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      At first glance Archer Calloway is your typical frat boy—preppy, pre-law, privileged. But one thing he’s not is a jerk. So when a shy guy at a wedding gives Archer his number, Archer is impressed by his courage in putting himself out there.

      

      What starts as a courtesy call to the guy turns into friendship. Eli is awesome, and Archer can’t understand why he’s single. With the help of his fraternity brothers at Alpha Tau, Archer comes up with the perfect project for the semester: Get Eli Fuller the perfect boyfriend or die trying.

      

      It’s a flawless plan and nothing could possibly go wrong.

      

      Uh oh.

      

      The Amazing Alpha Tau Boyfriend Project is a lighthearted contemporary m/m romance containing banter, bad dates, and an oblivious frat boy who is about to discover something new about himself. Or something.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Baxter Talbot-Smith the Third’s wedding reception was fucking lit.

      “Bro!” Marty O’Brien yelled in my ear as he slung an arm around my neck. “This wedding reception is fucking lit!”

      From over by the ice sculpture, Baxter Talbot-Smith the Second gave us a narrow look, so I wrestled Marty into a hug and drew him away into the shelter of the crepe myrtle trees that cloaked the gardens around the massive white wedding canopy in darkness.

      Marty struggled free and began to strike poses to music only he could  hear, because it looked like he was going full Madonna’s Vogue, while over in the marquee there was a string quartet playing what was possibly one of Vivaldi’s Four Seasons. Spring, maybe?

      A lighter rasped somewhere nearby, and a moment later an ember flared into life as Scout Talbot-Smith (no number) took a drag on a joint. The glow illuminated the planes of his face, and he flashed me a grin before he lifted the joint away from his mouth, and his face vanished into the darkness again.

      “This is so lit!” Marty exclaimed again.

      “This is bullshit,” Scout said.

      “Scout! Bro!” Marty bumbled through the darkness toward him, and I followed. “Where are—Wait. Dude, are you a ghost?”

      The lighter rasped again, and Marty headed for the flame like a very drunk moth. He was still striking poses.

      “What the fuck are you doing, Marty?”

      “Holy shit! Is Treyvon here too? Treyvon? Are you—oof.”

      “Got him,” Trey said.

      “The whole gang is here,” Marty said happily, his voice muffled.

      I joined them in the gloom. Trey was hanging onto Marty, and Marty’s face was buried somewhere in his armpit. It didn’t shut him up though.

      “What are y’all doing out here in the dark? It’s a party!”

      “Getting blazed,” Scout said. He passed the joint to Trey.

      “I’m just enjoying the ambience of this lovely plantation wedding,” Trey said, and took a long drag. He cocked an eyebrow at me. “Archer?”

      “I’m wrangling Marty,” I said and shrugged.

      “This sucks balls,” Scout muttered.

      “Balls,” said Marty and giggled happily.

      To the full credit of Baxter Talbot-Smith the Third, he would have preferred a ceremony at the courthouse in downtown Richmond. Even his bride, Makaylynn-Leigh, hadn’t wanted a wedding at Oakwood Plantation. Which wasn’t necessarily the stance you’d expect when you heard her name, but that wasn’t Mak’s fault, and frankly it was between her mama and God. It had been Mak’s parents who’d made a big fuss about the location, since they’d gotten married here back in the nineties… and something something family tradition. We were all supposed to ignore the part where Mak’s dad had turned up with his third wife on his arm, and Mak’s mom was trying to seduce the waiters. Mak’s parents were a trainwreck, but they were still a lot easier to deal with than Baxter Talbot-Smith the Second.

      Thing was, Baxter Three was a cool dude. He was about four years older than us, and he’d been head of our fraternity—Alpha Tau—back when he was still at Lassiter University in Hopewell, Virginia. He was a good guy and still got pretty involved with Alpha Tau whenever the current chapter president, Marshall Tate, called him up to ask him for advice. So it had been a no-brainer to Baxter Three to invite a bunch of Alpha Taus to his wedding—not only were we Scout’s buddies, but we were Baxter Three’s as well.

      Baxter Two wasn’t as pleased, because a bunch of college guys and an open bar? Not a great combination. Case in point—Marty, who was currently trying to climb into the inside pocket of Trey’s suit jacket. At least I’d gotten him away from the reception. I was pretty sure that Casey and Andrew were still over there, trying to convince Grammy Talbot-Smith to do body shots. She’d looked like she was up for it too.

      “I feel sick,” Marty said, and Trey carefully moved him an arm’s length away. “What’d you do that for, bro? I wasn’t going to—”

      And then he threw up, very loudly.

      “Ew,” Scout said, leaves and grit crunching under his shoes as he backed off.

      Trey sighed loudly and patted Marty on the back. “Better?”

      “Yeah!” Marty exclaimed, punching the air. “I feel great!”

      He vomited again.

      “I’ll go get him a water,” I said and headed back toward the marquee.

      “Thanks, bro,” Scout called after me in the darkness.

      The reception was still in full swing. People were slow dancing to something the string quartet was playing. Baxter and Mak were among them. Mak was barefoot, her glittery heels abandoned at the edge of the dancefloor. A few people were at the buffet, digging around like archaeologists excavating a site. A couple of kids were sneaking drinks from any glasses left sitting on tables.

      I slipped into a space at the bar. “Hey,” I said to the barman. “Can I get a water?”

      The guy pulled a bottle out from under the bar and a glass.

      “Bottle’s fine,” I said, taking it and cracking the plastic out of habit. I turned and stepped right into a guy’s face. “Shit, sorry.”

      “No problem.” The guy smiled, his gaze not meeting mine, and moved back to give me room to get around him. I didn’t know him. He was about my age, I guessed, but he wasn’t an Alpha Tau. He was about half a head shorter than me and kind of small. Like, not skinny or anything, just sort of slender. His suit was some shade between charcoal and midnight blue, and he had dark hair, almost black, that was tousled in that kind of “I’m an art student” way, like you didn’t know if it was meant to look like that or he just didn’t give a fuck.

      I held the water up. “Lucky it wasn’t open yet.”

      “Yeah.” He flashed me another smile, still not making eye contact, and stepped up to the bar.

      I opened the water and took a few mouthfuls before I left the marquee and headed outside again. I met Scout and Trey and Marty walking back.

      “What happened to lurking in the dark?” I asked.

      “Ran out of weed,” Scout said.

      “I’m gonna dance!” Marty exclaimed.

      Trey sighed and gave me an imploring look.

      I shook my head. “No way, bro. I wrangled him for the last hour. It’s someone else’s turn.”

      “Dance with meeeeee!” Marty caught Trey by the hand and dragged him into the marquee.

      Scout, hands in his pockets, raised his eyebrows. “Dessert table?”

      “Fuck yeah.”

      We headed inside, skirting past a clutch of older women dressed in sparkling dresses and forging a path to the desserts. There were some little kids picking their way through the offerings, but Scout and I were taller than them, so we reached over them to get to the stuff at the back—key lime pie tartlets, something made out of meringue, and macarons in a bunch of different pastel colors. Then we retreated with our dessert hoard to the table we’d abandoned a while ago, toward the back of the marquee. Everyone else had abandoned it too, except Marshall, who had passed out with his head on the table.

      I leaned back in my chair and looked around the reception. It was at that part of the night where things were winding down for the oldies—Grammy Talbot-Smith excluded—and the little kids, and, for the rest of us, shit was about to get messy. It was that stage of the party when you knew the smartest thing to do would be to leave and go to bed, but you also knew for sure that wasn’t going to happen. Like you knew the universe would fuck you up if you had one more shot, but you were all like “Come at me, bro.” And then it came at you, and you woke up three days later in a jail cell wearing nothing but your underwear and a traffic cone for a hat, and your daddy was pissed as hell, but the mug shot was hilarious.

      Not that I’ve ever done that. Not that anyone in Alpha Tau has done that. The blackout drunk thing? Yes. The arrest thing? No. All of us in Alpha Tau were prelaw and did our best to get fucked up while flying under the radar of law enforcement. We tried to keep our shenanigans contained inside the walls of the fraternity house. Tonight was a very rare exception to that.

      Over on the dance floor, Marty was attempting to close dance with Trey. Trey was standing there with a pained expression on his face and allowing it to happen. When Marty was drunk, he was like a toddler; it was best to just let him burn all his energy off and sooner or later he’d curl up for a nap. All you could do in the meantime was make sure he didn’t run into traffic or stick forks into toasters.

      I raised my water bottle in Trey’s direction, and then my gaze drifted over to a table on the other side of the dancefloor. The guy from the bar was there, looking like he’d rather be anywhere else in the world. He had a couple of wedding-standard drunk uncles on either side of him, so I couldn’t blame him. They were loud in the manner that got your attention and made you tense up before you realized they weren’t starting anything—that was just the volume they got when they were on their way to being hammered. The guy from the bar caught my sympathetic gaze and flashed me a smile that said I know, right?

      I sent one back that I hoped said Well, what can you do?

      His smile broadened, so maybe he got it.

      Marty came swaying over to the table, a stone-faced Trey behind him. “Archer! They took the cake away! I want more cake!”

      “It’s wedding cake, man,” Trey said, grabbing a seat. “The fondant is like cement.”

      “But where did the cake go?” Marty looked heartbroken.

      Trey patted him on the head. “We’ll get you a donut on the way home if you’re good.”

      I gave him a stare. Marty was an idiot, but he was weirdly good at remembering the dumb shit that happened, or that people promised, when he was drunk.

      “Your funeral, bro,” I told Trey. I was not taking Marty to the donut store near campus when he was this wasted. I loved that place. I didn’t want to get banned.

      I glanced over at the guy from the bar, but he was missing from his spot between the drunk uncles. Must’ve escaped. Good for him. I hummed along to the string quartet’s next song, and leaned back in my chair.

      Scout slunk back to our table like a stray cat and sat down. He showed us his narrow glare. “Which one of you assholes pissed in the ice sculpture?”

      I met Trey’s gaze, and we both burst out laughing.

      “It’s not funny!” Scout insisted, but he was doing his best not to laugh. “There’s a hole in the swan’s head. My dad is threatening to sue for damages.”

      Trey showed him the palms of his hands. “Wasn’t any of us, bro. We’ve been here this whole time.”

      “I bet it was Casey,” Scout said, putting his feet up on the empty chair beside his. “He can be a gross fucker.”

      “Who says it was one of us?” I asked. “It was probably the drunk uncles.”

      Scout shrugged. “Eh, my dad’s been bitching all night about Alpha Tau.” He did the air quotes. “‘Back in my day, son, we knew how to conduct ourselves as gentlemen.’ Which is bullshit. I’ve seen the fraternity records.” He snorted. “I think he’s just pissed that he dropped thirty grand on a fucking wedding.”

      “Thirty grand?” I asked.

      “Yeah, and Mak’s dad matched it, and it turned into this whole dick measuring thing. Bax and Mak didn’t even want an ice swan.” His brows drew together. “Huh. Maybe Bax pissed on it. That’d be hilarious.”

      “Maybe Mak did,” I said.

      Scout wrinkled his nose. “I dunno, man. Not saying she wouldn’t, because she totally would, just the angle’d be a bit tricky for a girl to hit, you know? Especially a girl in a wedding dress.”

      “I’m on the case!” Marty slapped his hands on the table and made to rise.

      “Sit your drunk ass down.” Trey shoved him back in his seat. “Weren’t you getting him a water?”

      I looked at Scout, and Scout looked at me.

      “Fuck you,” I said, no heat in it, when Scout slunk deeper in his chair.

      I got up and headed for the bar, and Baxter Talbot-Smith the Second appeared from nowhere and stopped me in my tracks. He was a big guy. Played football in college, he liked to tell everyone who would listen—his sons’ friends, the local newspaper, the defendants who stood in front of him in court. “Archer, is it?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Archer Calloway.” As though he was cataloging my name and the names of all my ancestors all the way back to the founders of Jamestown. He probably was. “You haven’t seen anyone hanging around the ice sculpture and acting suspiciously, have you?”

      “No, sir.” I tried my best to appear innocent, which should have been easier, since I was.

      “Hmm.” He patted me on the shoulder. “Keep your eye out, then.”

      “Yes, Your Honor,” I said, hoping to butter him up by using his professional title.

      He just looked more suspicious.

      I slipped past him and hurried for the safety of the bar. “Water, please,” I said when I got there. “And a shot of whatever’s closest.”

      The shot was for me, not Marty.

      I dug around in my wallet for a tip for the bartender, then took the bottle of water in one hand and my shot glass in the other one, turned around and—

      “Shit, sorry. Again.”

      Art student guy flushed. “Looks like you’re wearing it this time though.”

      Vodka soaked through my shirt. “Oh, yeah.”

