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Chapter 1 - The Backstory
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Danny's been my best friend for a long time. Our families have known each other for a long time. We grew up as next door neighbors and played with all the other kids in our neighborhood, basketball and Ghost in the Graveyard and cops and robbers and whatever else between our backyards and running across the streets to the other kids' houses while our parents had drinks in one single backyard, usually not paying attention to us. It was better that way, I think, because it meant we got to have more fun. Danny and I would always gather up as many of the kids as we could and we'd usually send their parents over to whichever backyard was occupied so we could have our evening of uninterrupted fun. 

Uninterrupted fun usually meant playing those games, yeah, or doing flips on a trampoline or sneaking into someone's house to play video games. As we got older, though, it meant something different. Come late middle school into high school, we kept up with the games, though they tended to be more organized and less "let's run around and find out who can be the most chaotic." We'd host kickball matches, baseball games, throw the football, whatever. 

The girls and the guys and the theys alike—we all participated. And yeah, I have to admit, I have a flash of misogyny in me. It's something I'm working on, so I ask that you bear with me when I say: even the girls and the theys turned out to be rough-and-tumble, ready to take on anything with a moment's notice. They kicked that ball, threw that ball, hit that ball and ran faster than me or Danny or any of the other guys could. And yeah, early on we complained a hell of a lot about it all, but eventually people either got their shit together and realized that they were either in with us, or they weren't in with us.

There was an asshole a million years ago—Kenny, or something—that we got kicked off the high school football team for being a creep to one of our girls. That's the kind of tight we were.

Danny was a different kind of tight. That is, his asshole was tight. Probably still, but I haven't felt that puss in a while.

I fucked everyone in our friend group once or twice, just about—I'm packing and Selina (the one I fucked first) wasn't quiet about it. She blabbed to our whole friend group in early eighth grade about my dick and I, being the dumb fuck I was, told everyone she was lying and we hadn't slept together. She called me out again while she was pitching to me, and I struck out. Which, bullshit. I think that counts as some kind of cheating, but what the fuck do I know. 

After she talked about it and I very obviously was flustered by her talking about it, everyone started to mumble. It got brought up as a joke most of the time, but by the end of sophomore year of high school, I'd been inside all the girls, half the guys, and most of the theys. Most of the guys wouldn't admit to it, either, but they'd planned too many sleepovers where I was the only one still around at the end of the night for me to take any other message out of that. Sue me. Fuckin' sue me. I know big lawyers and I think I'm allowed to say that my fat cock transcends the boundaries of sexuality. 

Sure transcended the bounds of several dudes' assholes, even though they went back to telling everyone about Becky and Bella the next day, acting like the little limp they had was from straining themself in our soccer game. 

Danny wasn't really on the menu for me ever. He and I had been so close for so long that it never really made sense to me. Sex wasn't about intimacy like that—not the emotional kind. It was about feeling good, doing it fast, and then doing it over and over and over again until you both got so worn out you were on the verge of passing out. There was something emotional and intimate about that, yeah. 

Like how we survived our high school's administrative turnover and the time it turned into an authoritarian regime and all practices for any sports had to be monitored by an external security agency because one singular student had one time brought a bb gun to school and the PTA moms were so terrified that they called the local news and sobbed so hard their mascara smeared on national television, talking some shit about how they were so horrified that the school would allow such violent rhetoric to taint their little babies or whatever. You know—the usual kinds of whining those types of people do.

So yeah, there's something emotionally intimate about fucking until you're on the verge of death, because that's what a trauma bond is, in a way. And there's something special about truncating that process into one blissfully painful night. Or two, or three... they always come back for more, but sometimes it's about whether they're coming back for more, y'know? If you don't know... You haven't gotten laid enough to read this. I don't make the rules, I just tell my stories to people who aren't fucking virgins. 

That, or people who are virgins on purpose in some way—like AroAce motherfuckers. You're still probably a virgin, but it's by choice and I love that and respect that and I see you. 

Excellent. Now that I've already insulted you once, dear reader, the first domino has fallen. You're still interested in taking a joyride on the dick that is my life? Wonderful. Proud of you, you pretty little slut. Let's go through this shit together and I'm going to talk to you like you're a long-lost friend and not some nerd curled up with an e-reader. I hope you at least paid for this. And if you didn't, a review is also very, very appreciated. Thanks pumpkin. I don't give it up for free, ever. 

I mean, unless "it" is this tower in my pants, but these days that tower is taken up by one man and one man only. 

See, all of that context was important—if you could just be patient for one second and enjoy the buildup, you might have more fun with the pay off. The climax is worth it when you're rocking with me, baby. Always worth my climax. 

So, back to the context. We're now early Junior year in high school. The regime has been toppled thanks to me and a handful of the crew that I've been referencing this whole time—yes, yes, the ones who've all been fucked by me—and we're pretty chill on everything. SATs are on their way and finals are getting harder and harder, but we've established our high school dynamic pretty firmly and we've all figured out our rhythms. One thing about me? I'm big into rhythms.

