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Pickup game
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I DON'T know why they named me Hitch. They just did, is all.

I'm a boy in the 8th grade, junior high school. We've got 7th-, 8th-, and 9th-graders who go here. I don't mind being in the middle of it because this year we get to pick on the 7th-graders.

I don't really do that. It's just nice to know that you can if you want.

The real situation is this boy that I like. His name is Rex, another 8th-grader. I met him over the summer and found out he would be going to school here. I'm really happy about it because we like each other way more than we are supposed to.

Nobody knows about it. And nobody is gonna know, either.

I like things just the way they are. People obviously know we are friends but they are too stupid to know what's really going on.

I met Rex at this basketball camp. Late one day we were on the same team in this pickup game. He hits the winning shot, a jump shot that's as beautiful as he is. I just grab him and hug him. At that point, I didn't even know what his name was.

After dinner I'm walking back to where I stayed and Rex sort of comes out of nowhere. He grabs me and holds me tight.

Maybe I looked at him funny or something because he goes, "You know, what you did on the court."

I go, "Because you hit that shot."

He just looks at me, no way out. Then he grabs me again and he won't let go.

I don't want him to.

When he finally does, I grab him back. And then we just hold each other.

That's how it all started. We weren't even 8th-graders. Now we are, plus we play varsity together. I like being with him.

People have these stupid parties and some girl always says to me, "Can you bring Rex?"

She's got no idea what she's saying.

And we go to the party. The only thing we don't do while we're there is dance together, or kiss.

We do that on our own time, the kissing.

I heard some people talking at school about some boy who likes someone that he isn't supposed to. I didn't recognize his name, or the other boy. And it's not just a rumor because some of the people have heard from other people that it's true.

I wasn't sitting there with Rex at the time but I may as well have been. Everybody knows that I am nearly always with him.

But they don't see me and him that way because we play varsity. If you are varsity baseball, basketball, or football, you get to like whoever you want and nobody has anything to say about it.

I'm sure there have been times in the hallway when I put my arm around Rex for a second or two. I mean, the clues are all there but nobody sees them. Don't get me wrong, I don't want them to see them. I know how everybody talks about those boys and I don't want that for me and Rex.

None of the boys would ever say they like another boy. That's not how it works around here. You don't admit to stuff like that. I don't know who they really like.

All I know is who I like and that the rumors don't single us out the way they do those other boys. My world would fall apart if anybody knew the truth.

I don't even like to think about it. There are times when I sometimes think about telling Rex that we have to stop. But I never get around to it because I don't want to. Besides, there is no reason we need to in junior high.

I think it's more of a high school thing. You are supposed to date girls and stuff when you get there. For some kids in a different school system, high school starts with the 9th grade. Not for us, it doesn't. Me and Rex get to like each other an extra year.

I can't imagine not liking him. I also can't imagine if people find out about us. I guess I'm lucky I'm on varsity.

Rex is first-string. I'm second-string at his position, which is the two guard. I'm a better shooter than he is on the practice court, but not in a game. He is what they call a scorer.

I know that both of us play for love of the game. Some of the guys with skills play varsity because they know it's how they can get girls. All the players on our team have girlfriends, I think, a cheerleader or some other girl that all the boys in school want. It's the varsity athletes that get them. Me and Rex don't play basketball for that reason.

When he grabbed me on that pathway, he didn't know he was the first one to put his feelings out there. I saw the fear in his eyes when he realized what he had done.

I'm glad it happened the way it did. I never would have found a way to tell him and he wasn't about to do it either. It was all based on a mistake.

The team gives us cover for how we feel. Not only would no one question it but the players would go after them if they did. Also, since we are basketball players, we are taller than most of the other boys in school. They don't want to get beat up.

It isn't going to come to that. Me and Rex are hiding in the open, where they aren't going to find us out.

I know what the rules are. Boys don't like other boys. So don't even think about it because there's nothing there to begin with.

I grabbed Rex because he made that shot. I didn't do it for any other reason. I knew that I liked him but I also knew that nothing like that was for real.

I never saw the pathway coming, what happened there between us. It got real in a hurry.

Rex knows what the rules are, too. I always tell him that he was the first one to break them. He says it was me on the basketball court. With the two of us blaming each other, somehow no one is guilty.

I don't feel like beating up some 7th-grader. Besides, I don't think they talk about 8th-graders. They've got their own class to make up rumors about.

The way that me and Rex get through this is to never say anything. Me and him talk about it, of course, our plans. What we have come up with is that all we really need to do is keep quiet. It's as simple as that.

Yeah, it's true, people like to talk but me and Rex don't. Those other guys tell us about their girlfriends and stuff and we just let them go on about it. They like it, telling us and everybody else about who they like and what they do. Nobody ever stops talking about themselves long enough to look at me or Rex and go, "Who do you like?"

We talk basketball, me and Rex. They pay attention to what Rex says because they respect his game. If I say something, which I do every now and then, they know that me and Rex discuss the game a lot and they don't know which one of us came up with it. They don't know if I know more than I do.

But those guys aren't the only guys we hang out with. We are members of the German club.

At the start of junior high they make you pick a foreign language to take. Me and Rex took German, no matter that it was at different schools. Then our 8th-grade language teacher suggested the two of us join the German club. It's got kids from 7th, 8th, and 9th in it.

We like it. We watch German films, lots of short ones. We lean heavily on the English subtitles. Sometimes the teacher gives us a film with no subtitles. Everybody shouts at the screen.

Still, we know more German than the players on the basketball team. None of them take German. Whatever language they do take, I don't think they do their homework. Or they somehow do enough for their grades to keep them on the team.

The club has got both boys and girls in it. You don't have to worry about the boys. It's the girls you have to worry about because they will just point-blank say, "Who do you like?"

That's because they hope your answer will be them. If you act real shy about questions like that, sooner or later the girls will leave you alone. The boys just don't care in the first place. They assume you like somebody and let it go at that. As long as it isn't their girlfriend, if they have one, there's no problem.

It's really easy for me and Rex in the 8th grade. We've got this great relationship and we are just having fun in school. If there's anybody you've got to worry about, it's the adults. Like if the school counselor calls you in and wants to know how you're doing. They've got your grades, so they already know that. What they are really after is for you to tell them if you are doing okay in your social life. They have some way of wording it to make it sound almost scary.

You just want to tell them you are happy and don't offer any reason why. They are still going to try and find out. Tell them how much you like playing on the basketball team. That seems to bring an end to the meeting.

I sometimes think it would be really weird if one of the 9th-grade players came to me and Rex and said, "I know about you guys."

But not an accusation, that's not what I mean.

He would go, "I like this kid but I can't tell him."

We would understand why he can't tell him. No, it's not one of us. It would turn out to be a kid on some team we had recently played against. They talked after the game and there was sort of something between them, the guy thinks.
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