      Art student guy bit his bottom lip. “Let me just…” He pulled his striped pocket square out and shook it out, then dabbed at my shirt. He bit his lip again. There was a tiny dot below it, like maybe he usually wore a lip ring.

      “You’re family, right?” I asked.

      He blinked up at me. He had super dark eyelashes. “What?”

      “Bride or groom?”

      “Oh, um, bride. My mom is Makaylynn-Leigh’s cousin. How’d you know that?”

      “Yeah, I figured you were here with your parents,” I said. “Which one of them told you to you take your lip ring out?”

      His eyes lit up, and he smiled. “Oh, wow. That’s amazing. That’s like some Sherlock Holmes shit.”

      “Nah.” I snorted. “I just noticed your mouth, is all.”

      “Oh.” His mouth, which I was still noticing, made a shape that matched the sound. Then he laughed, sort of awkwardly, and stepped back. “I don’t think that made much difference, actually.”

      My shirt was stuck to my torso with vodka. I shrugged and buttoned my jacket closed. “Fixed it.”

      Art student’s mouth quirked up at the corner, revealing a dimple in his cheek. “There are those Sherlock Holmes smarts again.”

      I laughed too. Man, I’d wasted pretty much this whole wedding wrangling Marty when I could have been hanging out with this guy. He was funny. The guys would love him too.

      Baxter Two loomed behind me at the bar. He nodded at the water, eyes narrowed. “I hope the rest of your friends are being this sensible.”

      I did my best not to glance over at Marty, who was putting his all into an epic twerk, which, let me tell you, was pretty impressive when his soundtrack was made up of mostly violins. “I’m sure they are, sir.”

      He looked me up and down and moved off in the direction of Grammy Talbot-Smith, leaving me free to order another shot. I downed it quickly, and art student guy snorted. “Not taking any chances huh?”

      I shrugged. “I only have so many good shirts, dude.”

      He bit his lip again. “Sorry about that. I’d offer to buy you a drink to make up for it, but—” He gestured.

      I grinned. “I know. Open bar. Best part of any wedding, am I right?”

      Normally I would have said the best part was the bridesmaids, but Bax had invited the Alpha Taus with one very clear stipulation—no hooking up with the guests. Which, let’s be real, was probably for the best. Nobody needed Marty breaking the heart of someone’s niece and getting threatened by her five older brothers—and it would be Marty, I had no doubt. He had a kind of hopeless charm that the girls went crazy for.

      Me? I wasn’t much of a heartbreaker. I was more of a hooker-upper, if I was honest. One-night stands were where it started and ended for me. And even those had been few and far between lately. It wasn’t that I didn’t want someone special, but my course load this year was brutal, and there weren’t enough hours in the day for relationships and passing grades. I wasn’t the only one sacrificing girlfriends for grades. Trey and Scout were in the same boat—neither of them had been on a date since freshman year.

      The string quartet had switched out to an arrangement of something maddeningly familiar. Art student guy tilted his head, forehead creasing. “Is that… are they playing Taylor Swift?”

      I echoed his movement, listening more closely, and yeah, they were. It shouldn’t have worked, but it did. “Nice pickup.”

      He shrugged, cheeks flushing pale pink. “You caught me. I’m a closet Swiftie.”

      “Isn’t everyone?”

      The guy’s glass was empty, so I caught the barman’s eye and ordered two more shots, handing him one. “Here’s to Tay-Tay and her eventual world domination.”

      He threw back his head and laughed before taking his shot. He set his glass down and nodded in the direction of my table. “Your friend seems to like it, anyway. Do you need to deal with that?”

      I looked over to see Marty climbing up onto the table, clutching a wine bottle and using it as a microphone while Trey and Scout tried and failed to grab hold of him. Baxter Talbot-Smith the Second was bearing down on the table with a grim expression on his face. “Shit. I gotta go.”

      I didn’t quite run across the dance floor, but I sure as hell didn’t walk, either. “Marty!” I wrapped a hand around his ankle. “Marty, no!”

      He paused mid-climb, one knee on the table and the other foot on the chair. “I’m gonna sing! I’m an awesome singer!”

      “You’re an idiot,” Trey muttered.

      I tugged on Marty’s ankle, and he sort of half-slid, half-fell into his seat, landing with a thunk and a surprised expression on his face. Trey planted his hands on his shoulders to keep him there. I shoved the bottle of water I’d been carrying at him. “Here. Drink this.”

      He stared at the sealed cap like it held the mysteries of the universe and beamed at me when I took the bottle back and opened it for him.

      Seriously. Peak toddler energy.

      Crisis averted for now, I glanced back over at the bar, searching for the guy I’d been talking to, but he’d disappeared. The barman hadn’t though, and since sober was now well and truly in my rearview mirror, I figured I might as well go for broke. What was the point of an open bar otherwise?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Two hours and a fuckton of shots later, an undone shoelace was the end of me. I stared down, trying to will myself to lift my foot and fix it, but I couldn’t figure out how my knees worked. Or my fingers, for that matter. And fuck knew what would happen if I tried walking anywhere with it undone.

      Death by shoelace, probably.

      “I gotta go home before my shoe kills me,” I announced loudly, staggering upright. It took a minute for everything to stop spinning, but then there was a hand on my shoulder, steadying me. “Come on, Arch,” Trey said, and I wasn’t sure if he was wobbling in place as well, or if that was still me. “Let’s get out of here. Scout can take Marty for his fucking donut.”

      We shuffled our way toward the exit, but I raised a hand. “Wait, I gotta piss.”

      Trey rolled his eyes at me but waited as I ducked into the bathroom. I peed for what felt like an hour, and it was as I was leaving that I walked right into—

      “Oh, hey! Swiftie!”

      Art student guy ducked his head and gave me a shy smile. “Hey.”

      “Hey. I’m really fucking drunk.” I staggered a little, and he put a hand out to steady me. He had nice hands. Long fingers.

      “I, um.” He shoved his hand into his pocket and pulled out a napkin before thrusting it at me. “Here’s my number.”

      I blinked at him owlishly, trying to make sense of what he was saying. “Number?”

      “Yeah.” He bit his lip. “In case, you know. And sorry again about your shirt.”

      I blinked again, and then it hit me. He probably wanted to pay for my dry cleaning. I took the napkin. “Thanks, man. I appreciate it.”

      His face lit up with a smile. “Yeah?”

      “For sure,” I said, just to have something to say. “I gotta go.”

      He stepped aside so I could pass, and his smile widened when I folded the napkin and tucked it in my top jacket pocket.

      I made my way back to Trey, and we caught our ride back to Lassiter and Alpha Tau House, where I passed out. I didn’t think about the guy again until the next afternoon, when I was picking my clothes up off the floor.

      The napkin was peeking out the top of the pocket, and I smiled to myself as I fished it out and pinned it to my corkboard for reasons I couldn’t quite explain. I mean, it wasn’t like I was actually gonna send him a cleaning bill.

      Still, it was nice as hell that he’d offered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m just saying, it’s rude,” Casey complained. “How hard is it to send a text saying thanks but no thanks?”

      “Aaw, are your feelings hurt?” Marty said, from where he was sprawled over the couch, eyes flicking down to his phone as he texted. “Do you need a hug?”

      “Fuck off.” Casey flung a cushion at him. Who the hell thought a house full of guys needed throw pillows in the first place?

      Evenings at Alpha Tau House on Fraternity Row at Lassiter usually ended up like this—a bunch of us eating takeout on the couches, talking shit, and avoiding studying. And avoiding the pledges by hiding away in the fraternity’s executives’ office, if I was honest. The pledges this year seemed like a good bunch, but they were all so eager and in your face. Marshall was currently in the big living room quizzing them on Alpha Tau’s history, as though they didn’t already have enough to learn as freshmen at Lassiter. I didn’t miss that part of the pledging process at all.

      “Pick that up,” Trey said, not even looking up from his book. Okay, so Trey wasn’t avoiding studying. Fucker was going to be a Supreme Court justice while the rest of us were still trying to pass the bar exam. He was smart as hell.

      “What?” Casey blinked at him.

      “Pick it up,” Trey said again. His tone didn’t change, but you didn’t argue with Trey. Sometimes I wondered why we even had Marshall as our chapter president, when clearly Trey was in charge. Trey was House Manager though, and he took the responsibility seriously.

      “The housekeeper will—”

      “Not in her job description,” Trey said. He closed his book, and his gaze dared Casey to argue with him.

      Casey sighed and dragged his ass off the couch to retrieve the cushion.

      Scout wandered into the room and perched on the armrest of Trey’s couch. He was holding a massive bowl of ice cream, the spoon sticking out of it. “What are you dicks doing?”

      “Casey’s dick isn’t doing anything because a girl won’t text him back,” Marty said with a shit-eating grin. He was convinced he was funny, and we didn’t have the heart to tell him otherwise.

      “It’s been a week though,” Casey said. “Hold up, do girls still wait a week so they don’t look desperate? Isn’t that a thing?” He sounded vaguely hopeful.

      “Dude, if she took your number, she is desperate.” Marty ducked just in time to dodge the flying cushion. Casting a glance at Trey, he leaned over and scooped it up off the floor. Marty was an idiot, but he wasn’t stupid.

      “She’s not desperate enough to message him, though,” I pointed out. “That’s his problem.”

      “I just don’t get it,” Casey complained. “I asked if she wanted my number, and she said yes, so it wasn’t like I just pushed it on her or anything. She could have said no.”

      “Okay,” Andrew piped up from in front of the PS5. “So, I have four older sisters. Trust me when I tell you that when a girl says that yes, she wants your number, she doesn’t always mean it. And not because she’s being a cocktease or something but because she doesn’t know if you’re gonna be an asshole if she says no.”

      “What?” Casey blinked. “But… I wouldn’t.”

      “Yeah, but she’s not psychic, bro,” Andrew said. “She doesn’t know if you’re gonna call her a bitch and leave it at that or follow her home and turn her into the subject of a true crime podcast.”

      “I… I wouldn’t do either of those things.”

      “But she doesn’t know that,” Andrew said.

      “That’s fucking bleak,” Casey murmured, but I could see the cogs turning slowly in his brain. “Yeah, so, I get that, I think. My bad, I guess. It’s just, like, it sucks that she’s just not being upfront with me, you know? It’s pretty obvious that I’m interested. Why else would you give someone your number?”

      “Dry cleaning?” I said, then wished I hadn’t when five sets of eyes locked onto me.

      “What the fuck are you talking about?” Marty asked.

      “At Bax and Mak’s wedding,” I said. “A guy gave me his number after he spilled a drink on me. That was for dry cleaning, right?”

      The corner of Trey’s mouth twitched up. “Did he say it was for the cleaning bill?”

      I tried to remember, but it had been a couple of weeks since the wedding, and I’d been pretty hammered. “He didn’t… not say that?”

      Scout rolled his eyes. “Dude. Was this the pretty twink you were hanging with at the bar?”

      “Please never use the phrase ‘pretty twink’ again, but yeah, I guess.”

      Trey hummed. “What did he say, Archer? Dig deep in that big brain of yours.”

      I closed my eyes. I could picture the dude’s shy smile just fine, and it was easy enough to get from there to what he’d said. “He said it was in case, you know. And then he apologized for the shirt again. So, he must have meant my cleaning bill, right?”

      It was me that Casey threw the cushion at this time. I caught it and lobbed it right back. “What?”

      “For a smart guy, you’re an idiot,” he said. “He was coming onto you.”

      I blinked. “No he wasn’t. I’m not gay.”

      A cushion hit me square in the face, and it was Trey who threw it.

      “What Andrew said,” he said and raised his eyebrows. “He’s not psychic.”

      “Oh,” I said. “I guess. Huh.”

      Scout dug into his ice cream. “Is anyone heading out to the store later? I need sprinkles.”

      And, just like that, the weirdest conversation I’d had in a long time was over.
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, in the third-floor room I shared with Andrew—whenever he wasn’t staying with his girlfriend off campus—I set my history paper aside and thought back to how down in the dumps Casey was about the girl who hadn’t messaged him. I got what Andrew said, so no blame on her, but at the same time, Casey was right. It did suck that the girl hadn’t been up front with him. And maybe she’d just forgotten about him, or maybe she was playing some sort of game, but Andrew also had a point—maybe she’d wanted to reject Casey, but she’d been afraid of how he might react.

      I thought of the art student guy from the wedding. Well, I wasn’t afraid of turning anyone down, and I hated to think he might be waiting for me to call. That wasn’t a good feeling, whatever side of the sexuality fence you belonged on. I pulled the guy’s number off my corkboard and sent him a text:

      
        
          
            
              
        Hi. This is Archer from the wedding. You gave me your number.