I have classes with several members of my crew, we eat lunch together, spend that awkward 45-minutes or so between the end of classes and practices or rehearsals or whatever you call a book club gathering hanging out under the bleachers, shooting the shit and having better conversations than we have with anyone else all day. Sometimes that also meant making out with each other, especially if the group was busy or on the outs for the week (epic highs and lows of high school friend groups, that sort of thing). Everyone knew that was our spot, so they would steer clear. If we weren't using it, chances are someone from the crew would weasel their way into it anyways. 

So, status quo is awesome. We're thriving. I'm happy. They're happy. We're all happy.

Except no, because Danny isn't happy. With everything going on, I had started to neglect him by accident, but I figured he was seeing other people in the group, hanging with his football guys, all that. I figured he was just busy like I was and we'd spend the summer betting on who could get more people to go down on them in the Dairy Maiden parking lot. I don't really remember how it started, but the first time I realized something was wrong was when I got a text from Adam, then one from Melly, then Bailey, all within a half second of each other. None of them in the group chat, which was unusual.

Like a batsignal to my beautiful night sky, those texts brought me out of class on a "bathroom break," down the hall, around the corner, past the cafeteria, and well past the nearest bathrooms to find the chanting crowd screaming the unoriginal "fight! fight! fight!" while two people I couldn't see were grunting like they were fucking on the plain white school tiles at 11:28 AM on a Tuesday. 

Adam sheepishly waved me over, but I couldn't hear him over the chanting, so he just pointed me to the center. Which, no shit, Adam. (All respect to Adam. We love Adam; he's a good dude. Heard he's married now! Wonder if his wife knows he likes it up the ass...) In the center was Danny, with bright red fists, beating the shit out of Mitch, one of our other friends that was on the football team with Danny. I'm not bigger than either of them in terms of muscle, but I am taller and I am one of the friend group OGs, which tends to mean they listen to me faster than a hell of a lot of other people, including the ineffectual hall monitor half-heartedly yelling "stop... guys, please... I'm gonna have to get the school resource officer..." while filming with her phone. 

I didn't know what the fuck was going on, but I didn't have it in me to care.

Danny's fist collided with my side and Mitch was still swinging, too (also a thing I'm assuming he does these days—his wife does know he likes it up the ass) but I held them apart mostly with my height and stubbornness alone. I yelled a dramatic as fuck "knock it off! Get the fuck back to class!" and the crowd dispersed, including the hall monitor, who I'd get a thank you blowjob from later that year. The two boys were still swinging at each other, though, so the fight was clearly not over. 

It was over enough because I kept them apart long enough for them to start shouting at one another about whatever it was that had them swinging. Mitch yelled something about Danny being a dick and Danny barked back something about Mitch being spoiled. 

Adam and Melly and Bailey got Mitch and walked him back to class as soon as I managed to detach him from my side. Usually, I'd get backup to talk with Danny, even if it was really just me doing all the talking, but today none of them had volunteered, which had set me on edge right away. Danny begrudgingly followed me outside into the cold air and I sagely mentioned to him that the shift in temperature was good to calm him down, not only because he was heated (though, I think I specifically said "hot") but because it was something something physiological psychological blah blah reaction that my therapist had suggested I do whenever I was having issues. 

He looked back at me with puffy, angry eyes like he was Anakin Skywalker and he was just a few seconds away from stripping and pulling out his laser-sword to bash against mine while lava erupts around us, and I knew in that moment that I was missing something and had been the shittiest best friend possible for way longer than I cared to admit. 

The first thing my dumb fuckhole mouth spit out was, "Are you okay? What the fuck was that?"

And he looked like he wanted to punch me, because he hadn't stopped looking like he wanted to punch me since I'd shoved him off Mitch. Annnnd then he started sobbing and leaned into grab on my shirt because I had brought us outside not thinking we'd be here for more than a minute or two and I hadn't brought my fucking jacket, but he was wearing a sweatshirt and was probably fine. 

"My dad," he said. "Nothing I'll do is ever good enough for him. He—I dropped in the rankings and now he's telling me that I won't get scouted. And if I don't get scouted..."

"Then you're not going to college," I supplied, hand creeping up into his hair to rub it gently. "That's asshole behavior, dude. You should tell him to fuck off."

"I can't do that. All the money for my college went into an account that can only be used for college and he's the main user of the account, and... sorry, you don't want to hear about my financial problems."

"I want to hear about what's upsetting you, though."

"Basically all the money I've been making from working the summers and avoiding you guys because I need to keep working and if I don't avoid you during the summers I'll never have enough to go to college is in an account that my dad controls. And if I don't play better, he's going to restrict it from me."

"Is that legal? That sounds... illegal. Also, you've been avoiding us?"

"Well, not you. And not the big group stuff. I like being there when I can, but it's just... I haven't seen anyone else during the summers in a while because I'm putting in thirty-five, forty-hour work weeks then."

"It's sweet that you make time for me."

He sniffled and shoved away from me. The disconnect of our veil of body heat left me feeling frozen in a split second. I started shivering immediately, but he didn't seem to notice. 

"You're a dick. Of course I make time for you. You're my... I mean, you're the best person I know. You're my best friend."

"You were going to say something different." 

"Not the time, Cal."

"What were you about to call me?"

