chapter twenty four

Well, look who
decided to show up.




You're late. | was
starting to wonder if
you were gonna bail.

Oh.... Hi Steph....
| didn't know you were
gonna be here.

Yes,
I'm here!

Oh.... haha....
Course not....

Don’t touch me
I'm sweaty.

Literally almost
bailed to get
some action.

You need to warm
up or what?

Not really. |
stretched at home.

Cool. You think you
could spot me, then?

Ugh- Ben! Put
that thing away. You're
gonna poke my
eye out.

What the hell are
you even wearing?
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..Don't act like
you didn't love that.
Ya fruit basket.

Nah, | have
standards.

Well I know
you're out of the loop
these days-

but the babes love
this fit. They go crazy
for it.

I'll take your
word for it.




Glad you could
spare us an hour.

You know I've only
seen you, like, twice this
whole summer?




I-I know. My bad.
I've just been working
a lot, you know?

Steph, | don't
bend like that.

_ Jeez. You need to
tretch more. You don't
stretch enough.
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I've also been
spending a lot of time
with my boyfriend...




What the
fuck....

Wow, Howie!
Who is it?

e

dating Casey,
actually....




Uh... I know that this
might seem very random,
but it's the truth....

We've been together
for a while, and we thought
it was time that you know.

If you guys have
any questions....




Are we
being punked

I'm being
serious here.
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| know you joke-

But this isn't a joke
to me. Can you please be
serious for once?




Uh, why don't
we talk about this
somewhere else?

Listen-
I'm sorry for snapping
at you back there.

| was stressed about
telling you, and then
when you joked-




In his defense-

I really thought
you were joking!

I kinda
thought you were
messing around, too.

I was just
joking back!

| mean, it's Casey! ' { Thisis really
| never would have random, Howie!
expected it.

I getit, | getit.

I'm gonna have
a drink.

You guys
want a drink?
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You and Casey are
really a couple?




I don't want
anyone making jokes
around him.

I don't want anyone
making any sort of commentary
about it, or acting funny
around him.

Yes. We are.
We've been dating
for a few weeks.

It's been private until
now. | planned on telling
Ben about it tonight-

-1 didn't know
you were gonna be
there, to be honest.

No, it's all
good. We want
you to know.

Anyway, | wanted
to break the news to
you without him, Ben-

-Because you weren't
exactly receptive when
| came out to you.

This hasn't been easy for
him and | don't want him to
have to deal with that kiqd of I know you didn't mean
shit, too. If | can help it. any harm. And | didn't tell you
how it made me feel, which
is on me. But | didn't like it.
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I'm confused. | feel like
I'm being attacked.

That's not what
I'm trying to do.

| never mocked
you, Howie.

You made it
obvious that you

were put off, Ben.




Jeez, Howie....

| mean, yeah-

In all honesty, | did
feel very awkward
about it, at first.

But I don't have a
problem with you
being gay.




| remember you
making a big show and
leaving the room when |
talked about it, a
few times.

That's more
than awkward.

..l wasn't trying
to be a dick.

We've been
friends since we were kids.
| was just kind of shocked,

at first.

I guess | coped with feeling
awkward about it by poking
at you, but maybe | went
overboard sometimes.




I might not have
handled it the best way....
But | don’t have a problem

with it. | really don't.

I didn't know
you thought that
way about me.

Is that why you
hardly come around
anymore?

No.... definitely not.
I've just been working.
And Sooch was dealing

with his prabation, so I've
been with him.

Don't get me wrong....
Like | said, | knew you never
meant any harm.

It's not like I've
been secretly offended this
whole time, and I'm not saying
that | can't take a joke.
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I getit. It's
a sensitive subject
for him.

No jokes
around Sooch.

The only reason
I'm even bringing it
up now is because
of Sooch....

Well, it's not
like he's....

You don't have
to completely....

Sooch isn't
the sensitive
ane.

I'm the
sensitive one.




| know I've been
acting a little nuts
tonight. I'm sorry.

I'm just
stressed out.

Up until now we
kept things private.

We were like....
in our own little bubble. And he
was safe and happy there. | felt like
| could keep things under
control in there.

| know it's time to tell
family, and friends. But that
means coming out the
bubble. And that
terrifies me.

Sooch told me
himself that | don't have
anything to worry about,

but | can't help it!

I'm so stressed
out about all the things
ht-

| think it's sweet
that you're trying
to protect him.

But you can't shield
him from the world....
That's just not realistic.
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| know that things are
more complicated for you
guys, and I'm not trying
to be dismissive of that.