      

      

      

      

      

      Then I put my phone facedown on the desk and got back into my history paper again. I managed to work for an hour, even mentally blocking out the sound of Casey’s workout playlist from next door—he was going through a drift phonk phase, and I was hoping it’d end any day now—when my phone chimed with a message alert.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hi. This is Eli.

      

      

      

      

      

      I stared at the screen and tried to think of everything I wanted to say to the guy, without either getting his hopes up or crushing him at the end. It sucked being rejected.

      
        
          
            
              
        So, I’m straight, but props to you for putting yourself out there. Super cool, bro.

      

      

      

      

      

      And I added a thumbs up emoji to the end.

      I watched as the little dots on the screen told me he was typing, typing, typing. Either he was transcribing War and Peace, or he was agonizing over every word.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m so embarrassed.

      

      

      

      

      

      Oh no. My stomach tied itself in a knot as the words appeared on my screen, and I hurried to reply.

      
        
          
            
              
        Don’t be. I mean it, bro. It was very cool of you. It’s not easy to put yourself out there, and I didn’t want to leave you hanging.

      

      

      

      

      

      This time the answer came back a little quicker:

      
        
          
            
              
        It’s been three weeks, so…

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Yeah, that’s on me. But as soon as I realized you were like, interested in me, I thought I should straighten it out.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Ok???

      

      

      

      

      

      I wrinkled my nose and sent:

      
        
          
            
              
        I thought you were offering to pay for my dry cleaning.

      

      

      

      

      

      I got back a row of cry-laughing faces and then:

      
        
          
            
              
        Oh wow. I need to work on my game. Clearly.

      

      

      

      

      

      I laughed at that. Eli was as funny as I remembered from the wedding. The dots appeared again, then:

      
        
          
            
              
        I guess you missed those clues, Sherlock.

      

      

      

      

      

      That pulled another laugh from me, and I texted back:

      
        
          
            
              
        I’ll give you that one, Swiftie.

      

      

      

      

      

      I was pulling my history paper up on my laptop when my phone chimed again.

      
        
          
            
              
        Seriously. Thanks for texting. At least I know it wasn’t something I did.

      

      

      

      

      

      My stomach gave a funny little twist at the thought of this poor guy waiting for a text and beating himself up when it didn’t arrive. I quickly typed out:

      
        
          
            
              
        To quote your Anti-hero, I’m the problem.

      

      

      

      

      

      I added a winky face, hit send, and hoped he saw the funny side of it.

      He did. I got back a string of laughing emojis, which put a smile on my face in return. I’d let Eli down without crushing him. I took it as a win because he really did seem like a decent guy. I looked at my history paper and on impulse sent:

      
        
          
            
              
        History sucks balls.

      

      

      

      

      

      The dots appeared immediately.

      
        
          
            
              
        Agreed. Both as a general concept, as an inaccurate record of civilization influenced by the beliefs of whoever’s winning, and as a subject. My professor is terrifying.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I have one like that too. What college?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Lassiter.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        No way! Me too!

      

      

      

      

      

      I felt my mouth pull up in a grin, and I wondered how it was I’d never met Eli before. Maybe we just didn’t run in the same circles. No surprises there. Eli’s art student vibe didn’t really mesh with what we had going on in Alpha Tau. Like, I was pretty sure that I had a double-breasted blazer hanging in the back of my closet, unless it was still at my parents’ place. Most of the guys who pledged to Alpha Tau were a certain type, was what I was trying to say. New cars, old money, and parents who looked uncomfortable every time someone brought up Juneteenth. Or like Baxter Two, when he’d assumed Trey was at Lassiter on a First in Family scholarship.

      Eli, I was sure, ran with a different crowd. The art kids. The theater kids. The ones with Loud Opinions, whose idea of a good time was hanging out painting protest signs together. Maybe there was more to them than that, just like there was more to us than double-breasted blazers and boat shoes, but sometimes college felt a little bit like a zoo, where they kept the animals in separate enclosures. A kangaroo didn’t belong in the Arctic exhibit any more than an Alpha Tau belonged at poetry slam night.

      The dots on my screen appeared as Eli typed.

      
        
          
            
              
        PROFESSOR STERN?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        YES! Does he walk in and throw random dates at you too?

      

      

      

      

      

      Professor Stern didn’t give pop quizzes. Every class was a pop quiz. He’d stride through the doors of the lecture hall, pick a random student, and yell, “March 4, 1794!” And God help you if you didn’t say, “The 11th Amendment was passed by Congress.” I shuddered and waited for Eli’s answer.

      
        
          
            
              
        At this point I will take any date I can get. ;) But if you mean dates of historical events—then yes.

      

      

      

      

      

      I snorted at the mental picture of Professor Stern grabbing his students by the shoulders and pairing them off with orders to “have her home by ten, son.”

      Or him home, in Eli’s case.

      Huh.

      Eli sent back before I could reply to the date thing.

      
        
          
            
              
        Thanks for texting me tonight, Archer. It’s been fun.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        No problem, Swiftie.

      

      

      

      

      

      I held onto my phone for a while to see if he’d reply.

      He didn’t, so I got back to what I should have been doing in the first place: my history paper.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A few days later, we were all spread over the couches in the chapter executive study, half-watching a movie instead of working on any actual Alpha Tau business.

      Casey said, “Hey Archer. Did you ever text your dry-cleaning guy?” He made sure to use air quotes, the dick.

      I flushed. “Yeah. Y’all were right. He totally had the wrong idea.”

      “You mean you totally had the wrong idea,” Trey said with a raised eyebrow. “He knew what he was doing.” He shuffled around in his seat on the couch till he was facing me, legs pulled up under him. “Please say you let him down easy and weren’t an asshole about it?”

      “Of course I wasn’t an asshole. I’m not Casey.”

      “Hey, fuck you!”

      I ignored Casey’s outrage. “I told him props for putting himself out there, and he laughed at me when I said I thought he gave me his number because of the cleaning bill, but he was okay with everything. He seems like a pretty decent guy.”

      “There must be something wrong with him, though,” Casey said.

      “Why?” I wasn’t sure why exactly that comment stung, but I was hit by a sudden urge to defend Eli.

      “Well for one thing, he has no taste,” Casey said, grinning. “I mean, he was hitting on you.”

      Andrew burst out laughing.

      I rolled my eyes. “Fuck you. I’m a catch.”

      “I’m a catch,” Marty offered from where he was sitting, legs spread wide. “Why didn’t he ask me out?”

      Marty wasn’t a part of the chapter’s executive, since nobody would ever trust him with anything even remotely important, but he liked to come along to meetings and bring snacks, so we let him in. Of course, half the time, like tonight, he’d forgotten the snacks.

      I snorted. “Pretty sure you were out of the running when he saw you climbing onto that table, bro.”

      Marty’s brow creased. “I never climbed onto a table?”

      “Uh, yeah you did. At the wedding. You were all set to get up there and karaoke your little heart out. We had to haul you down.”

      “Whatever, man.” Marty shrugged. “I don’t remember it, so it didn’t happen. Like pissing on the ice sculpture.”

      “That was you?” Scout demanded.

      Marty shrugged again. “I don’t think so.”

      “And that right there is why nobody is asking you out,” I told him.

      Marty didn’t look too bothered, but then, nothing much ever bothered Marty. Except the fact that Virginia didn’t have an NFL team. He could get pretty heated about that.

      We shot the shit for a while about school, sports, and sorority girls—the three subjects every guy in the house had on the brain all the time, but I found myself thinking of Eli. I wondered what he was up to tonight. He’d fit in well with Alpha Tau, so long as he could take a little ribbing. And he was funny as hell, so the brothers would love him.

      Alpha Tau wasn’t that fraternity. You know, the ones from the news. Or from the lawsuits. Marshall, our chapter president, liked to remind us that in twenty or thirty years, when we were trying to get elected as judges or house representatives, the last thing we needed was a scandal from our past. So, we kept our noses clean. Relatively. But most importantly, we had manners. We called people ma’am and sir, we sent thank-you notes when our great-aunts wrote us checks for five dollars on our birthdays, and we were respectful to those around us. So, Eli wouldn’t be unwelcome at Alpha Tau, was my point, just because he was gay. Hell, show me a big old family that didn’t have at least one uncle whose suit was just a little more dapper than everyone else’s. I had one of my own on my mother’s side.

      As if summoned by a thought, my phone buzzed with a text from Eli.

      
        
          
            
              
        Know any math tutors?

      

      

      

      

      

      It was followed by a praying hands emoji.

      
        
          
            
              
        Maybe. What’s up?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m drowning. And it’s a required course component, so I need someone to walk me through it.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m decent at math. I’d be happy to help.

      

      

      

      

      

      I didn’t even have to think about it. The brothers liked to tease me about being a fixer, but hey, if I could do someone a favor, why wouldn’t I?

      My phone chimed again.

      
        
          
            
              
        OMG REALLY? I could kiss you right now.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Flattered but still straight.

      

      

      

      

      

      The three dots appeared, disappeared, and reappeared.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m kissing you metaphorically, obviously. Which is still the most action I’ve seen this year.

      

      

      

      

      

      I snorted.

      
        
          
            
              
        I feel that. College is a lot less sex and a lot more panicking than I was led to believe.

      

      

      

      

      

      The line of laugh-cry emojis he sent in response made me grin.

      “Archer?” Scout asked, pulling my attention from my phone. He rattled the keys to his Jeep. “I’m going to grab some subs. You want anything?”

      Yeah, that was about as wild as we got in Alpha Tau on weeknights, and it suited me just fine.

      “Are you going by the donut place?” Marty asked.

      “I’m getting subs,” Scout said. “Why the hell would I go by the donut place when it’s in the opposite direction?”

      “Because you love me?” Marty asked hopefully.

      Scout sighed and rolled his eyes. “Fine. But you’re coming with me, so you can go in and get them.”

      Marty fist pumped the air. “Let me grab my wallet!” He raced toward the stairs.

      “I’m not dealing with his sugar high later,” Trey said.

      Scout shrugged. “We’ll send him out back to run around for a while. Archer, you want a sub or not?”

      “Yeah, sure. I’ll Venmo you.”

      Scout waved the offer away. Of all the Alpha Taus, he was the brother with the most money, and his parents, even though they were still together, gave off divorced-couple vibes with the way they tried to one-up each other and buy their sons’ love. Those Jeep keys he was waving around? His mom had turned up to campus a few days after Baxter Three’s wedding driving it because she felt bad that Baxter Three was in Cancun on his honeymoon and poor Scout was stuck at school, so she just wanted to “cheer him up a little.”

      The Talbot-Smiths were wild.

      “You want your usual?” he asked.

      “Thanks, bro.”

      See, Scout was rich as hell, and he barely ever cracked a smile, and maybe if you looked at him, you’d assume he was an asshole. But the guy had every brother’s favorite sandwich order saved in the notes app on his phone, and he always added cookies. I sometimes wished that was the sort of information I could share with people, you know? Take out a billboard or something, because it was one of those things that seemed so small but actually told you something big about the guy.

      Marty came clattering down the stairs, and Scout and Trey followed him out.

      My phone pinged.

      
        
          
            
              
        So, were you serious? About helping?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Sure. You wanna come over to Alpha Tau, and we can study here?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Yeah, that’d be great if it’s okay. It’s kinda camped at my place.

      

      

      

      

      

      I grinned at the typo.

      
        
          
            
              
        You mean cramped?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m gay, Sherlock. I said what I said.

      

      

      

      

      

      I let out a burst of laughter so loud that Casey dropped his soda.

      “Better clean that up before Trey gets back,” I said and then switched between chats on my phone and sent a message to Scout.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey, can you make that two subs? Eli from the wedding is coming over.

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Eli in sweatpants and a hoodie looked very different from Eli in a slim-fitting suit. Except for his hair, which was dark and wild as though he hadn’t brushed it in days.

      “Hey,” he said when I opened the door for him. The silver ring in his bottom lip caught the light. He jammed his hands into his pockets. “This is a hell of a place.”

      “Yeah,” I said, because what else could you say about a three-story house, complete with columns on the portico, that looked like a cross between the state capitol building and the set of Gone With the Wind? “Uh, come on in.”

      He followed me into the entry hall, squinting around like he wasn’t sure what to make of the polished floors, the wood paneling, and the honest-to-God chandelier.

      “That’s been there since the fifties,” I said, when I saw him glancing up. “We didn’t get that.”

      He side-eyed me.

      “Um, so are you in a fraternity?”

      He snorted. “No. I’m in a shitty dorm.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “A camp dorm?”

      He grinned, and his cheeks tinged pink. “It was a typo! Or a Freudian slip, Sherlock.”

      I laughed and led him farther inside the house to the living area. He stopped when he saw Trey and Scout and Marty on the couch and gave a shy wave. “Um, hi?”

      “Hey, man,” Trey said. “Come grab your sub.”