"Freudian slip. You're the one with all the love for psychology. You should know that means it's accidental and, like, not real. It's all bullshit; I wasn't about to say anything."

He looked back at me again, fixing a smile on his face. It was a really similar face to the one he made when he'd just beat me in a video game and wanted to be smug about it, but softer. Still kinda dickish, but softer. And with his puffy eyes and how small he looked with his shoulders folded forward like that... it was the first moment I realized that I might have been into him as more than just my best friend. Didn't really seem like the moment, though.

"Okay, have it your way," I said. "You should talk to your dad about the money, though. Or I guess that wouldn't really work. Can you call your mom about it? You're close with an aunt, too, right?"

He sniffed again and leaned back into me. The warmth was a very-needed balm to the blistering of my frigid and quickly decaying skin. The touch was more electric than I wanted it to be, though, and I shivered from the contact harder than any of the cold had me shivering. 

"Yeah. They won't help me, though."

"That sucks. I wish... I don't know anything about money, and I definitely don't have any of my own, so I don't know how to help, but I can... I mean, I can sit here and listen. Not for much longer because I have Winterbaum and he's kind of a nazi when it comes to bathroom breaks and I'm also freezing because I'm not the one with a sweatshirt on, but it's—"

"You're a douche, Cal. Let's go back inside. I can whine to you before practice tonight. Bleachers?"

He stood up and cracked the door. The gust of warm wind filled me with hope for the future and renewed my spirit. He reached down and held out his hand to help me up. I took it, thinking a little bit closer than normal on how well our hands fit together. 

"I've spent every three thirty PM to four fifteen in the same place for the last three years, dork. It's not changing. I'll see ya."

He smiled and trotted down the hall back towards his class. I think Mitch was also down that way, which gave me a half second of nerves, but considering they were wrestling about stupid emotional boy bullshit and Danny said he'd talk with me later, so that seemed like that. 

You're a smart little reader, aren't you? You know where this is going. At least this part, you do. 
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Chapter 2 - The Backstory, but it's getting Gayer
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Nothing really interesting happened under the bleachers that night, sorry to say. I know that's probably a little disappointing to read, but... well, it wasn't a private night under the bleachers, which meant that even though I'd been thinking about bruising his lips and scraping up his knees on the stone chips down there for the rest of the day, I didn't get any and neither did he. A couple of the crew pointed out to me that I was acting weird, staring at him and shit, but I waved it off and mentioned how I was just worried about him. That was satisfying to anyone who asked. Danny seemed uncomfortable talking around everyone about it, too, so we didn't say anything to one another, and we went our separate ways when the time came. 

He had his practice and I had my linger sesh which included me drawing under the bleachers, smoking with a couple of friends, crashing the theater kids' student-led rehearsal, and driving myself home once I got bored of waiting for everyone else. 

It was cold enough out that we weren't going to do anything outside that night, but I was half-hoping we'd meet up online, or something. I wanted to hear more from him so badly that it had kinda started occupying most of my thoughts and it stayed that way until we got to hang out, just the two of us, like three weeks later. I thought I was going to lose my goddamn mind.

Turned out he wasn't allowed to come over to my place or leave the house until he perfected a handful of drills. His dad had been on him like a motherfucker since the day Danny and Mitch fought. I was allowed over to help him study, but he couldn't come to my place which, according to his dad, was surely filled with all manner of distraction. I was kinda grandfathered in as a friend, though, so it was cool for me to visit as long as Danny could prove by the time I left we'd actually studied. 

So, naturally, we spent the first half hour looking up the answers to his study guide and making note cards (which, I had to pretend I was also studying for something of my own, but really I was just helping him) and pretending like it was taking a lot of work. For the rest, we just talked. 

We talked for several hours about how things had been going, how frustrating everything had been lately. How Danny had barely slept and he'd broken up with his girlfriend that I didn't even know he had and he hadn't seen his mom since she moved to Europe and hadn't visited since and how hard it was getting to enjoy football when it seemed like it was so much more than just a game or even a fun lifestyle—it was the only thing that could have any meaning to him at that point. Which, you know, sounded like it sucked ass. 

I had to listen to his dad yell at him for dinner, too. When his dad addressed me, it was with some modicum of respect. When his dad addressed him, it was like he was talking to the piece of gum you accidentally touch underneath the desk when you go to grab something you dropped or use the backpack hook on the desk or whatever. 

Throughout dinner, his dad watched him like a hawk and insisted on knowing most of the details of his day. When Danny gave a noncommittal shrug, his dad looked at me like I was somehow going to be on his side about this and said, "you see? He never talks about anything. He's lazy in studying, lazy about keeping up with his friends, and lazy about talking at the goddamn dinner table. Don't even get me started on football, Calvin. He's been a right fucking disaster on that one. You know he's dropped a dozen places in the state standings since the beginning of the season?"

"Uh, sounds like he's maybe tired?"

"Sounds more like your generation loves to cover for each other," he replied, laughing. 

Even though he was a dick, his smile was broad and the beard on his face was contorted in just the right way by his smile that I could see where Danny got it. Danny usually smiled with his whole face like that, too—not that he'd been smiling much lately. 

