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Marty compiled a list of all the things he would rather be doing today other than announcing his feelings to one Rusty Stammers.

	giving a driving lesson to a blind llama.

	eating a bowl full of fire ants and earthworms.

	licking the ballsack of a waterlogged corpse.


But no, today Marty was doing it. 

He sat in trigonometry, too nervous to be wrapped up in boredom and hunger like he usually was. The truth was, he’d had feelings for Rusty since he was eight years old and Rusty punched a bully for making fun of his freckles. The two of them had been close, even while Rusty morphed from awkward soccer kid to reigning football star. The popularity showered on him from girls never made him blink twice.

So maybe...

The bell rang, usually a sign that he was allowed to stuff his face in the lunchroom. But the excitement didn’t affect him today. He wasn’t even sure he could choke down anything with how anxious he was. By the time he made it to the lunchroom—where Rusty usually spent the half hour bouncing between tables—he was shaking so hard he was vibrating.

Once in the dining hall, his gaze found Rusty at once. His ear length red hair fell into wide green eyes. He had broad shoulders and muscular arms. Perfect for throwing a football but even more perfect for gathering Marty into his arms.

Swallowing hard, he headed for Rusty, knowing that if he didn't do this now he wasn’t going to do it at all. When he got closer, he noticed Rusty’s red rimmed eyes and the pits underneath them. Fighting with his grandpa again? Either way, he couldn’t focus on that now.

The words poured out of his mouth like vomit. “I have something to tell you.”

Rusty met his eyes. “Oh? What’s up?”

“I am in love with you.” He hadn’t realized he’d shouted the words until after he’d said them. A hush fell across the lunchroom. Heads turned. Girls giggled. And then...

“Ew, gross, moron!” Rusty shoved him away. “You’re a dude. What the fuck.”

Everyone—and he meant everyone—burst into laughter. He was pretty sure even the librarian’s lazy-eyed pet bearded dragon laughed. Their eyes met as color flooded his cheeks. That was the moment he discovered his sole purpose.

To get revenge on Rusty Stammers.
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Marty wasn’t a bad person.

At least he didn’t think so.

But when straight guy Wyatt’s gaze slid over to one of his best friends, Sterling, an evil plan unfolded in his head. 

“I can’t believe this,” he whispered.

Skyler, his other friend, nodded while jotting down notes in a sketchbook. He always said sketchbooks were more freeing for his scientific notes. “I invented a love serum, a love serum that works on anyone.”

Anyone ... including Rusty Stammers. Perfect. Because here’s the thing.

He wanted to turn down Rusty, show him how awful he’d felt that high school day. He just wanted him to know the way it felt to put his heart on the line—and to be utterly shattered for it. No, he’d never be a monk. And yes, he’d have to spend the rest of his life making up for the bad karma. With a shaky breath, he leaned over the table. “Can I get some?”

“Only if you tell me who you’re going to use it on,” Skyler said. The light from the sign reflected on his pure white teeth as he grinned evilly. 

“If I tell you it’s someone from high school, is that enough?” Please let that be enough.

“Fine.” His friend wouldn’t have looked more evil if he ran around with a ski mask and knife. “If you do the laundry.”

“Ah, man. I hate laundry.”

“Everyone hates laundry.”

“Fine.” This was going to suck but so did advanced geography.

“Woot!” Skyler punched his shoulder.

Over the next few moments, Skyler’s attention was swayed by his obsession with parrots. They owned one named Captain Obvious, but it was mostly paid for by Skyler. He hadn’t been a fan until he’d learned he could teach it every swear word in the dictionary—and then some.

While Skyler was busy looking up parrot onesies, he began his search. He'd avoided seeing Rusty—and anything that reminded him of him—since he was sixteen. Rusty had tried to talk to him after what happened, but the betrayal had cut him deep. Too deep. First up, social media.

The good thing about finding a popular person is that they are out there. After digging through some Rustys, he came across a photo of Rusty. He had facial hair now but Rusty still wore that mischievous smile. He wore it when he flicked peas at his older brother, and he’d worn it when they’d touched each other’s junk behind the lake house when he was twelve. The sight of him, with his slightly crooked front fang and the mole just above his right cheek, made his heart speed up. He clicked, ‘Add friend.’