      Eli’s eyebrows vanished into the hair that hung down his face. “What?”

      “I got you a meatball,” Scout said. “But I got you this vegetarian one too, just in case.”

      “Oh, thanks. Meatball is fine.”

      “So, you’re Mak’s second cousin,” Scout said. “What’s that make us?”

      Eli’s brow furrowed. “Too closely related to date?”

      Scout’s jaw dropped and he blinked, and then, a moment later, he laughed, an event as rare as an eclipse. “I was gonna say we could be sandwich bros, but you went straight there, huh?”

      “Also, this is Virginia,” Marty said. “Pretty sure if you’re second-cousins-in-law, the only reason you can’t date is because you’re not closely related enough.”

      “He says that shit and he has sisters,” Trey murmured. “Gross.”

      “I don’t think that’s right, though,” Eli said. “A family feud could also kill our budding romance, if we had one.”

      “Nobody here has any budding romances,” Trey said, “Except maybe Marty and that bag of donuts.”

      “This isn’t a budding romance,” Marty said, clutching the bag close to his chest. “This is true love.”

      “Come on,” I said. “Let’s go up and study and leave these idiots here.”

      We grabbed our subs and headed upstairs. The hallway and stairs were lined with old framed photographs of Alpha Taus from times past. Some faded color, some black and white, and some sepia. Over a hundred and fifty years’ worth of them, either mugging for the camera or staring out, stiff-necked, in their Sunday best. There was a lot of history on these walls.

      “They weren’t what I was expecting,” Eli said, treading along behind me.

      “What?”

      “For frat bros,” he said and then followed up with, “No offense.”

      “I get it,” I told him. “You thought we’d be assholes, right?”

      He snorted. “Maybe.”

      “And yet you came in anyway with that line about dating.” I led him along the hallway and opened the door to my room. “First the wedding and now that. You’re not as shy as you look, Eli.”

      “Okay, I had to totally work up my courage to give you my number, so that doesn’t count,” he said, taking in the room. The twin beds, the bookshelves, the TV and gaming consoles, the minifridge. Scout’s parents weren’t the only ones who worried he wasn’t living in the lap of luxury at college. “And the dating line? Well, sometimes the best way to figure out if that’s water or gasoline on the floor is to just toss a match in there and see what happens.”

      “Wow, you art students like to live on the edge, huh?” I took a seat and gestured toward Andrew’s desk. “You can grab my roommate’s chair. He’s never here very much.”

      “Who said I was an art student?” He wheeled Andrew’s chair over to my desk and sat, grinning. “I’m doing a BA in Marketing, with a digital design component.”

      “Really?” Huh. I examined him again, trying to imagine him in an office job. “You look like an artist. All sort of bohemian, wild and free and shit.”

      His grin widened. “It’s the hair, isn’t it?” He ran a hand through it, making it even messier. “My mom is always telling me I should cut it.”

      I fought the urge to reach out and smooth it down or maybe twist it into elflocks, before turning my attention to my sub while I wondered what the fuck that was all about.

      “What do I owe you?” he asked, waving his sandwich at me to get my attention.

      “What? No, it’s fine.”

      I thought he might argue, but then he looked around the room again and shrugged, tearing the wrapper open and taking a bite.

      Eli only ate half his sub before unzipping his backpack and pulling out his textbooks. I recognized them. “Oh hey, is this Algebra One? I took that last year. Hang on.”

      I pushed my chair back and went to my closet and opened it.

      “Dude! My room, which I share with another guy, is smaller than that!”

      “You’re joking, right?”

      “I’m really not!” But, joking or not, he was at least smiling. “Wow. Fucking rich kids, right?”

      “You’re related to Mak, though.”

      “Oh, yeah,” Eli said. “But you know how every family has got that side? Well, that’s my mom and me. We’re that side.”

      I didn’t know what to say to that, so I turned back to my closet and dug around in the shelves for last year’s notes and papers. “Okay, here it all is.”

      “That’s great!” Eli’s dark eyes lit up. “Can I—”

      “Dude,” I said, holding the papers out of reach. “Finish your sub first, before it gets cold.”

      He picked up the sandwich that he’d discarded and swallowed it in three bites, lobbing the wrapper into the trash can with surprising accuracy. He flashed a bright grin at me. “Done. Now can you please explain the mysteries of algebra to me?” The smile slipped, and worry flashed across his features. “I’m seriously in danger of failing otherwise.”

      “Hey. We’ve got you.” I sat back down at the desk, opening my notebook. “Sandwich bros don’t let sandwich bros fail.”

      His expression brightened again. “Okay, I’ll believe you. But I gotta warn you, I’m terrible at this.”

      I shrugged as he took the seat next to me. “How bad can you really be?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Two hours later, it was clear that Eli wasn’t exaggerating.

      I scrubbed a hand through my hair and tried again. “So, if you want to find the value of your variable”—I tapped the x on the page—“you take the known constant here and work the equation backward to get your result.”

      “But why?” Eli groaned, slumping across his textbook. “Why not just write the number in the first place? I give up. I’m going to fail.”

      “You’re not going to fail,” I said, trying to sound more confident than I felt. “It might just take some time, that’s all.”

      Eli turned his head and peered at me out of one opened eye. “I don’t expect you to keep helping me because you feel bad about turning me down, Archer.”

      “I’m not! I’m helping because… okay, maybe it’s a little bit because I feel bad, but mainly it’s because you seem like a cool guy, and I like you. Besides, it’s, um. Kind of my thing. Helping people.”

      Fuck sake. Now I sounded like I’d stepped out of an episode of Touched by an Angel.

      But Eli obviously didn’t think so because he sat up, a small, hopeful smile on his face. “I don’t want to cut into your own study time.”

      I was still caught up on what I’d said during my Touched by an Angel monologue. “I mean, I like you, but I don’t like like you, which is no reflection on you at all, because you seem like an awesome guy, but just so we’re perfectly clear and there’s no misunderstanding. Not that I’m saying there would be because I’m all that or anything, just that we’ve already had one misunderstanding, with the phone number thing, and I would hate for us to have any more because, like I said, you seem like an awesome guy.”

      Eli narrowed his eyes at me for a moment as he sorted his way through my word vomit, and then held up a finger. “Okay, so firstly, I know you don’t like like me, but, just for the record, you are all that. Now, let’s get back to studying.”

      “What?”

      “I said let’s get back to studying.” He gave me a cheeky grin.

      I wasn’t all that. Not really. I didn’t think? I mean, I got my fair share of attention from the ladies, but all that? That seemed like a stretch.

      Like, I was decent looking. I wasn’t composed entirely of chiseled abs and bulging biceps like some athletes, but I was in pretty good shape—running helped me manage my stress and kept me lean. And I’d been told I was funny more than once.

      Okay, maybe I was some of that.

      Eli, though? He was cute and funny and awesome company, and he’d definitely tick every box if you swung that way. I wondered briefly how it was that he was single before dismissing the thought. Maybe he was like me, more interested in grades than getting laid.

      Speaking of grades.

      I tapped the page. “Let’s try this one more time. To find this number here, you need to divide this number by this one to get your answer.” I circled the numbers in question.

      Eli stared at the page. “This one divided by this one…” He sucked in a breath. “Holy shit. I think I see it. This divided by this gives you this, and that’s x. Is that right?” He turned to me, eyes bright with excitement.

      “Yes!” I held up my palm and we high-fived.

      “I can’t believe I didn’t see it before! Let’s do another one!” Eli grinned widely enough that you’d think he’d discovered the treasure of the Sierra Madras, instead of solving a basic algebra problem, and his enthusiasm was contagious.

      I gave him another example from the workbook, and he attacked it eagerly, tongue poking out the corner of his mouth as he muttered under his breath, pen scratching against the page. It was kind of cute.

      After a few minutes he slid the paper across to me. “Is that right?”

      I looked at it. “Um…”

      His face fell. “Shit. It’s wrong, isn’t it?”

      “I don’t want to burst your bubble here, but yeah.”

      “I don’t know why I can’t get it.”

      “Okay,” I said. “See here?” I pointed with my pen. “This is where you went off track. You forgot a step. Algebra has rules. You just have to remember how to solve things, and the numbers themselves don’t really matter. There’s no room for interpretation, I mean. Once you remember the way to do it, you’ll be able to do it every time.”

      He wrinkled his nose. “I fucking hate math. I always have. I tried to tell my mom when I was in high school that I had dyscalculia.”

      “Oh, wow, you do?”

      “No.” He sighed. “Turns out I’m just dumb.”

      “Hey. You’re not dumb. You just have different strengths. And you almost had it this time.”

      “You are not what I expected from a tutor,” Eli said. “You lean very heavy into the motivational pep talk side, don’t you?” Before I could decide if he was making fun or not, he smiled. “Which is honestly much nicer than my last tutor, my roommate’s friend Kayla. She was all, ‘Well, Eli, maybe you’re just not smart enough to get it.’ Ugh.”

      “No, you definitely are smart enough,” I said. “I mean, a chimp can be trained to ride a bike, so you can learn math.” As soon as I said it, I realized how it sounded. “Shit. I’m not equating your intelligence to that of a bike-riding chimp or anything. I only meant most people can learn anything if they try.”

      He snorted. “If I could pass this course by riding a bike instead of doing these equations, I would, trust me.” He pulled the paper back from me, brow furrowed. “Walk me through it again? I think I see where I fucked up.”

      “Sure.” I stifled a yawn.

      Eli looked at the clock on the wall, and his eyes widened. “Shit, it’s late. I should head back to my dorm.”

      It was late, but I didn’t want him to leave just yet. “We can go over this one first if you want.”

      Eli shook his head. “I have an early class tomorrow. But thanks for the help. At least I know it’s not a lost cause now.”

      “Come back Saturday, and we’ll try again,” I found myself saying. “Maybe we can get Scout on board as well. He’s a math whiz.”

      “You think he’d help me out?”

      “Well, you’re sandwich bros,” I said. “He has to.”

      I was rewarded with one of Eli’s smiles, and it felt good. And maybe soon he’d be smiling like that at the end of a tutoring session because of how easy math was becoming for him, but, for now, my dumb jokes would have to do.

      I walked Eli downstairs to the front door. “So let me know what time’s good on Saturday. I’ve got no plans. I mean,” I corrected, “some of the guys and I usually throw a football around on the lawn in the morning, but apart from that I’m free.”

      Eli wrinkled his nose. “Why would you willingly go outdoors?”

      “It’s fun? And it’s a good way to shake off all the bullshit of the week.” I paused, one hand on the door, before asking. “Did you wanna come along and try it?”

      “Honestly? I’d sooner shit in my hands and clap than take part in any kind of sport.”

      I burst out laughing. “That’s a no, then.”

      “That’s a no,” he agreed, grinning.

      I watched him walk away, backpack slung over his shoulder. Once he was gone, the night folding around him, I went back to the living room where Trey and Scout were still watching movies.

      “You good, bro?” Scout asked me. He was leaning back on the couch, his feet propped up on the coffee table, where they fought for space with sandwich wrappers, game controllers, and empty soda cans.

      “Yeah.” I flopped down in the gap between him and Trey on the couch and stretched. “Y’all need a hand cleaning up down here?”

      “On, no,” Trey said. “This is Scout’s mess, and he’s gonna tidy it. Right, Scout?”

      Scout’s mouth quirked up, and he threw a mock salute in Trey’s direction. Then he looked at me. “How’s Eli?”

      “Good,” I said. “He’s real funny. He’s gonna be coming around a lot more. Is anyone gonna have an issue with that?”

      “No,” Scout said. “Or I’ll kick their ass. This ain’t your granddaddy’s frat anymore, Archer. Hell, it ain’t even my daddy’s frat anymore.”

      Something inside me—an uneasiness I couldn’t pin down—settled a little. “I don’t want him to be uncomfortable here. He’s a good guy. I don’t want it to be a big deal that he’s gay.”

      “A big deal for the rest of us, or for you?” Scout asked, his ice-blue gaze intent.

      “It’s not a big deal for me.”

      Scout tilted his head, his gaze losing none of its intensity. “You sure?”

      Something jolted in my belly. “Yeah, bro. Of course I’m sure. I wouldn’t have asked him otherwise.”

      “Okay,” Trey said, when Scout opened his mouth again. “We’re cool, Archer. And we’ll make sure everyone else is cool too, okay?”

      “Thanks, Trey.”

      Scout levered himself off the couch, gathering up his trash. “I’m going out back,” he said. “Who’s coming?”

      “Out back” was code for sitting on the porch in the darkness and getting quietly blazed.

      “Nah,” I said. “I’m good.”

      Scout shrugged and headed toward the back door, still carrying his trash like a good little camper.

      Trey took his phone out and started to scroll.