"Dad, stop," Danny muttered. "He's just trying to help me study he doesn't want to know about—"

"About you being a failure? I figure he already knows that one, Danny-boy. Doesn't need to hear that one from me."

"Danny's pretty good at just about everything, actually," I replied, leaning forward, mushy carrot still hanging between my lips. "You're lucky to have a son like him. All bright and shiny—star of our school, even if he is twelve places down."

I looked back at Danny apologetically, but he was still working on eating his food, keeping his face away from his father's oppressive stare. 

"Won't be for long if he doesn't keep polishing it," he said, rising and taking his and my empty plates, leaving Danny's picked-at plate still in front of his face. "Guess that's what happens when you wear a crown for too long, though. You get complacent. You get lazy. You let people dull your crown hard enough that it starts slipping."

He'd started washing the dishes and was facing away from the both of us, but the way he leaned back to talk made it pretty clear that this was all supposed to land in the obvious way he'd delivered it. My dumbfuck brain started focusing on the trajectory the sound waves of his voice probably took off the ceiling to get back to our ears. Beat just sitting there kicking my legs while Danny played with his food, though. 

"You let enough people into your bedroom that your wife starts slipping away, too," Danny mumbled, so quiet I almost didn't hear it. My excellent hearing combined with my encyclopedic knowledge of the boy, though, made sure I picked it up. 

"What was that?" his dad demanded, turning halfway. "I can hear you talking, Daniel."

"I didn't say anything."

"Bullshit."

I couldn't do much but look between them because what the fuck was I going to do? Get involved by yelling at my buddy's huge burly firefighter dad? Make up a lie that he'd see through because Danny was literally actually the one who spoke and that much was obvious? Sit here like an idiot with my thumb up my ass? Ding ding ding. I was going to do the second one. 

"Sorry, Mr. Hendrickson. I was just asking him about a play he made the other day—I wanted to sketch it, but he didn't want to embarrass me in front of you, so he just whispered. I had asked him earlier, but he forgot to reply and I was kicking him under the table to remind me once your conversation had died down a little. My bad."

He stared at me, clearly not believing what I said, but I watched those thick lips of his quirk up just a touch. 

"What play?"

He asked me, though the question seemed to be directed towards Danny based on the tone of his voice. Still harsh and heavy and gravelly—incongruent with the curious half-smile he was giving me—like he was impressed by the balls on me to dare defy him. 

"Just some variation on the Rival Flip Turn Prav and I were running the other day."

"You forgot to mention."

"Sorry," he mumbled, again down to his food. After another second of staring, he stood and lifted his plate, walking towards the kitchen sink. He set the plate down, food still on it, and started back towards me and the stairs up to his room behind me. I trailed behind him a half second later, then nearly ran into him when his dad shouted his name.

"Daniel Richard Hendrickson, I know you did not leave this fucking plate with this much food on it. Get your ass back over here and finish this plate now."

"Not hungry," Danny said, face a mishmosh of negative emotion. It looked like he was trying to keep a lid on his emotions as tightly as possible. "Dinner sucked."

"Fine, then go up to bed without finishing your goddamn food and see if that makes you a better player, eh? Sorry Calvin, kid's grounded. You need to head home." 

I looked from Danny back to Mr. Hendrickson, then back and forth once more, unsure of what the best course of action would be. I wasn't ready to leave—I could tell more of what was going on, but Mr. Hendrickson grounding Danny usually meant no phone, too. I'd either have to settle for fucking emails or not getting to talk to Danny at all about all of this, which was not something I was super down with letting happen, least of all because I didn't want to end up in the cold again without a coat... or with Winterbaum or whatever other old fuck was teaching whichever period Danny decided to blow up. 

Danny's shoulders just sunk and he walked upstairs without looking back at me or his dad. Each step sounded halfway between a stomp and a roll, like he'd turned into evil jelly and was rolling up the stairs. Did that one make sense? Fuck you, don't care, moving on. 

"Sorry Mr. Hendrickson, but I'm not failing this test," I said. Danny paused on the stairs above, looking at me curiously. "I'm staying until we finish studying for the night, or I'm helping Danny sneak out of his window—and you know I can do it. I did it that one time in middle school, remember? Mrs. Hend—I mean, sorry, Ginger caught us halfway down to the ground and we didn't come back until the next morning. I'm pretty sure you can't catch Danny when he's running, and I know you can't catch me, so... I'm staying."

That weird grin of his came again, this time a little stronger. His brow twitched a couple of times like he was ready to be angry, but he kept it under control. 

"Fine. Y'know, Calvin, if my son had balls like yours, I think I'd like him twice as much as I do."

"I'll take that as a compliment, I think."

"You should. You're more a man than my son. Keep the door open while you're up there—not that I think you two plan on doing anything sick. Just—"

"Dad, stop. He's bi—"

"Whatever the fuck you kids like calling yourselves, nothing disgusting like that is happening under my roof, capiche?"

"Yeah, fine," Danny mumbled. 

"Good. You know the way out, Calvin?"

I nodded and waved, then I followed Danny up the rest of the way. 

He closed the door behind us quietly, then slid down it once we were both inside with a thick gasp. His face was in his hands before I had a second to get even halfway settled in the air of the room. You know, the familiar stink of my best friend's bedroom, the nasty piles of clothes, the posters of all the big muscly superhero women. It takes a second to get used to. 