But it seems like you're
putting way too much pressure
on yourself to maintain a sense of
control. And | just can't picture
Casey wanting to be sheltered
like this,

Why don't you
trust him when he
reassures you?

But | still want to
minimize any strain on
him, if | can.

Well, | do agree that Ben
should tone it down. But you
Don't you think that guys make fun of each other | do trust him!
sanatizing his interactions all the time. It's never | do.
with his friends might make malicious.
him feel ostracized?

What I'm trying to say
is that over-stressing won't do you
any good. It's not healthy for you,
or for your relationship.

There's a fine line
between being protective and
being overprotective.

If Casey told you to
not to worry, believe him.




And by the way,

Ben and | are always
on your side! We'd never
intentionally do anything to make
things harder for you.

| know we were a
bit surprised by all this,
and I'm sorry we didn't take
the news more gracefully-

But | know | speak
for the both of us when

| say that we want you guys
to be happy, whatever that
means for you.

Group hug!!!
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Come on,

Howie and Ben
have been friends for -
many, many years. - you guys...!

\ A This is so....
But they do i Ii;%o

NOT hug.




Hope ya enjoyed
that while you got
the chance.

You make me
question my sexual
orientation.

....stinky.

I think it's time
to go home and
shower.

Come on. I'll
give you a ride.







So how are
you doing?

After that
conversation!
It seemed like it was
a hard one for you.




Well, yeah.
I was worried. Not just
of his reaction.

But | feel
like we're becoming
disconnected.

| was just really
stresssed about having
that conversation
with him.

We were always so
tight, but then when we
started college he got really into
greek life.... and | came out....
Things are different.

You were really
that stressed? You guys
have been friends
forever.

| wasn't sure if the
news about Sooch and |
would sever us more.

Yeah... it's hard.
It's easy to lose touch with
people, especially if you aren't
living together anymore.

. . We're all so busy.
| feel like maintaining old y

friendships require a lot more
effort in college.

Maybe it would be good
for you guys to schedule monthly
hangouts to stay connected, or
something. Just the two of you.
That's... a good idea, Be intentional about it.
actually. I'll run it
by him.

You just drove
past my house,




Oh, | will.

The drivers on the
road at this time of
night are crazy.

Uh, thank you.
Please drive very
carefully on your

way home.

Hey, hey.
Before you go-

Wanna hear something
funny? | think it'll make
you laugh.

Casey and | have a
marriage pact.
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...Marriage pacts
aren't real.

- You know! If we'r
both unmarried by
He signed \ age 35, then we

a contract. get married.

HTEUT T Term

.nd hearby abide to the above t

Signatures of participants




All I'm saying is,

S if you mess up....
I'm owed a husband.
— -

I'm never gonna
find one in the wild at
this rate!

Byeee! Love you!
2N
A

J) 6‘(/

‘ |
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What'd they
tell you?!

That you're running
around making marriage
pacts behind my back!
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Yeah!! You made

one with Steph! Last

week, when we were
already dating!

Yeah ya did!
She showed me

a picture!

AN e

You signed
a contract!

Yeah, caught

ya red handed!
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Traitor!! How

You're making could you!

commitments to another
woman when you're
supposed to be committed
to mel!

| was drunk....
| didn't even remember
it until now.

You think that this
relationship isn't gonna last so
you made a plan?!

Come on,
you know it didn't mean
anything like that.

...That was the day
they told me you thought
Josh was cute. | was just

drunk and wanted

revenge.

&

Howie! We were
just drinking and
acting stupid.

...It's not like
that contract is
legally binding!

Are you
really mad?
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I'm really sorry.
I was wrong.

Don't be mad....
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Oh, no, of course
you do. | guess I'll
Just.... get up, then.

..wWhat kind of man
do you think | am?

You think | have
no self respect?
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Yeah, whatever.
You win.

You better
wipe that grin off
your face before | wipe
it off for you.

I'm not trying
to win.

I'm really
just trying to
apologize.

...l know it wasn't
serious. But | don't like
jokes like that.

Yeah, They aren't
funny. | won't make
them anymore.

| swear
I'm not crazy.

Hm. Sounds like the
type of thing that someone
who is crazy would say.

No, listen. | didn't....
go through all this just to
date you for a couple months,
or years, and just.... break
up some day.
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I know
that this relationship is

—1\ still pretty new, and things
can always happen.

| don't want
to freak you out.

But | want you to
know that's where
| stand....

I'm in the
same place as
you, Howie....

Like you said...
it's early and all....

But what would
have been the point of
going through all this if we
weren't going to stay
together?