      “I’m gonna head upstairs,” I said. “See if there’s a shower free.”

      We had more bedrooms than bathrooms at Alpha Tau, which could be a pain in the ass. Not as bad as those bullshit shower stalls they had over in the dorms though. A couple of cubicles for a whole floor of people. I’d take Andrew stealing my toothpaste any day over that.

      “Night,” Trey said, without looking up from his phone.

      I climbed the steps.

      There was a bathroom free, so I grabbed it and showered, being careful not to use all the hot water. Shared living only worked if you weren’t a dick about stuff like that. When I got back to my room, I pulled on a pair of sleep pants and settled back on my bed to watch TV. It was then that I noticed the new message on my phone from Eli. Seeing his name caused a weird flutter in my chest.

      
        
          
            
              
        So, thanks for tonight.

      

      

      

      

      

      I smiled to myself and sent back:

      
        
          
            
              
        No problem. It was fun.

      

      

      

      

      

      Truth was, it had been fun studying with Eli, even if he sucked at algebra.

      
        
          
            
              
        And we’re good for Saturday?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Sure thing. Come over round noon. You should be safe from any accidental exercise by then.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Thank god. I need to preserve my willowy stature for my life drawing classes.

      

      

      

      

      

      I blinked. Life drawing? Wasn’t that nudes?

      
        
          
            
              
        Dude, you take life drawing?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I model for life drawing, yeah. Don’t judge, it’s good money.

      

      

      

      

      

      I typed quickly:

      
        
          
            
              
        No judgement! Hell, I don’t know if I’d have the balls to get naked in front of people.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Having a set of balls is part of my appeal. As a male model, I’m the life drawing equivalent of a unicorn—rare, gorgeous, and sporting my very own horn.

      

      

      

      

      

      I grinned and sent back an eye roll, and a second later a new message appeared.

      
        
          
            
              
        I do take life drawing as a hobby, but obviously I don’t draw myself. It’s too hard to hold a sketchpad while staring at your own dick.

      

      

      

      

      

      A single eggplant emoji and a bunch of smiley faces followed that very vivid mental image, and then:

      
        
          
            
              
        Night!

      

      

      

      

      

      I stared down at my phone, wishing he’d send another message, and wondering why I felt that way. What was it about Eli that I couldn’t get out of my head?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      There was always that point in a semester when your last break felt like years ago and the next one was a couple millennia away. It was hard to stay motivated when it hit. Marshall, Alpha Tau’s chapter president, had come up with the idea of a midsemester grill night, which was exactly what it said on the box. It wasn’t a party—nobody else was invited, not even the girls from Zeta Tau, our sister sorority—and it was just us guys, standing around the grill, talking about beers and marinades and not about classes. The whole point of it was to not even think about classes. Some of the brothers thought it was stupid—I caught Casey rolling his eyes when Marshall sent him out to pick up the steaks—but most of us were on board. There was a bunch of different parties we could go to after if we wanted, so it wasn’t as though anyone was missing out on that side college life. Except because we were more used to parties than low-key cookouts, we over-catered, which meant that both double fridges in the kitchen were overflowing with leftovers the next day—Saturday—when Eli came over.

      “If you feed me this much,” he said, digging into a bowl of pasta salad as he sat at my desk, “you’ll never get rid of me.”

      “You’re skinny as hell,” I said. “You could stand to gain a couple of pounds.”

      “I’m a twink,” he said. “It’s an aesthetic, Archer.”

      “You’re scrawny.”

      He struck a pose and showed me his guns. They were pathetic little peashooters.

      I prodded one bicep with a forefinger. “Where’s the rest of it?”

      He clutched at his chest in mock offense. “I told you, it’s meant to be like that. I’m a delicate Southern belle.”

      He kind of was, but I wasn’t telling him that. Instead, I said, “I guess you don’t need to be built for marketing. And I hear shoulder pads are making a comeback, so you’ll be fine. Probably.”

      “Right.” He rolled his eyes. “Whereas you have to really have muscles to carry all those court briefs around, right?”

      “I’ll have the weight of the legal system on my shoulders!”

      “Mine’s heavier,” he said and wiggled his eyebrows. “Capitalism, Archer. Capitalism. The heaviest system there is!”

      “I think there are probably worse ones.”

      He cleared his throat and looked around my room. “Is that a Clayton & Crume belt hanging over that chair, legacy boy?”

      I shrugged. “You’re making my point for me. Capitalism’s great from where I’m sitting.”

      His eyes widened, and his jaw dropped, and then he burst out laughing, his entire face lighting up and his whole body shaking. “I can’t believe you said that!”

      “I’m not wrong, am I?”

      His laughter subsided, leaving him grinning. “No, you’re sure as hell not.” He held up his bowl of pasta salad. “And I’m reaping the benefits.”

      Something squirmed low and uncomfortable in my gut. It wasn’t like I didn’t know I was a living example of old money and white privilege, but it was easy to forget when the same was true of almost everyone in Alpha Tau. Eli’s presence was a gentle kick in the shins, a reminder that not everyone got to play the game of life on the easiest setting.

      “You’re gonna take some steaks back with you, right?” I said, hoping like hell he wasn’t offended by the question.

      He wasn’t. “Oh, I’m gonna carry whatever I can fit in my backpack,” he said. “I am not a proud man, Archer.”

      “Aren’t you?”

      His brows pulled together. “What do you mean?”

      “Why’d you ask for my number at the wedding?” I asked. “Wait, let me rephrase that.”

      “Spoken like a lawyer,” he said. “Approach the bench, counselor.”

      “I can’t figure out why a guy like you didn’t already have a date,” I said. “You’re funny, and you’re easy on the eyes, and apparently gay guys like that scrawny look, so why don’t you already have a boyfriend, Eli?”

      “Well, it’s not because I’m proud,” he said. He set his pasta salad down. “My mom says I’m abrasive.”

      I remembered what he’d said the first time he’d come over, about throwing a match down to see if that was water or gasoline on the floor. Maybe some people thought that was abrasive. I thought it was brave as hell. “I don’t think you are.”

      “What would you call it?” he asked, his tone holding something like a challenge, and yeah, okay. Maybe Eli was a tiny bit abrasive.

      “I’d call it being forthright,” I said. “You don’t fuck around, you go straight to finding out. And it still doesn’t explain why you’re single. I mean, your standards aren’t that high. You gave me your number, and I was some random drunk guy at a wedding.”

      “To be fair, I was also a random drunk guy at a wedding,” he said, neatly sidestepping the question.

      He might have gotten away with it if I hadn’t been prelaw and adept at spotting a subject change. “Beside the point. I guess what I’m asking is if you’re single by choice, or if you just don’t have time to date, or if you are in fact incredibly picky.”

      He let out a huff of annoyance. “It’s not by choice, okay? I mean, I don’t think I’m picky. I just… can’t find a decent guy. I’ve looked, trust me. But the pickings are slim.”

      “That sucks, Eli.”

      He wrinkled his nose. “It’s fine. I should be concentrating on algebra anyway, right?”

      “Right,” I said softly. Eli ducked his head to dodge my gaze, and it occurred to me that I’d embarrassed him. That was never my intention. I was single, but I wasn’t lonely, and I had a feeling that Eli might be. Just because the dorm was crowded, that didn’t mean he was friends with anyone there. “Hey.”

      He glanced at me from under dark lashes.

      “You wanna come over tomorrow and hang out?”

      He lifted his chin. “You don’t have to spend all weekend tutoring me, Arch.”

      “Wow. Spoken like not-a-lawyer. I didn’t ask if you wanted to study. I asked if you wanted to hang out. You know, watch a movie, talk shit. Relax. God knows we could use some new company. I can only listen to Marty tell me about that one time he made himself sick eating burritos so many times, dude.”

      “Seriously?”

      I rolled my eyes. “It was a whole damn thing. He won a burrito-eating contest and then puked for six hours straight.”

      Eli laughed, then said, “No, I mean, were you serious about hanging out?”

      “Yeah, dude. Today we study, tomorrow we shoot the shit and drink beer. You in?”

      Eli’s face lit up with a pleased grin. “Yeah. I’m in.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We studied all afternoon, and we made some decent progress. We were about to call it a day when Marshall knocked on the doorjamb and stuck his head into my room. “Dude,” he said, addressing Eli. “Rare or medium?”

      Eli fish-mouthed for a second.

      “Your steak,” Marshall clarified. “Well-done ain’t an option in Alpha Tau, so medium or rare?”

      Eli swallowed. “My steak?”

      “Obviously you’re stayin’ for supper,” Marshall said.

      “Course you are,” I said. “Sandwich and steak bro.”

      “Oh,” Eli said, his expression halfway between pleasure and surprise. “Then rare, I guess?”

      Marshall gave a sharp nod and then he was gone.

      “Does he always take in strays?” Eli asked, closing his textbook. He stretched his arms over his head until his spine made a cracking sound.

      “You’re not a stray. You’re my bro.” I shoved my chair away from the desk and stretched as well, closing my eyes and rolling my neck.

      When I opened them, Eli was watching me, a half-smile on his face. “Are we bros now?”

      “I think so, yeah. That is, if you’re willing to hang out with a frat boy capitalist future ambulance chaser.”

      He laughed. “And as long as you don’t mind being seen with a scrawny twink who can’t do math and poses in the nude.”

      “I don’t have a problem with that.” I stood and tilted my head toward the door. “So. Dinner?”

      He grinned widely. “Hell yeah, dinner.”

      We got downstairs just in time to see Trey setting out the bowls of salad on the counter. He nodded at Eli. “Hey. How’s the algebra going?”

      “I suck slightly less now!” He inclined his head toward me. “Seriously, Archer’s pretty good at explaining that shit. Thanks to him I might even pass.”

      For some reason, his praise had my face growing warm. “It’s nothing. Just helping a bro.”

      “Archer’s a fixer,” Scout said, slapping me on the back as he walked past. “He likes solving other people’s problems.”

      “Truth,” Marshall said, stepping into the kitchen and laying down a tray of steaks. The aroma hit me, and my mouth watered.

      “Fuck, that smells good,” Eli said, echoing my own thoughts.

      I grabbed us both a beer, and we loaded up our plates and sat at the long dining table. Trey had opinions about meals being eaten off laps or on the couch—unless it was takeout—and nobody was brave enough to cross him.

      About half the brothers had turned up for dinner, meaning there were twenty of us spread around the two massive tables in the dining room. There was a period of quiet while we ate, only broken by the odd appreciative moan. The steaks were perfectly cooked, and it wasn’t long before my plate was empty. If Marshall ever decided law wasn’t his thing, he’d make a hell of a line cook.

      I didn’t say that, though. Suggesting Marshall might not end up a top corporate lawyer was like suggesting the Superbowl might not get many viewers this year.

      Never gonna happen.

      Conversations picked up once we’d all taken the edge off our appetites, and it got loud pretty fast. We sat around shooting the shit for a while, and Eli met some of the brothers that he hadn’t encountered yet. They all seemed to like him, and why wouldn’t they? He was smart, and he was funny as hell.

      The guys on kitchen duty collected our plates when we’d finished, under Trey’s watchful eye. The rest of us broke apart, a bunch of the guys heading upstairs to get ready for the various parties around campus, some to study, and some, including me, making for the living room to watch TV. I’d hoped Eli would join me, but he went toward the stairs instead. “I’m gonna grab my stuff and go.”

      “You could stay, have some beers?”

      He hesitated, then shook his head. “It’s tempting, but I gotta do laundry, and Saturday night’s my best shot at scoring the dryer. Living that wild college life.” He gave a lopsided grin, and I was once again reminded that not everyone had a housekeeper.

      While he was upstairs getting his backpack, I went through the fridge and bagged up some steaks and burgers and salads into a cooler bag. I added a pack of burger buns and then, on impulse, a banana cream pie. Hell, there were three more in there. It’s not like we were gonna miss it.

      I met him at the bottom of the staircase where he was talking with Scout and Trey and handed over the cooler. “Here.”

      When Eli opened the bag and saw the pie on top, he grinned. “Awesome. I love banana cream pie. It’s the perfect gay dessert.”

      “What?”

      Eli waggled his eyebrows. “Bananas. Cream. You figure it out.”

      My face heated as I joined the dots, and yeah, that was pretty funny.

      Trey let out a low chuckle. “You’re all right, Eli,” he said. “We might have to keep you around.”

      “Hell yes, we do,” Scout said. “You’re practically family anyway.”

      I knew what they were doing—were making it clear to everyone present that Eli was welcome, gay or straight—and I appreciated the hell out of it.

      Eli’s smile softened into something almost shy. “Thanks, guys.”

      “But if I find you leaving crap on the floor, I will end you,” Trey added.

      Eli hoisted the cooler onto one shoulder and his backpack onto the other. “So, see you tomorrow?”

