karim.” He offered his hand. “Nice to meet you.”

Finn accepted the handshake, glancing again from Karim to Sean. “I just thought I’d see if you wanted to walk to lunch together?” Both missed how Karim reacted to that, brows raising and a smile gracing his lips.

“Sure,” Sean answered. “Karim, do you want to—” But Karim was already shaking his head.

“Naw, man. Got places to go. I’ll see you later.” With a careless wave, he headed down the hall.

Sean watched him go, the grin still on his face, but it faded when he turned to Finn and saw the look in those blue eyes. It wasn’t angry, but there was something there. “Finn? Hey, Finn, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” Finn answered, but there was a silence. "You seem to be making friends fast."

Sean glanced at Finn. He still had that expression on his face, as though he were trying to suppress some emotion. Sean shrugged.

"Guess so. Why,” he grinned, “you jealous?"

"Yes."

The answer was so immediate and open that Sean nearly choked. Finn didn't try to hide; he simply looked at Sean, earnest, honest, and 100% open. Sean had no idea how to react; he just fish mouthed as he searched for a response. “.... I....”

Sean’s reaction seemed to amuse Finn, for he smiled, albeit somewhat apologetically. “I’m sorry. That’s not something I should’ve sprung on you.”

“.... you....” Sean was trying to wrap his head around this. “.... You don’t WANT me to make friends?”

“No!” Finn sounded vaguely horrified. “No, that’s not.... I mean.... shit.” He scrubbed a hand over his face. “That IS how it sounded, isn’t it. Fuck, I’m sorry. I’m glad you’re making friends, really. I’m just.... jealous, I guess.  On some level, I want to monopolize all your time.” His smile turned somewhat rueful. “Real mature, huh.”

Sean still couldn’t make sense of this. Finn wanted all his time? “......okay,” he said at last.

“I’m really sorry,” Finn repeated, clearly extremely worried that Sean was mad at him.

“No, it’s okay. I just.... I’m having a hard time believing that you want all of MY time.”

Finn stared at him. “You....” He shook his head. “I don’t know if you’re oblivious or just need a confidence boost.”

Sean bristled at the ‘oblivious’ comment. “Hey.”

Finn just shook his head again. “Forget it. You’re not mad at me?”

“No. No way.”

“Okay. Good. Then let’s go to lunch.” And, before Sean could blink, Finn had grabbed his books. “And I’m carrying your books again.”

The blond couldn’t help laughing. “You’re crazy, you know that?”

“Oh yeah.” Finn led the way towards the cafeteria, leaving Sean extremely puzzled and trying to muddle his way through all Finn’s words and meanings. Finn wanted all his time? Why would he want that? Did he truly want Sean like Dan and Taylor thought, or was this all, as usual, too good to be true?

But then they reached the cafeteria and the rest of the hipster group, and all the thoughts had to be put away for the time being. He would figure it out later, when he wasn’t face-to-face with those gorgeous blue eyes.

Sean realized he was staring and had been for several moments. Flushing bright red, he turned away, turning his attention to his lunch and away from those eyes and that smile.

Later.
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CHAPTER 6
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“Are you KIDDING me?!”

Sitting on the bed, Sean winced at the tone and pitch of Taylor’s voice. “Geez, Bradbury, take it down a notch, will you?”

“I will not!” Taylor paced Sean’s bedroom. The black curtains and Absinthe poster were both up now and looked fantastic. “The guy actually tells you that he wants you to himself, and you STILL won’t accept the fact that he’s into you?”

“Wait, WHO said he wants Sean to himself?”

Sean and Taylor spun to find Dan in the doorway, a pop-tart in one hand.

“Danny, not now.” The last thing Sean needed was both Taylor AND his brother ganging up on him. But Dan wasn’t going to be deterred.

“Is this sex-eyes guy?”

“YES!” Taylor exploded, too riled up to be amused by the term. “He told Sean that he was jealous of Sean’s new friend and that he wants Sean all to himself, and Sean still thinks it might all be some.... cosmic joke or something, I don’t know.”

Dan was staring at his brother as if he’d grown a second head. “Sean, what the fuck is wrong with you?”

“Language!”

“Oh, shut up,” Dan growled. “I’m fourteen.”

“I don’t care,” Sean glared. “No f-bombs.” Dan heaved a sigh, which he ignored.

“Sean, I’m serious,” Taylor continued as if she hadn’t been interrupted. “I don’t know how much more blatant he can be unless he comes up to you with a bouquet of flowers, drops to one knee, and asks you on a date.”

He let out a frustrated, anguished groan, burying his face in his hands. “Why did I ever think you were my best friend?” came the muffled words from between his hands. Taylor grinned.

“Because I’m awesome. And I’m helping you get laid.”

“UGH.” Dan wrinkled his nose. “Okay, I may be all for Sean dating and stuff, and he can do.... whatever he wants.... with the people he dates. But can we PLEASE not discuss it? I do NOT need to think about him doing people.”

Sean peered up at Dan. “Who says I’m the one doing the doing?” he asked, grinning. “Maybe I like being the one getting done.” And he waggled his eyebrows. Dan let out a horrified cry and fled the room. Taylor burst into laughter. Sean grinned at her. “I think I broke Dan.”

“Sounded it.” The redhead sat down on the bed beside him. “He’s probably in the bathroom right now, trying to figure out how to bleach the image from his brain.” He laughed. “But seriously, Sean. There honestly isn’t another way to take Finn’s words. So just.... loosen up and give him a chance, okay?”

He sighed. “Okay.” Taylor brightened visibly.

“Okay?”

“Okay! I said okay!”

“Okay! Okay! I’m just asking!”

“Yeah, asking a million times!” Sean gave her a shove. “Pain in the ass.”

Taylor pointed at him. “You’ll thank me when you’re getting all that sex.”

Sean laughed. “Okay. If I DO get lots of sex, I will thank you.”

“That better be a promise.”

He held out his hand. “Promise.”

Smiling, Taylor shook his hand, sealing the deal.

~*~
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SO FAR, THE DAY HADN’T been going so well. In English class, they’d had to discuss their favorite authors, and when Sean had said Shakespeare and Jane Austen, there had been a ton of laughter and a lot of the expected gay jokes. Because it’s totally gay for a man to like romantic literature written by a woman. He was so sick of society’s bullshit clichés.

“Hey, James Dean!”

Sean’s shoulders tensed. He didn’t like it when anyone but Finn used that nickname. But at least it was Alex. She truly seemed rather nice.  The rest of their little group of friends were either off-putting or downright rude. If it weren’t for Finn, he would have stopped hanging out with them by now.

“What’s up, Alex?”

“You’re coming to get coffee with us today, right?”

“Oh.” He honestly hadn’t thought about it. He’d managed so far to escape the trips to Kuthála, but he supposed sooner or later he should go. And Dan had the school paper today (little nerd had already signed up for five different clubs), so it should be fine. “.... okay. Sure.”

“Good. Right after school, then.”

“I’m gonna take
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