I-I mean, you know,
from the very start....
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...a big reason why it
was scary for me to say yes
to you, apart from
the obvious....

...was because |
knew | was making
a commitment,.

I'm really sorry
that | came back so late.
| know I said | wouldn’t
stay out long.

It's okay. How
did things go
with Ben?

It was rough. | was
nervous. But | think
everything's okay.

How's your
writing thing
going?

I think I actually...
might have finished it.
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You finished?

| think so.

I'll look at it with
fresh eyes tomorrow.

You think the
adderall helped?

That's awesome! It
would be so good to
finally be done with all
the work.

Ugh. | dunno,
Could've just been a
placebo effect.

Oh, come on. What's
your beef with the
adderall?

| told you. | don't
like the idea of relying
on medicine.

| guess | just don't
see it as a big deal. | mean,
when I'm sore, | take
ibuprofen.

| wanna build muscle
to show off for you so

| take my protein powder

and my creatine.

All I'm saying is | don't see
the problem with getting help
from a pill or whatever,
if you need it.




It's not the
same!

What do
you mean?

Because of what we
just talked about!
Because of you!

| don't want you to have
to say, 'Oh, my boyfriend gets
mediocre grades but it's fine,
he has ADHD.'

'My boyfriend has a
mediocre job and has a
mediocre salary because he did
lousy in school and majored in
something warthless but it's okay!

He has ADHD.'

'He needs a stupid pill
to get anything done, can't
do it on his own!"

When you introduce me
to your parents, not only am | a
fucking man, but I'm not going

to impress them-

Whoa. Baby.

Time out.

You know | don't
think that, right?

Then why are
you having those
thoughts?

444
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...l don't know how to
explain it to you.

I just..... worked so hard.
For so many years.

1 wish | could
have been able to say
that | did it. That all that
work lead to success.

But | can't say that.
After all that work | still
underperformed. After all
that work | need medication.

It's stupid. |
know it's all in
my head.

Even if it's ADHD, it feels like
failure to me. | don't think you
can understand.... This diagnosis feels
like a slap in the face. "You were
never capable”....

Tell me anyway.
T

| want to be a provider,
for you.... but | don't feel
like I'm on the path to

becoming that.

Sometimes | just....
don't really feel like
| have a lot to offer.

And | know this is stupid,
so don't get mad. But sometimes,
there's a part of me that worries
that someday you might
realize that.

That | don't have
a lot to offer.
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7 | know it's all
in my head-
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Alright, enough

...l don't need
you to say anything.
| know it's just in
my head.

Fat chance.

You better
get comfortable,

pal.

| know you're too
macho to sit on your
boyfriend's lap-

Stop
patronizing me.

But... just sit.

| understand now. | didn't
really understand why you were
angry about the adderall
but | get it now.

I'm sorry if | was
dismissive.

| didn't think that.
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If this situation's got
you thinking | might feel
disappointed with you, or that |
may change my mind
about you....

If you ever catch
...l want you to yourself having thoughts
remember that we were like that in the future....

best friends first.

| knew you really,
really well. Good,
bad, ugly.

| fell in love with the
whole picture. You understand?
There's nothing to be
disappointed with.

| understand the pressure
you feel to be able to give your partner
anything they could ever want, because |
feel it too. But at the end of the day,
all I want is to be in love with
my best friend.
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Hold on! | need to
take a shower! | was at
the gym!

Do not fucking
go anywhere!







| don't
snore!

Can't sleep?

Oh.... yeah.
I'm wide awake.

How come?

| dunno.

| wonder if it's
the medication.

Or maybe it's
your snoring.

When you sleep
on your back. It's
quiet though.

I'm sorry | woke
you. You have work
tomorrow.

| can go to
the other bed so
you can sleep.

Okay. I'll stay.
Close your eyes.




I'll kiss you until
you fall back asleep.

That's....
ambitious.

I'll be gentle.
It'll be relaxing.
Shush.
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Stay still....
You're supposed to
be relaxing.

You're not making
me want to sleep.

Sorry.... I'll stop.

I'm not asking
you to stop.

I'll gladly keep
you company, while
you can't sleep.

As long as
you help me stay
awake.




I'll end up keeping
you up til morning,

Yeah. Easily.
I could kiss you all
night. I'm obsessed
with you.
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What do you
want, Howie?

I'll do anything \
you want.
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...You don't wanna
know what | want.

If you knew the
things I've been thinking
about, lately...

..you wouldn't
say that.

| want to go down
on you again.




That's not what
| meant....