      “Sure thing.” I went with him to the door and watched him walk down the steps, his gait off-center as he shrugged his shoulders in an effort to keep his load steady. “Eli, wait!”

      He stopped, and I hurried off the porch after him. I tugged at the strap of the cooler bag. “Give me that.”

      He gripped it tightly. “Nope. Get your own bananas and cream. This is mine now.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You looked like you were about to fall on your skinny ass. Let me walk you back to the dorm.”

      “Why thank you, kind sir.” He said, handing over the cooler and fluttering his lashes at me. It should have looked ridiculous.

      The path gleamed yellow under the streetlights as we strolled across the quad in companionable silence, the quiet broken only by the persistent thump of some kickass bass coming through the open windows of one of the fraternity houses we passed. Their Saturday night sounded like it was shaping up to be wilder than ours, but I found I didn’t mind.

      Eli’s dorm was on the other side of campus. It was a pretty long walk, but the night was cool and pleasant, and Eli was good company.

      There were some dorms at Lassiter that were so fancy they were almost resort style. This wasn’t one of those. This was a multi-level, dull, gray stone building with rows of blank windows that put me in mind of those secret government experimental facilities you saw in movies. Somewhere inside a kid was starting fires with her mind, for sure.

      Eli fished out his keys and stood there, and it was somehow reminiscent of every awkward date I’d ever been on as a teenager.

      There was the thump-thump-thump of someone running down stairs, and the door flung open, and a guy ran past laughing without giving us a second look. Music drifted out of the door, and Eli caught the handle to stop it from closing. “So, this is me. I’d invite you in, but there’s honestly nothing worth seeing.”

      “It looks pretty okay to me,” I said, to be polite.

      He wrinkled his nose. “The AC’s shit and goes out way too often, the food’s bland as fuck, and the bathrooms are communal. But it beats trying to find something off campus.”

      I shrugged his cooler bag off my shoulder. “At least you have steak.”

      “Don’t forget my sexy pie.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Bananas and cream, I get it.”

      His eyes twinkled, and he blew a stream of air upward, trying and failing to dislodge a strand of hair that was hanging in his face. “I’m serious. This is the most action I’ve had all semester. Banana cream pie from the frat boys at Alpha Tau.”

      That startled a laugh out of me. “So fucking sassy,” I said, giving in to a sudden impulse to smooth his hair back for him.

      He ducked his head, and his cheeks glowed pink in the dim light that was spilling out the open door before he disappeared inside.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The next morning when Eli came over, we were playing a game of flag football on the front lawn with some of the guys from Theta Phi. We had a pretty good relationship with them. There was rivalry, but it was mostly all in fun. They weren’t assholes like the guys from Kappa Beta Rho. A bunch of girls from Zeta Tau had pulled up lawn chairs to watch the game. Well, more likely to watch a bunch of guys running around with no shirts on, but we liked the attention. Even Marshall puffed up like a rooster and got his strut on.

      Eli stood on the sidewalk, his backpack hanging off one shoulder, and looked like he didn’t know if he should keep coming or not.

      “Eli!” I yelled at him, wiping the sweat off my face with my T-shirt, then tucking the T-shirt into the back of my shorts. “You want to play?”

      He looked alarmed, like I’d asked him if he wanted to perform delicate open-heart surgery on a child. “Uh, no, I’m good. I’ll just…” He gestured at the porch. “I’ll just wait up here.”

      It was a beautiful day. The sun was shining, the air smelled of laurel courtesy of the trees that lined Fraternity Row, and the girls from Zeta Tau had brought a cooler. Someone’s Bluetooth speaker was pumping out “Dance the Night” by Dua Lipa, and everyone was laughing or talking or playing.

      Eli sat on the porch steps, his backpack at his feet, and looked the way that the kids leaning against the wall at middle school dances always did. I’m casual. I’m cool. I didn’t want to dance anyway.

      I threw the ball to Marty and jogged over to the steps. “Hey.”

      He tilted his head back, squinting against the sun, the light catching his lip ring. “Hey. I hope I’m not too early. My roommate had his girlfriend over, and I got the feeling they wanted some privacy. By which I mean, they started making out as soon as she walked in the door. He had a hand up her shirt before I’d even put my shoes on.”

      I grimaced. “Ouch.”

      Eli shrugged. “I give it three weeks. That’s how long it usually takes Travis to fuck up, and then it’ll be relatively peaceful till the next one.” He sounded almost petulant.

      I eased myself down on the step next to him. “You sure you don’t wanna throw a ball around, get rid of some of that roommate frustration?”

      “I’m not frustrated,” he said, a crease appearing between his brows as he scowled at me for suggesting it.

      I raised an eyebrow, and he ducked his head under my gaze.

      “Okay, fine. It just seems unfair that I can’t even find a single date when Travis has women falling all over him.”

      “Eli, I don’t know how to tell you this, but you don’t date women.”

      He snorted. “Yeah, that’s the problem. It’s like going out for dinner at a pizza place and being the only one who’s gluten free. My options are limited, you know?”

      “Archer!” Marty shouted, waving both arms in the air at me. “You playing, bro?”

      I debated saying no, but Eli reached out and shoved my bicep, giving me a lopsided grin. “Get out there. Give me something pretty to look at.”

      “Fuck off. I’m not pretty. Not that I would mind if someone did call me that,” I hurried to add. “Like, I’m not into that hypermasculine bullshit. It’s just that right now I’m sweaty as hell, and I probably stink. So, not pretty.”

      Eli grinned up at me. “Yeah, because there’s nothing less attractive than a good-looking guy after a workout.”

      Huh.

      I snorted and stood up and rejoined the game. Found myself looking at the other players more than I did the ball. Okay, so Eli liked jocks. Know what would be cool? If, instead of sitting on the porch by himself, he was relaxing over with the girls, drinking sweet tea and cheering us on. It would be even cooler if there was someone in the game that he was rooting for, like Cassidy from Zeta Tau was cheering for her boyfriend Andrew. And you’d think, from the way Andrew was playing, that this was the NFL and not a friendly game between buddies. He was trying like hell to impress her and—good for him—it was working.

      My gaze lingered on Dalton from Theta Phi for a moment. He was kind of athletic, and he was gay, right? So, Eli just needed to find someone kind of like that.

      Or.

      Lightbulb moment.

      Someone exactly like that.

      Dalton was a good-looking guy, I guessed. He was built about the same as me, and that seemed to be Eli’s type. Dalton’s hair was darker than mine and his features a little narrower. He had a nice smile though and a great handshake. And he was premed. Who didn’t love a future doctor?

      I was so busy compiling a list of all Dalton’s finest qualities that I didn’t see the ball coming right at my face.

      The next thing I knew, I was lying on my back in the grass, squinting through tears at the sky and at the circle of worried faces peering down at me.

      “Are you okay, bro?” Marty asked and nudged my shoulder with his toe as though he thought I was dead.

      Scout helped me to my feet and slapped me on the back. “Walk it off, bro.”

      I walked it all the way to the porch and sat down heavily next to Eli.

      “Are you okay?” he asked. “Do you need some ice? Some smelling salts? An ambulance? What do you need?”

      “Eli,” I said, pushing the words out past the throbbing in my skull. “I need to get you a boyfriend.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      The kitchen was at the back of the house, but I could still hear the sound of the game and the music, floating in from outside as I sat on the counter, and Eli rummaged in the freezer for ice “for my concussion.”

      “I don’t have a concussion,” I told him for the third time since he’d dragged me in here.

      There was music coming from upstairs too, but it wasn’t loud enough to clash with the football game soundtrack.

      “You definitely have a concussion,” he said firmly. “You’re delirious.”

      I stood up and walked in a straight line, heel to toe with my arms out and then, staring straight ahead, placed the tip of my finger on my nose. “See? I’m fine.”

      “You just took a sobriety test, so you’re kind of proving my point here.” Eli shoved at my shoulder, a worried expression on his face. I took pity on him and hoisted myself back up on the counter.

      “It’s not a concussion, though.”

      “Then why are you saying ridiculous things?” he challenged, right before applying the bag of ice to my cheek. He was flustered, his face pink, and I knew it didn’t have much to do with any concussion he was worried about.

      “It’s not ridiculous,” I said. “You’re a good guy, and you deserve a good boyfriend.”

      “Ridiculous,” he said, looking away. He pinched his mouth into a tight line.

      “Eli.” I hated the twist of guilt in my gut. “Are you mad?”

      “No!” He looked back suddenly. “I’m not mad, you’re just—you’re just—”

      “If you say ‘ridiculous’ one more time, I’m whacking you with this ice pack.”

      He rolled his eyes, but he smiled too. “I just don’t know why you think you’d have any more luck finding me a boyfriend than I have.”

      “Two words,” I said, dumping the ice pack in the sink. “Frat boys.”

      He raised his eyebrows.

      “Okay, three words. Frat boy connections. I’m your in, Eli. I know these guys, and they know me. I can set you up.”

      “I don’t want you to set me up!”

      “Why not? You said you wanted a boyfriend, and I might know a guy, so why wouldn’t you want that?”

      “Because I’m not a charity case, Archer!”

      “I never said you were!” He was touchier than a wet cat. “And I don’t think you are, not even a little bit. Hell, any guy would be lucky to have you as a boyfriend.” I caught his gaze. “Any gay guy, obviously. And I happen to know a couple.”

      “You know a couple?”

      “Okay, I know of a couple,” I said. “Let me help you out here, Eli. It’s what bros do.”

      “It’s what you do, you mean.” He wasn’t wrong. “Helping me with algebra isn’t enough? You have to make sure I don’t fail my love life as well?”

      “You’re seeing it all wrong,” I said. “If your friend could use a little help and it cost you nothing to give it, wouldn’t you?”

      He stared at me, lips pursed like he was trying to think of a reason to say no.

      “Lawyer talk,” I said. “For real. Quid pro quo, Eli. I do this for you, and later on you can introduce me to some awesome girl from your art classes.”

      “That’s not lawyer talk,” he said, but his mouth twitched as he tried not to smile. “That’s just Latin.”

      I could sense he was weakening, though.

      I waved my hand. “Look at it this way. I’m not doing you the favor. It’s them. Those guys are gonna fall all over themselves for a chance to date you once they get to know you. I’m just facilitating the ‘getting to know you’ part.”

      He bit his bottom lip. “I don’t want any brain-dead jocks,” he said finally. “Or gym bros on ‘roids.”

      “So, kind of athletic,” I said, “but some brain to go with the beef. Got it.”

      “I like frat boys,” he said. “I like the type. But, in reality, most of them are assholes. Not—not you guys. But most of them, you know? I prefer my pre-dinner drinks without Rohypnol, is all I’m saying.”

      “I would never set you up with any guy like that,” I said fervently. “They have to get past my screening process first.”

      He blinked. “You have a screening process?”

      “Not yet,” I said. “But I’m a fast worker. I’ll have one written up by tomorrow.”

      He laughed. “This is crazy. You’re crazy!”

      It was a step up from ridiculous, at least.

      Or a step sideways?

      It was a step away, which was the important thing.

      And even more importantly, it wasn’t a no.
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        * * *

      

      I thought about the screening process for finding Eli a good guy on and off over the course of the afternoon. He didn’t bring the idea of a boyfriend up again, but the glances he was sending my way suggested he hadn’t forgotten about it either. Once the movie we were watching finished, I grabbed his hand and led him upstairs to my room. We sat at the desk, and I got us both a soda from the mini fridge, opened my laptop and said, “So shoot. Tell me about your dream man.”

      He slapped his face with his hand. A literal facepalm. “Archer. Can’t we just, like, study? This is embarrassing.”

      “What is?”

      “I already know I can’t get a date. Now you want me to describe my perfect man like my fourteen-year-old cousin does at sleepovers with her friends?” He widened his eyes and put on a breathless voice. “He’d be handsome, but not pretty, and he’d have curls!” His imitation of a teenage girl was frighteningly accurate.

      “Is that your preference or your cousin’s?” I asked. “Because I think fourteen-year-old girls are specifically into K-Pop stars these days. And some of those are very pretty.”

      Eli blinked at me as those words hung in the air between us.

      “What?” I said. “They are. That’s just science.” I tapped the screen of my laptop. “What are you looking for, Eli?”

      He sighed. “If we do this, can we get back to algebra after?”

      “Deal. Okay, so body type?”

      “That’s not really high on the list,” Eli said. “I like athletic guys, I guess? Just you know, not too muscly. But there are more important things than what he looks like.”

      “Not shallow,” I said, nodding. “That’ll be a good selling point.”

      He facepalmed again and then groaned from behind his hand. “I can’t believe I’m doing this.”