"Sorry about that. He's been a dick lately. It's his and mom's anniversary, and that's... I don't know, it's not really an excuse, but I do get it. Just sucks that it's been coming out on me like this. Stressful."

"Yeah, you don't have enough to worry about as it is. Too spoiled or whatever, so it just makes sense that this gets thrown at you."

"You suck."

"Probably, yeah." I sat down in his desk chair and gave it a little spin, puffing hair out of my face in one long stream of air. "You finally ready to talk about it?"

"What's there even to talk about? My dad can't stand me, my mom's on another continent, and my brother's been away at college for weeks and weeks and he's probably not even coming back for Thanksgiving... I'm just tired, man. I'm tired and I can't even hang out with you and the crew half the time because if I'm not running drills I'm studying because my grades have kind of gone to shit lately, too. So I guess really all there is to talk about is that everything sucks and I hate it and I'm miserable. And I miss you. And everyone else."

He just kept sitting there, his arms crossed over his knees, resting his chin on his forearms, just sitting there and looking kinda generally miserable. I threw a blanket this way.

"Cheer up, buttercup. At least I stole us a few hours here."

"Yeah, that shit was crazy. I don't think I've ever heard him respect anyone after they told him off. Kinda sick, man."

"Yeah. Sick..." We kinda stared at each other for another minute, dead air just hanging there. "You wanna do something? I mean, I'm not actually going to study and I figure since we already finished your study guide..."

"Nowhere we can go in the house that won't tip him off that we're not studying. Not like I have a TV in here to play games on or anything. Unless you feel like laying in my bed and reading."

"I'm not going home any time soon. Not leaving you with that to deal with."

"You're going to have to go home eventually."

I shrugged and took a seat on his bed, fluffing his smooshed, over-used pillows up behind me so I wasn't just sitting with plain wall as my support. It wasn't the comfiest place in the house, but it wasn't the worst, either. The bed smelled about as intense as the rest of the room, if not more so. Just like boy. A smell I've learned to be fond of over time, but in that moment, I wasn't really feeling it.

"Home's relative," I replied. "For example, I'm making myself at home here in your room."

I produced a small spray bottle of cologne from inside my backpack, the cheap one I made sure to have on me at all times in case of an emergency, and sprayed it up in the air, letting the cool wet droplets settle on my skin and on the blankets before breathing in deeply and exhaling with equal delight. 

"Yeah, I can tell. You look more comfortable in that bed than I feel most of the time."

"I am comfortable in your bed, Danny. I am very comfortable in your bed," I said. Then, leaning forward and with my voice low, I continued. "Do you want to see just how comfortable?"

He frowned and pulled out some of his folders from his backpack and smoothed them out onto the floor in front of him. He had a few piles of clothes around, but there was plenty of empty floor for him to do that. Didn't feel like I was wading through an ocean of Danny every time I came over. When Danny didn't respond, I did something that was altogether pretty normal for us: I started taking off my clothes. Not fully naked—that wasn't my plan. Just... unrolling them from my body and tossing them to the side. Jeans for school got tight in a hurry, and so did the old socks I was in. Each came off with a burst of release, and I made a show of moaning aloud each time I tossed a piece of clothing his way. 

Danny was a good sport, just like he always was, and didn't complain or grumble as I threw article after article his way until I was in nothing but my boxers and undershirt. No sweatshirt, no jacket, no socks, no pants; most of my bracelets and rings had gone with, too. When Danny looked my way again, he started laughing and I started laughing, and then we were both sitting and laughing like idiots until the door flung open and Mr. Hendrickson stood on the other side. Danny stashed my clothes under the bed faster than my eyes could track and I threw the blanket over my bare legs, leaned back, and pretended to be half asleep. 

"Door stays open, Daniel. You know better," he growled. "Nothing dirty happens in my house, do you understand?"

"Yeah, Dad. Sorry," Danny mumbled. 

"Calvin, you can stay here or you can come with. Either way, Danny's going to get punished for refusing to listen to my rules. Daniel, bathroom. Now."

Danny's face had gone slack again. His expression, just covered in a smile a few minutes ago, dropped into a blank nothing while he stood and, as if he was a robot, followed his father out of the room. I waited until they were gone and rolled out from under the covers, pulling my jeans back on and heading after them. 

I heard the noise coming from downstairs, but I couldn't really tell what was happening. Just the garbly noise of something in someone's mouth—I would have made a dirty reference to what it sounded like, honestly, but it was pretty harrowing, all things considered, to find my best friend with his head bowed over the sink and a bar of soap, sitting in his father's hand and stuffed all the way inside his mouth. Danny's expression exploded with fear as soon as he caught me in the mirror, but his father's grip on the back of his neck held him in place and prevented him from doing anything about it. Clearly, this was a vulnerable moment that he did not want me to watch.

I was tempted to look away and leave. Didn't feel like my business. The lazy part of me—the part that all of my teachers and parents and adults all throughout my childhood thought was my entirety—wanted to just look the other way because it would be easier than getting involved. The deeper part of me, though, won out. The scrappy little part of me that was loyal to a fault and did dumb shit like grab Mr. Hendrickson by the wrist and wrench his soap holding hand away from Danny's mouth, sending the bar shooting from his grip and into the sink below. 