Didn't you
like it?

| thought |
could do what
| want?
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But | meant-

what do you
want from me?

| just
told you.

god, Howie.







J-just triple
checking, but....

...you know that | don't
expect you to reciprocate
everything that | do, right?
| do it because | like
to doit....

There's really
no pressure....




so/stressed.

Itis|probably ﬁ:@zmﬂy@ml‘i@s
worried/about rmylHEfE
thatiasfanlexcuse®

O-okay.... because it's
not like | need that to-

HelgotiscaredHelgets) @gi%)
scaredithatil mlgh getiput{offithat | need these
[ﬁmmnﬁnﬁa things, Howe....

Prioritize|his|pleasure’

| like sex. It's an
important part of a
relationship for me.

Especially because
it's with you.




live never:done;this before, andtruthfully,!
was feelinga little ambivalent.aboutiit..

@m&?m@ really tells me.
W tostop,.l/actual %ﬁéféﬂ[ﬂkalfﬂ]
devastated

T —
nuU\e
Don't you know how

crazy you make me...?




It's really important
to me, too.

| want you so, 50
badly, Casey-

I know my
nerves catch up to me,
sometimes. I'm sorry.

I just still can't
believe | get to be with
you like this.

I'm so lucky.
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You're so
good to me....

™
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Heisiwatching

I-It's my first time....
so don't be afraid
to tell me how
you like it....

O-oh, fuck.
Just keep going.
Please.










| need a break....

W | don't wanna Nl
come yet.... q»"'“




My Howie.

For once in your

life, would you
just relax?
















you don't know how
to relax, d-do you....

If you expect me to
keep my hands to myself
when you look the way
you do-

-you're out of
your mind.

Don’t stop.




Baby. Shh.

eing loud.
ARAE
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Ilcan;tisee?
|lwannajsee?










...Who taught you
that? I'll kill him.

No one.
Obviously.

Why? Did it look
like | knew what
| was doing?




Yeah. Baby, that
was.... | loved that.

Ua

...l did, too.

S""ﬂhllﬂﬂ

ﬂ% actually/did!
thelhell!

ATherelwaslalpartiofimejthat
waslallittlelworriedithat{doing
thisimight!imakemelfeel ™
entjorlemasculated

butiiifeelithelcomplete;

Illovelthelfeelinglofiknowi
e e B

iThisjwaslonelofithelmost:

ﬁﬂﬂll?
Ileverihad|in[my]life!

What do you
mean, "no"?

Are you telling me....
after all that you still
won't sit on my lap?




Well, too bad.










...What are
you doing?

You remember
you have work
tomorrow?

I'll sleep when
I'm dead!
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| love you....

want to
make love to you,
someday....

If that's ever
something you
also want.




Well, yeah....
Everything's been so
great. Of course I'm

gonna wonder....

You seem
surprised.

Well.... | wasn't sure if
you'd ever want me in that way.
| thought, maybe, hopefully, one day.
But | also knew it was possible that it
might be something you'd
never want.

You want
me like that?

To be honest....

| have been thinking
about it, lately....

l.... want to
know what it's
like....




But it's.... you know.
Intimidating.

You said you've
done it before,
right?

It would be my first
time, obviously. You know
what you're doing...?




But, baby.... |
don't want this to
stress you out,

We can talk about
it. We can research
together.

It's more tricky, and
we have to be careful. But if
it's done right, sex isn't
supposed to hurt.

I'm in no rush.
We have all the time
in the world,

But... that's
the thing.

I'll turn in my writing
thing soon. And then the fall
semester starts in less than two
weeks. If | passed my
classes.

And I'm exhaused after
this summer, so | know the next
semester's gonna kill me. And
you'll have your classes to
worry about, too.

| feel like we just
have a small moment
to breathe.... so.....
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Is that....
too crazy?

| don't know!
lsn't it?

Are we ready?

| don't want to rush into
it just because we have a window
of opportunity. There will be
other opportunities.

We should talk
about this when we're
not so tired.

I'm not trying to
rush. | just....

It's just
been non-stop.
For months.

All I want to do after all
that is just.... relax with you.
Finally be with you without
anything hanging over my

head.... That's all | want.




I'm gonna take
you off campus.

As soon as you
turn in your paper
we'll go.

Really? Where?

| don't know. Anywhere.
We'll get a hotel for a
couple nights.

It won't be the Hyatt
or anything.... but it'll be
just the two of us. We
can decompress....

Have privacy.

Whether sex is
on the table or not.
Let's just go away for
a few days.







end of chapter twenty four