      “It’ll be awesome. And it’s not because you can’t get a date. This is just to streamline the process, because trust me, once those frat boys find out you’re available, you’ll be fighting them off with a stick.”

      “Are you sure you didn’t hit your head harder than you thought? Because the only thing I’ve been fighting off recently is a case of terminal jealousy when my roommate, who’s dumb as a box of hammers, manages to bring another date home.”

      My heart twisted at the thought of Eli thinking he wasn’t a catch, because he totally was. “See, that’s where you and him are different, though,” I said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You said it yourself. Dumb as a box of hammers. Whereas you, a man of taste and refinement, have standards. Thus, the list.” I tapped the screen again.

      He snorted. “Who the fuck says thus? Is that fancy lawyer talk again?”

      “Shut up. I’m starting the list.” I tapped a finger against my knee for a minute and started writing.

      Likes—Frat boy type. Fit but not a gym bro. Curls? Body not the main thing.

      Must have brains and not be a dick.

      It went without saying that he wanted someone smart, right? And probably a romantic at heart. Who didn’t appreciate that? I sure as hell liked it.

      Romantic. Nice dates, not just booty calls.

      Unless he did just want booty calls?

      “Um…”

      Eli sighed from the depths of his soul. “Just ask.”

      “How do you feel about sex?”

      “Oh, I’m a big fan. It’s on my top ten list of fun things to do. Right up there with roller coasters and a really exciting game of canasta.”

      It was my turn to facepalm. “I mean, do you want an actual boyfriend, or just someone to scratch an itch with?”

      Eli raised his eyebrows. “You tell me. You seem to be the expert here on what I want.”

      The abrasive little shit had a point.

      “Also,” he said, jabbing his finger at the screen, “you’re the one who said romantic, not me. I didn’t say that.”

      “Well, what would you say?”

      He sucked his bottom lip for a moment. “Um. Leather daddy with his own dungeon who will spank me when I’m bad?”

      My jaw dropped.

      “I’m kidding.” He hooted with laughter and slapped me on the shoulder. “No, romantic is good because I’m not just looking for a hookup. I mean, I’m not looking for anything, but since we’re doing this anyway, well… I guess I might as well be honest, right?”

      “Honesty definitely helps.”

      He swallowed. “You can leave where it says curls. Or waves, even. No buzz cuts.”

      This was more like it. Eli was getting into it now, like I’d hoped he would.

      He let out a slow breath. “I want him to be a good kisser.”

      “That’s probably something you’ll have to vet yourself,” I said, and my chest warmed at the laugh he gave. “What’s a good kisser, in your books?”

      Eli fiddled with the loose thread on the hem of his T-shirt. “I really hate it when a guy just comes at you, mouth open, and rams their tongue down your throat, you know?”

      I really didn’t, but I nodded like I did.

      Eli lifted his hand and touched his fingers to his bottom lip. I wasn’t even sure he was aware he was doing it or not. “A good kiss should start off soft, then there should be some pressure. Not too much though, like you’re just smooshing your faces together. And there has to be tongue, obviously, but delicate tongue.” He ran the tip of his tongue over his bottom lip. “I don’t want it to feel like I’m swallowing an eel.”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever kissed a girl and felt like I’m swallowing an eel.”

      “Zero out of ten,” he said. “Would not recommend.”

      “Eels or girls?”

      “Both. My needle is pressed hard against the end on the scale. I am all gay, all the time.” He made jazz hands. “Anyway. A good kisser. And I do love stubble. The scrape of it is…” He fanned himself. It wasn’t something I’d ever thought about, but I found myself, just for a second, wondering how that would feel.

      I blinked to rid myself of the vision of Eli kissing someone and flashed him a grin. “Anything else for physical type?”

      “How specific are we getting here?” His gaze fell to the retro travel poster of the Leaning Tower of Pisa on my wall, and he tilted his head to study it.

      “Um… there are some things I’m not really comfortable asking,” I said. “What a guy’s major is? Yes. What he’s packing? No.”

      Eli grinned. “I would love to be a fly on the wall when you ask my potential dates what they’re packing, but please don’t. Just in case the answer is a sidearm.”

      “Also a valid point. How about we concentrate on personality?”

      “That’s what I said. Good looks aren’t worth shit if he’s a dickbag.” Eli tapped his fingers on the desktop. “How about this? I like a guy who’s smart, but not a genius. I don’t want someone who makes me feel inferior because I can’t keep up. And definitely not a math major. That’s a hard limit.”

      I laughed and added Smart but not too smart. No brainiacs, no math majors to the doc. I read back what I had and wrinkled my nose. “This is still kinda generic.”

      I added funny, then thoughtful and affectionate, then chill.

      Eli read over my shoulder. “Oh,” he said. “Those are good, actually.”

      “I figure everyone likes to laugh, and nobody needs drama. College is stressful enough.”

      “So, we’re looking for a chill, affectionate guy who’s a good kisser, funny and thoughtful and romantic, smart but not a genius, who is also fit as hell and possibly has curls.” Eli’s mouth quirked up in a smile. “Apparently I want to date a golden retriever—although I think they’d fail on the kissing front.”

      I snorted. “We should scout out the local dog park. Seriously though, this is gonna be useful.”

      Eli wrinkled his nose. “I really just need to pass algebra, Archer.”

      “Yeah, you’re going to,” I said. “And then, when you do, your new boyfriend can take you on a date to celebrate.”

      He rolled his eyes, but he was smiling too. “How are you like this? Like, you’re just sunshine, aren’t you?”

      I flushed. “I just like to help people out, and you’re good people, Eli.”

      “Then how about this? After I pass my algebra assignment, I’ll let you set me up on one date.”

      “Deal,” I said with a grin. I was going to get Eli over the line with math, and then I was going to find him the perfect date. I saved the doc, closed my laptop, and pulled a pile of textbooks closer. “I know we weren’t gonna study today, but we can take a look at quadratic equations if you want?”

      “Let’s do it,” he said, rolling his shoulders.

      We got back to work.

      We studied for a couple of hours, and by the time we stopped, Eli was getting the hang of how formulas operated. He beamed at me when he got three for three, cheeks pink with pleasure. “I think I’ve got this!”

      “I think you have too. One more?”

      “I don’t want to break my streak.”

      I tapped the page of the textbook. “You’re not going to. You’ve got this. Now try it again.” I leaned over and flicked on the desk lamp, and Eli blinked at the sudden brightness. He’d been so focused he hadn’t even noticed the light fading.

      He nodded. “Okay.” His brow creased with determination, and his tongue poked out the side of his mouth as he worked, and it was cute as hell, like watching a little kid tie their laces. I didn’t tell him that though. I just waited until he sat back with a huff and shoved the paper at me, running a hand through his hair. “Please tell me that’s right.”

      I scanned the equation, then held up my palm for a high five. “You nailed it, dude. And that one was more difficult than the others.”

      His palm slapped mine. “Really? Thank fuck. Because I really thought I was getting worse at this for a minute there.”

      I grinned. “Trust me, it wasn’t possible for you to get worse.”

      “Rude,” he said, but there wasn’t any heat to it. He stood and stretched. “I should get going. I have a life drawing class later.”

      “Modeling or drawing?” I wasn’t sure why I asked.

      He grinned and gave a roll of his hips. “I’m gonna be wavin’ this lily-white ass in the breeze for money.”

      He made it as far as the door before pausing, one hand on the doorknob. “I’m really going to pass this test, aren’t I?”

      “I sure as hell hope so because I’ve already got someone in mind for your date.”

      “Oh.” His eyes widened. He fidgeted with the handle, his cheeks darkening with a blush, and said, “Well in that case, you should probably know that I’m equal opportunity.”

      “Like you’ll date white guys and black guys? That’s cool. I’ll make a note on the—”

      “No, I mean I’m verse, Archer. That means I’m just as happy to fuck as get fucked.”

      And with that he walked out the door, and I was left with a hell of a visual and information that I genuinely had no idea how to process.
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        * * *

      

      After dinner that night, I went across the road to Theta Phi House. One of their new brothers—I remembered he’d thought about pledging for Alpha Tau at the beginning of the school year, but he’d ultimately decided Theta Phi was a better fit for him—was out on the driveway washing cars. The row of Jeeps made it look like an army base.

      “Hey, Mike,” I said. “These guys still got you doing pledge chores?”

      He laughed. “Nah. I lost a bet.”

      “Harsh. Is Dalton in?”

      “Yeah.” Mike gestured with a soapy sponge. “Second floor, third on the right.”

      “Thanks.” I jogged up the porch steps and let myself in.

      Theta Phi’s house was pretty much the same as ours; old building, old money. Most of their guys were premed instead of prelaw—there weren’t any rules about it or anything, but it was just the way it panned out. They called us future ambulance chasers. We told them they were gonna need us for their malpractice suits one day. It was all in good fun.

      I found Dalton’s room where Mike had said. The door was open, and he was sitting cross-legged on his bed surrounded by open textbooks.

      Smart. That ticks a box.

      “Hey, Archer,” he said. “Did you follow an ambulance up here?”

      Funny… debatable. But it ticks another box.

      “Ha ha,” I deadpanned. “Actually, I’m here because I need to ask you something.”

      He closed the nearest textbook and took his glasses off. He dragged a hand through his dark, tousled hair. It was more wavy than curly, but it would do. What about the rest of him though? Was Dalton Beauregard objectively good-looking?

      He was about my height, which put him at 5’8”. That was respectable. He had a good build—athletic, without being too muscly. I wasn’t entirely sure what counted as too muscly in Eli’s opinion, but Dalton was in shape, and I knew from playing flag football with him that he had abs and everything. Not like egg carton abs. Not even like washboard abs. But they were definitely abs, and they were definitely there. He had a classically handsome face, I supposed. Sharp jawline. Straight nose. Lips that didn’t seem too thin. A—

      “You’re staring,” he said, his eyes narrowing.

      He had nice eyelashes too. Eyelashes weren’t on the list, but they probably should have been, because Dalton was killing the eyelash game.

      “Yeah, sorry,” I said. “Hey, would you date my gay buddy, Eli?”

      He raised his brows. “Excuse me?”

      “My buddy,” I said. “Eli. I don’t know if you saw him at the game today. Skinny white guy with messy dark hair.”

      “Oh, yeah,” Dalton said. “He’s cute.”

      I grinned, sensing victory. “Right? So, would you date him?”

      “No,” Dalton said.

      “But you said he was cute.”

      “He is,” Dalton said, “but I have a boyfriend.”

      “Oh, shit. Really?”

      “Yeah. He’s at Penn State.”

      “How’s the long-distance thing working out for you?”

      Dalton snorted and opened his textbook. “Well enough that I’m not looking for a replacement, thanks.”

      Damn. “So…you know anyone else who would date him?”

      Dalton lifted one perfectly sculpted eyebrow. “Let me just pull out my directory of Lassiter gays and see who’s free.”

      Okay, that was funny, in a pointed kind of way. Now I felt like a dick.

      “Forget it.” I started to leave.

      “Wait.”

      I turned back.

      “Why are you trying to get this guy a date anyway?” He looked genuinely curious.

      I ran a hand through my hair. “He, um. Gave me his number at Baxter’s wedding. And I texted him to tell him I’m straight, and we got talking, and long story short, he’s a decent guy, so I thought I could find him a frat bro to date, since he’s not having much luck on his own.”

      “Huh.”

      “What do you mean, huh?” I asked, puzzled.

      Dalton smiled, then. “Of course you wanted to help. Are you sure you’re cut out to be a lawyer, Archer? You’re not nearly a big enough asshole.”

      “I’d say you’re breaking my heart, but lawyers don’t have one.” I knocked on the doorjamb once. “Anyway. If you do think of anyone…”

      “I’ll let you know,” he said. “A cutie like that shouldn’t be single in college. It’s a crime.”

      He turned back to his books, and I left him to it.

      On my way back to Alpha Tau House, I stopped in the driveway and gave Mike a hand to wash the cars.

      See? I just liked to help people.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      The week leading up to midterms was super busy. All social activities on Fraternity Row shut down while everyone hit the books. Even our regular flag football game with Theta Phi was put on hold in favor of studying. Eli was a jittery mess as exams approached. We studied algebra for an hour a night, and then I stayed up late to make sure I got my own work done. I wasn’t going to tell Eli that, though—he didn’t need the guilt on top of his stress.

      His exam was on Wednesday morning, and I woke up to a text message he’d sent in the middle of the night:

      
        
          
            
              
        Had a dream I went to my exam and then realized I was naked. And everyone laughed at me. But that wasn’t even the worst part. When I looked at the paper, it was written in hieroglyphics.

      

      

      

      

      

      I sent back:

      
        
          
            
              
        Have some breakfast. Hydrate. You know this stuff. You’ve got this.