"Don't touch him like that," I snarled, gripping his wrist with enough strength to snap it, I think. I'm not a physicist; I don't actually know how that would work. "He's your son, not a fucking armpit, man. Don't do that to him."

Mr. Hendrickson got a weird look in his eye, then looked between me and Danny with something between incredulity and bemusement on his face. It was like he couldn't believe that had just happened like that, but also that he was enjoying the fact that it did. I'd learn just a little bit later from here that Danny not only liked boys, but he was a raging filthy piggy bottom, which made a lot more sense after this whole soap moment. His dad was always looking for control over him, and I should have known that to step between a victim and his controller when you're not invited to can be... problematic. I don't hold it against Danny, but he was the one who moved first, and that meant shoving past his father and putting his hands against my chest and pushing. He's always been bigger than me and probably always will be, so the push did more than just move me back; I almost fell through the damn wall behind me. Or to the ground. You get me. I shuffled around like a drunk who chose the ice-skating rink as their shortcut to evade the cops. 

"Don't talk to my father like that, Calvin. Don't put your hands on anyone in my family," Danny growled down at me. "You don't get to decide what's right and wrong in my house."

I had to duck to avoid him swinging at me, then jog around half the house to make it to the front door while he chased me. And while he ran and while I ran, his dad lumbered around slowly, looking altogether uninvested when I darted past him but screaming at Danny about being a disgrace when he whipped on by. 

I didn't see Danny for a while. But I did see him again.
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Chapter 3 - The Backdoor Backstory
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My parents were the night's bonfire hosts the next time I saw him. Everyone's folks were in my backyard enjoying the raging fire and snacking on whatever my dad had put out for them, but basically none of their kids had come with. I couldn't complain all that much. It was mid-spring, so finals were more in the air than allergens, and everyone was studying or pretending to study so they could bang their significant other while their parents were out. Me? I didn't study for a goddamn thing in my life, so finals were no different. I was around for the free food and the ability to freely sneak drinks and pretend like I'd had way fewer than I did. 

It was an ideal night, really. The sunset was nice, the yard felt lively with laughter and the smells of savory homemade foods, and most of our lawn furniture was packed with people. Even the old folks who lived in the lot diagonal from us had made it over, bringing with them their devastatingly good pudding dish that put every other dessert to shame, no matter who had made it. 

My mom called me over and had me grab more chairs, which was fine, because there was no way in hell I was going to stand in my own backyard. Plus, our folding chairs were always lighter to carry than any other folding chairs I'd ever had to move, so it was easy to grab too many all at once and get to use one to prop my feet up. My dad would usually remark on it, but never actually correct me. Suited me just fine. 

By the time I finished grabbing the chairs from the basement and opening the back door to bring them through, I saw Mr. Hendrickson standing there, beer in hand, smile wide and intense, while Danny stood behind him, looking like an apparition. My dad had of course said hello to Mr. Hendrickson and was already chatting him up about some kind of stock market problem that had happened recently—which only lasted until they switched over to discussing football scores instead. Football scores and stats.

"...still working on getting our rank back up after this terrible last season, especially since we don't seem to want to work hard on our academics. You know how it goes. Kids love to dry up their options and it’s our job to keep their heads above water, eh, Kevin? Heads up and options open," Mr. Hendrickson said, beaming again. His face locked onto mine as soon as he noticed me and swallowed and flexed his jaw to hide the change in his expression. I saw it, though, and I started towards him with what I have to assume looked like pure rage in my eyes, because he had that smile back on his fake ass face in half a second flat. 

Danny didn't even really look up to see me the whole time I stood there, listening to my dad and Mr. Hendrickson talk about high school football stats, as if that was a thing in any meaningful way, all the while I had to smile and not punch anyone. 

I didn't usually get caught for punching anyone, so my parents didn't really know how much of a scrapper I could be. They used to say I ate like I was raised by ocelots, though, so maybe there was something to them that I just didn't comprehend. 

I'd completely zoned out of the conversation, just smiling and nodding like I knew a goddamned thing, when a little squeak of noise drew my attention.

"Dad," said Danny, the source of said squeak. "Can I go get some of the snacks? We left my food at home, and my numbers were up this week and I'm tired and hungry, and—"

"No. I said we'll eat when we get home and that's enough. That should be enough for you to know when you'll be eating and how to appropriately prepare. You don't anything that's unapproved by me, and you know that, so I don't want to hear you ask that question again. You know better."

My dad opened his mouth but closed it again, like he had no idea what to say. In all honesty the man never knew a damn thing, so not knowing what he wanted to say in a moment like that tracked, too. But Danny didn't bother to fight back or say anything more about the fact that he was hungry, because why should a high school football player get enough to eat?

So I excused myself from the conversation just in time for a couple of the other neighborhood parents to swoop in and start chatting with the dads. I made Danny a plate of snacks and beckoned him over away from the rest. He was hesitant but eventually relented and made his way over. I hid him inside while he gratefully chowed down on all the little snackies I had brought over for him—breads and veggies and some chips and dip and fruit and so on. He didn't say much to me, just ate and watched me carefully, like I might be ready to rat him out at any second.