Much to his surprise, Rusty must have had his phone open because he accepted immediately.

I guess he doesn’t think I remember...

He typed a hasty reply to the acceptance.

Marty: How’s it been?

Rusty: All right. Taking care of gramps now instead of him taking care of me.

Marty: Can we catch up some time?

Rusty: I have a six pack of beers and no one to drink with me. You can come over now. 

Marty: I’ll come over. Address?

Why was his heart thundering like this? And he could testify in court that someone stole his breath.

Rusty: I inherited my parents’ old place.

Same address as the one he had as a kid, then. The same place they’d swapped Halloween candy and laughed until Mountain Dew shot out their nose. For a moment the memory gave him pleasure but it was soured by what happened ... later.

Marty: I’ll be over in fifteen

He stood up from the table. “I have to go.”

“You sure?” Skyler asked. “You’re missing the part where Wyatt comes in his pants in front of everyone.”

“I’ll pass.” Then he grabbed his keys.
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The house hadn’t changed much. It was painted a cheerful yellow instead of sky blue. The roses and trees were gone. What had replaced them would send his mother turning—no, backflipping—in her grave. All along the lawn and porch were garden gnomes in questionable positions, including one female gnome having an orgasm with another gnome.

As if he’d knocked, the door opened. “Enjoying my tasteful lawn decorations, I see.”

And there he was. Rusty stood in the doorframe, his figure illuminated by the light behind him. The sound of CNN or some other news station came from inside. Grandpa, maybe? Rusty hadn’t obsessed over current events.

He hopped up the stairs and met him at the front door. “Nice to see you again, Rusty.” Liar, liar. I’ll light your pants on fire.

“Since when are we so fucking formal?” 

Then, to his shock, Rusty pulled him into a hug. The touch sent heat straight to his stomach, but he told himself it was normal. Rusty was an attractive guy and Marty was gay. It didn’t mean shit.

After Rusty let him go, he waved him inside. Just like he thought, Grandpa Stammers sat in the chair made in WWI. He refused to give it up, vomit stains and all. He had always been stubborn. He’d also always been—

“Are you the fucking fairy kid?” Grandpa asked.

—a bit of a prick.

Now he was definitely on board with thrashing Rusty. He’d obviously been feeding ol’ gramps stories about the “hilarious” high school incident.

“I’m so sorry,” Rusty said. “Ever since he got dementia, Gramps has been a handful.”

It wasn’t just dementia. Grandpa Stammers had always been a bigot and had passed it down to his son, Rusty’s father.

“I may need something stronger than beer,” he joked.

Rusty led him to another room and went over to a dented cabinet and pulled out a bottle of single malt whiskey. “I hear ya.”

As he poured shots, Grandpa Stammers creaked like an old tree. He could hear him groaning, and he came around the corner using a cane with hand grooves from years of use.

“What are you doing, Grandpa?” Rusty asked.

Ignoring his grandson, he began to shake his already quivering finger at him. “I’m glad my grandson never became a fruit loop like you.”

And I’m glad I never had an asshat grandpa like you, he said in his head.

“Come on, Gramps.” Rusty grabbed the man’s arm to lead him back to the dining room. “Let’s watch your show.”

A moment later Rusty returned, his hands buried in the pockets of his jeans. He could hear the sound of grumbling next-door. “Sorry, again.”

“It’s okay,” he said, even though it really wasn’t.

Silence fell as Marty took his first drink. Usually he had this desperate urge to fill it, but he was too busy stewing in his emotions to feel awkward—about Grandpa Stammers, about his guilt over his plan. This was going to be harder than he thought.

“So, you’re studying at Northview like me, right? Computer science,” Rusty said.

“How did you know?” He hadn’t told him any of that. In fact, they hadn’t been in touch since 2009.

“I checked up on you from time to time.”  It could have been his imagination, but he could swear Rusty’s neck flooded with color. “I just wanted to make sure you were okay.”

For some reason
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