My dad came in at one point and Danny physically flinched—but my dad just smiled and said, "Glad you're taking care of him, Cal. No neighborhood kid is gonna go hungry at my house no matter what their douchey parents say. No offense, Danny." Then he winked and was gone, leaving Danny to sigh with relief. 

After that night, Danny and I were back on as buddies. He'd crash at my place whenever he and his dad got into a fight (usually over his grades, which had gotten worse, or his football stats, which had gotten better, but apparently not fast enough), and even though our house was pretty big, we didn't have an air mattress, and sometimes my parents were well asleep by the time Danny made it over, so I'd fire them a text and let Danny crash in my room. A couple of times, I let him use my bed while I slept on the floor, but after a few too many sleepless nights that way, we ended up sharing the bed for all the further evenings like that.

Some nights Danny would open up to me about what was going on. His dad would completely ignore him some days, since he'd failed to pull off some impossible play and embarrassed him. Those nights, he'd make sure he was fed and leave Danny to fend for himself. Other times, Danny would tell me about how his dad would demand that his coach make him do suicides since he was "acting out" at home and he needed some discipline. Danny was usually pretty tired on those days, barely able to talk about them, but I was never left to wonder how hard it was. The weirdest of the bunch, and the one that stuck out in my brain the most, was that Danny's dad had started to ignore any and all talk about his ex-wife, Danny's mother, who had finally settled in a new place to live not so far from our neighborhood and was demanding that she, as a parent with partial custody, get to see Danny. 

If Danny wanted to see his mom, his dad would scream at him about how disgusting she was and how pathetic it was that Danny wanted his mommy so badly that he'd betray his "real parent" like this. If Danny didn't want to see his mom, his dad would berate him for breaking the family apart and refusing to do the right thing and see his mother. This leads to the weird part—Danny's dad had started to have women over. It wasn't a thing he did almost ever until Danny's mom came back into the picture, and Danny would show up at my door and tell me all about how he couldn't sleep because his dad was having loud, loud sex with whatever harlot he'd brought home.

One day, Danny confided in me that he thought the reason might not have actually had anything to do with his mom, but to do with him, instead. Apparently, his dad had mentioned that no one wanted a sissy running back and he would bring home women that Danny would have his free pick of, as long as he was brave enough to actually ask for it. 

That night, I fucked Danny for the first time. I'll skip the details since we were both still high schoolers at the time but just know that it was the first in a string of many, many moments we shared together in those final years of high school.

We weren't each other's homecoming dates or prom dates or anything, and we never actually started going out. Nothing really changed, except for the fact that we'd started having sex. I think it was a release for him, and it was just damn fun for me. I'm a party guy, I'm a sexual guy, and what can I say? I enjoy pleasing whoever's at the end of my dick. Danny was on that thing the entire rest of the school year whenever he could be. I think he got off on sticking it to his dad by sleeping with me, plus he trusted me and knew I wouldn't out him or anything. It suited me just fine. It felt like a proper symbiosis to me. 

The night from that time that still sticks out in my head the most—the one that I think matters the most to this story, anyway—was a night when Danny had some fancy-ass football training camp three states over the next morning, but it was senior night, which everyone at our school famously used as an excuse to get fucked up at a school event, then go home and get laid. It was kind of mythological, actually—more than prom night. Senior night was when you lost your virginity if you hadn't already. I'd planned on just going home and wacking it, actually, since I knew about Danny's camp and having to get up at like five the next morning. Wacking it unless I could find someone to sneak into the bathroom with me, that is. 

My crew also had plans to meet beneath the bleachers and do some weird ass blood oath thing that Adam was excited about 'cause it would make us be friends forever. Something saccharine but almost halfway cute. I didn't think I'd see Danny there, but when I made it under the bleachers, Danny was with everyone else, sipping on a beer and laughing like he didn't have to get up at an unholy hour the next morning. 

We did the ritual, and Danny, drunk and clearly feeling some type of way, kept brushing against me the entire time. Even when the events kicked off, like the chariot racing and the powder puff game and whatever, he kept finding ways to get our bodies in contact. That, and he kept both of our drinks full. Everyone knew who had the flasks in our grade, and everyone knew we had a huge stash of beer under the bleachers in coolers that were open to anyone who knew about them, so it wasn't hard to keep our drinks full, but it did involve a lot of disappearing and reappearing. 

And Danny getting drunker and drunker. 

At one point, towards the midpoint of the night, right as the powder puff game was hitting its crescendo, a drunken Danny turned to Steve, Beth, and I, and announced that his dad was supposed to be one of the coaches for the powder puff team, but had backed out once he got more details. The details in question being that the powder puff game was for the girls to participate in. Apparently, he hadn't read the form closely. 

That led to Danny crying in Beth's lap while Steve went to go grab us some more drinks (though, honestly, I think the dude just wanted to get away—he looked terrified). 

Danny told Beth all about how he'd thought it would be funny to get his dad to coach the girls, and how he thought it would be a good experience for him, since the man's always going on about how much better he'd do at coaching the school's team than the actual coach. And then he explained that his dad had laughed in his face, told him that was the team he belonged on (that is, with the girls), and told him if he went to watch something that was such a waste of good turf, he shouldn't bother coming home. 

Beth patted Danny's head and stared at me for support while he sobbed. The powder puff game transitioned to the theater kids doing a halftime number, and that seemed to just make Danny cry even harder. Steve made it back with drinks for us and Danny guzzled down more than his fair share, wiped his eyes, and ran to get some more. By the time I found him under the bleachers and making out with some freshman girl I didn't even recognize, the powder puff game had ended and they were taking volunteers for the next (and final, at least officially) event of the evening: the students-versus-teachers relay races. 

The girl was all snippy with me when I threw her off of Danny, but I didn't give a shit. I just told her to go and when she whined, I stood taller and made sure she knew this spot wasn't for her. Danny broke into outright sobs again as soon as she left, hitting against my chest and blaming me for scaring her away. I reminded him that he didn't even like girls, to which he replied with another smack of his huge hands against my chest, and then, before I could finish consoling him, he heard the announcement for relay race volunteers and ran away from me so he could make it out onto the field and, naturally, be selected. He was a popular guy, after all, and no one in our crew except for Beth and Steve knew anything was going on, so they all voted him in. 

The boy was a mess. No coordination, no sense of direction, no dignity. He kept dropping everything and the seniors lost every single game—even the rigged ones—because of him. By the end, everyone seemed annoyed as fuck at him. The MC of the evening, a girl I barely knew named Karrie, was in the process of announcing the winner (as if there was any doubt) of the relay races when Danny, now stumbling and looking sloshed, snatched the microphone from her hands. 

"I'm gay, bitches," he shouted into the mic. "Hey, freshie who just had my tongue down her throat: I'm gay! And my dad can't do fuck shit about it. We're graduating, and then we get to run away and do whatever we want. Isn't that sick as fuck? Happy senior night, motherfuckers!"

He was escorted away from the stage in the middle of the field by some of the on-site paramedics, including a friend of ours that had graduated a few years ago but still remained in contact with the crew, Scott. He made sure Danny was escorted somewhere he'd be supported, not just berated, and that friend of ours got Melly on the line, who called Beth, who hit up Bailey, who let me know that Danny was in the med tent and being treated for alcohol poisoning. 

The paramedics were nice enough to let me in, even without Scott's support, and tell me the sitch. 

I was going to just bring him back to my place. That way he'd at least be safe from the consequences for a little while he sobered up. But as we got into the car (don't drink and drive—be better than me. I only had a few drinks that night, but I was a dumb fuckass kid and it was irresponsible), his head lolled over and he asked, 

"Where are you taking me?"

"To my place," I said, keeping my eyes on the road and my hands locked onto the wheel, especially as he sat up and slid his fingers around one of my biceps and tugged on it. "Figured you could use a good night's sleep."

I relented on the arm, letting it go so he could take it and do with it whatever he wanted (which was apparently to kiss it and stick it by his crotch—I just left my hand on his knee), but watched his face in the mirror as he processed what I'd said. After an embarrassingly pregnant pause, his eyes went wide. 

"Wait, no. You can't. I have to... the camp tomorrow, and my dad..."

"Your dad's a douchebag. You're coming to mine."

"No. No, take me to my house, Cal. Please? Please please please please?" he begged, getting screechier and screechier by the second. His voice was genuinely beginning to grate on my ears when I finally relented and turned us around, driving back towards his place instead of mine. He squeezed my arm in a hug, which did not help my control of the car, that's for fucking sure (thank God we didn't crash), and squealed with delight. "Thanks Cal! You're the best guy ever. I love you, man."

"Yeah, well..." I grumbled. 

"I'll give you a blowjob to thank you. Nice and sloppy. My throat's kinda throbbing with excitement for you, actually, and I—"

"Dude, no. You're drunk as fuck."

"So? I'm probably a little looser than normal in the backdoor if you would rather just fuck my ass."

"Danny. You're drunk. We're not having sex tonight."

"Scared my dad might find you and beat you up?" he slurred, leaning on me again. It took almost all of my focus to keep my gaze straight ahead and on the road, even though the path was a familiar one I'd used a million times. "It's fine, he needs his beauty sleep. He'll be out like a baby until his alarm at three-thirty, because he needs an hour and a half to get ready in time to yell at me for not being ready. He'll be a jerk about me making us late, no matter how early I get up, and he'll bitch me out for being crabby that early in the morning. We'll get there, and he'll say something super disheartening, then when I do well even though he made me really sad, he'll pretend it's because he was mean to me. Honestly, no matter what I do well, he'll claim it as his own achievement. It's all the same, man. He sucks, but he does what's best for me at the end of the day. Needs to work on his homophobia, though."

I wasn't sure what to say to that. The way he made it sound all so formulaic mixed with the sloshing drinks in my stomach and the bumpy, poorly-paved street that acted as the mouth to Danny's neighborhood, was on the way to making me get sick—and I needed to be the sober one of the two of us, so I opted to keep the conversation going as best I could. I also didn't want to carry
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