      

      

      

      

      

      After a moment’s thought I added:

      
        
          
            
              
        But check you’re wearing pants, just in case.

      

      

      

      

      

      He sent back a laughing emoji and:

      
        
          
            
              
        Thanks. I needed that.

      

      

      

      

      

      I had my own exam scheduled, so after the customary last-minute flurry of panic not entirely unlike Eli’s, I set off for Professor Stern’s history exam. It went about how I expected it would. I’d aced the short answer section, but Professor Stern would mark me down on the essay questions, because that’s what he did for everyone, and I’d probably come out of it with a B. I could live with that. My hand was cramped by the time the two hours was up, and I was glad to escape the room and see sunlight again. I went by one of the coffee shops on campus and grabbed myself a coffee and a muffin to celebrate having survived the exam and then headed home to Fraternity Row.

      It was a pleasant day. October was one of my favorite months. It was real nice out, but it wasn’t stinking hot, and the breeze was cool. The leaves on the maples around campus had already started to turn red, and a few of them spiraled to the sidewalk as I walked down Fraternity Row.

      I finished off my muffin on my walk and pulled my phone out to see if Eli was free yet.

      “Hey!”

      I looked up from my phone.

      Eli was sitting on the porch steps of Alpha Tau House, his forearms resting on his knees and his hands dangling into the space between his long legs. He looked way too relaxed for a guy who’d just flunked his algebra exam—unless he’d already traveled through all the stages of grief and reached acceptance.

      “How’d it go?” I asked him.

      He grinned broadly and rose to his feet. “I killed it, Archer! I got in there, and I actually remembered how to do it!”

      He pulled me into a hug. He was stronger than he looked, and his happiness was contagious. It felt good having helped him pass.

      When he let go, I grinned at him. “You know what this means right?”

      He rolled his eyes and ran a hand through his already riotous hair. “Don’t tell me you’ve actually found me a date?”

      “Sure have, if he passes muster.”

      Dalton had sent me the name of a guy from Gamma Kappa a few days ago as a potential match for Eli, but what with midterms, I hadn’t followed up on it apart from some light Instagram stalking. From what I’d seen, Havelock Carter seemed like a stand-up guy, even if he did have a name better suited to a Disney villain. Once this week was over, I planned to do more of a deep dive into his socials, but so far, the only red flags I’d seen had been the bunting on his folks’ house in some old Fourth of July photos. Plus, Dalton said he was a good guy, which was like, I dunno, the gold star of decency or something. If Dalton Beauregard approved of you, you’d done something right in your life.

      “Ugh,” Eli said and elbowed me. “How did your history exam go?”

      “I think it was a solid B,” I said. “Fingers crossed, at least. I guess it depends on what sort of mood Stern’s in when he gets to marking them. That’s one good thing about math, right? It’s either right or wrong, with no interpretation required.”

      Eli’s eyes went big. “Archer, there are no good things about math.”

      “You’re funny,” I said and then, because he was so scrawny, I tucked him under my arm and hauled him inside the house.

      “Archer,” he said, laughing into my armpit, and jabbed me in the ribs until I let him go. He was red-faced and grinning when he straightened up, and his hair was a disaster, sticking out in all directions. He reminded me of those puffy dandelions—all skinny stalks and fuzzy heads. He looked ridiculous. Somehow, it suited him.

      He flopped onto the couch, and I went to the kitchen and grabbed us a couple of sodas. “Tell me about my mystery man,” he said when I came back. “Is he broodingly handsome with a tragic past? Is he a grumpy secret billionaire with a passion for cooking and we’ll bond over pasta? How about a genius tech whiz who’s only doing college courses looking for friendship?”

      “No,” I said. “He’s going to be a high school English teacher.”

      Eli blinked. “Wow. That’s actually… wow.”

      “Good wow, or bad wow?”

      “Good,” Eli said. “I mean it’s no secret billionaire, but it’s right up there.”

      “How would I possibly know a secret billionaire? And even if I did, how would I know if it’s meant to be a secret?”

      “You wouldn’t,” Eli said. “It’s a secret, duh. Anyway, stop spoiling my romantic fantasies with your realism. Let a guy dream!”

      I laughed. “Anyway, I gotta vet him first.”

      Eli raised an eyebrow at me and fixed me with an unimpressed look. “I’m not a kid, Archer.”

      “No, but…” I hesitated, trying to find words for the way I felt responsible for Eli without it sounding weird. I settled for, “You’re one of us now. And we look after our own.”

      The corners of his mouth turned up, and then he started chanting softly. “One of us, one of us.”

      Okay. Still slightly weird, then.

      “I just want to check he’s not sketchy, that’s all. I’m not making him fill out a forty-page questionnaire.”

      “What’s his name?”

      “Havelock Carter.”

      Eli’s face lit up. “Oh!”

      “You know him?” I asked.

      He made a seesawing motion with one hand. “Not so much ‘know him’ as ‘have admired his ass from afar.’ I’d definitely tap that, though.”

      I wasn’t sure why, but hearing him say that hit wrong. I pushed the uneasy feeling aside, because I’d promised to set him up on a date, and that was what I was going to do. “Did you want me to call him for you?”

      Eli wrinkled his nose. “I know you’re old school, Archer, but I don’t think I need my daddy calling to ask permission to court.”

      I choked on my drink, and his face flooded with color. “Not that I’m saying you’re my daddy. Or anybody’s daddy. Not that it would matter if you were—” He broke off and gave me a rueful smile. “Fuck. When did the word daddy become such a minefield?”

      I caught my breath and started to laugh, and Eli joined in.

      Trey stalked into the living room. “Some of us are trying to study. What the hell are you laughing at?”

      “Daddies,” I blurted, which had Eli snorting again.

      Trey raised a hand. “I don’t want to know. Just keep it down, yeah? Marty’s cramming, and it’s not going well.”

      “Marty’s cramming?” The last time I’d seen Marty cram for anything, it was a bet that involved his mouth, five bags of Jet-Puffed marshmallows, twenty dollars, and a mop and bucket to deal with the aftermath.

      “We’ll take it upstairs,” Eli offered.

      “I’d appreciate it,” Trey said. “It’s hard enough for Marty to stay on track without any extra distractions.”

      We went up to my room and I sprawled across the bed and dug my phone out. Eli sat at my desk, spinning in the chair. He was smiling slightly, which I figured had less to do with his upcoming date than it did the sheer relief at having survived, and presumably passed, his algebra exam.

      “Okay,” I said and showed him my phone. “Let’s do this. Let’s get you a boyfriend.”
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t text Eli on Friday night during his date with Havelock Carter because that would have been rude. Didn’t stop me from checking my phone every five minutes to see if Eli had texted me, though.

      On Saturday morning, just when I was wondering if I should call him, he knocked on the front door of Alpha Tau House and offered me a wan smile and a lackluster, “Hey, Archer.”

      Shit.

      “How did it go?” I asked warily.

      He waved his hand. “It was fine, I guess. Whatever.”

      That wasn’t a ringing endorsement.

      We grabbed sodas and snacks from the kitchen and went upstairs. I sat on my bed with my legs stretched out and the bowl of chips next to me, and Eli sat beside me and took a chip, crunching on it morosely. “Spill. What happened? Was he an asshole?”

      Eli shook his head. “He was funny, and smart, and we had a good time, y’know? Really good.”

      I wasn’t sure whether I wanted to know, but I also knew that I couldn’t take not knowing. “Really good? What does that mean?”

      “‘Let me walk you to your door’ levels of good,” he said, waggling his eyebrows. Then a small sigh escaped him. “Which was where it all turned to shit.”

      Dread settled in my gut. “He didn’t do anything I need to punch him for, did he?”

      I hoped not, because I’d never punched anyone before, and Marshall wouldn’t be happy with me if I started now. Neither would my parents, or the bar association.

      Eli wrinkled his nose. “Depends. Is being an awful kisser a punchable offense?”

      Oh. I reached out and patted Eli on the shoulder in commiseration. “And that’s a dealbreaker, huh?”

      “Hell yeah.” He turned to face me. “Have you ever been kissed by someone who was bad at it?”

      I shook my head. “Nope.”

      “Count yourself lucky.”

      “Did you tell him it was bad?” I asked, curious.

      He looked at me like I’d suggested he drown kittens in a bathtub. “Are you crazy?”

      I shrugged, feeling defensive. “Well how’s he gonna find out otherwise?”

      Eli’s shoulders slumped. “That’s the worst part. Most guys who are terrible kissers don’t even know it, because you’re not gonna be the asshole who tells ‘em, right? So you make an excuse not to see them again, and they carry on slobbering on their dates until they find someone willing to tolerate their subpar spit swapping.”

      I blinked at him.

      Was that true? Was it possible to be a terrible kisser and nobody ever told you? What if every girl I’d ever kissed had hated it, but none of them had said anything?

      Eli sighed and flopped backward onto my bed. “I know we said my perfect guy was actually a golden retriever, but I don’t really just want to get slobbered on, you know?”

      I winced, feeling bad because I’d set him up with this guy. “Oh, man. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s not your fault,” he said, his mouth quirking up in a grin. “Unless you taught Havelock how to kiss.”

      “No, definitely not.”

      Eli let out a soft sigh.

      I grabbed a handful of chips and lay down beside him. We both stared at my ceiling while I crunched on the chips. “So, how do you know if you’re a bad kisser if nobody tells you?”

      “It’s not that nobody tells you ever, I guess,” he said. “Just, that’s not something I’d bring up on a first date, I guess.”

      “But you’re not giving him the chance for a second date?”

      He turned his head to look at me. “It was really bad, Archer. It was like he thought the point was to stick his tongue down my throat, and he could just skip all the other stuff.”

      “The other stuff?” He was a line of warmth beside me. It was nice.

      “The build up,” Eli said, his eyes widening. “The anticipation. The part that gives you goosebumps, you know?”

      “I’m sort of worried I don’t know,” I admitted. “What if a bunch of sorority girls are comparing notes right now about how I kiss like a golden retriever?”

      “I’m sure they’re not.”

      “But how do you know?” I asked.

      Eli poked me in the side. “Well, how do you kiss? Describe it for me.”

      “How do you describe a kiss?”

      He laughed. “I don’t know.”

      “Just regular kissing,” I said. “I think. But now I’m paranoid it’s weird or something.”

      “It’s probably not weird.” He wrinkled his nose. “You don’t look like a weird kisser.”

      “Did Havelock?”

      “No. But that’s different.”

      “It’s not different,” I said. “What if I’m as bad a kisser as he is?”

      His laughter was back, crinkling the edges of his eyes. “Well, describe how you kiss!”

      “I don’t know how!” I was laughing too now.

      And suddenly, it just seemed easier to show him.

      I rolled over onto my side and propped myself up on one elbow. I thought Eli knew what I was going to do because the laughter faded from his expression, and he went suddenly still and quiet, except for the question his eyes were broadcasting on all emergency channels. The question was something like ‘What the fuck are you doing, Archer?’

      And so, I leaned in and kissed him.

      I kissed him softly at first, my lips just barely grazing his. He let out a shuddery breath that was warm against my lips. I pulled back and checked his expression. And then his hand was pressing against the side of my face, and he was lifting his chin to meet the next brush of my mouth. It was weird; I’d thought his lip ring would be cold because it was metal, but it was as warm as the rest of him.

      I tried to concentrate on how I kissed girls, but all I could think of was how warm Eli was and how his T-shirt smelled like fabric softener. I teased the seam of his lips with the tip of my tongue, and he opened for me.

      Don’t be a golden retriever, Archer. No slobbering.

      Eli moved his hand and curled his fingers in my hair. He let out a small moan that made my skin prickle with goose bumps. I touched my tongue to his—no slobbering!—and then drew back, coaxing him into following the movement. He did, and his fingers tightened in my hair.

      Shit, right. Hands.

      I was propped up on one elbow, and I didn’t want to squash him, so I put my free hand on his waist. His T-shirt had ridden up, so my palm met warm flesh. I pulled back from the kiss, but I wasn’t done yet. I leaned in again, and this time I caught his bottom lip between mine, and he made that groaning sound again that I was pretty sure meant I was doing okay. Another shuddering breath accompanied the groan, like the woodwinds in an orchestra stirring to life, and I felt a rush of warmth that overcame my uncertainty. I was a good kisser, because Eli was getting into it.

      And then, on the heels of that warmth came the realization that shouldn’t have been sudden at all but somehow still took me off guard: I was kissing Eli. I was kissing a dude. And you know what was most surprising about it? The fact that I wasn’t really more surprised. Okay, so I wasn’t surprised by the fact it was happening. I’d been the one to kiss him, after all. But I was surprised that what I’d expected to be an Oh my God moment was actually more of a Huh kind of moment.

      And then, just to add another layer to the onion of my surprise, I was surprised that I’d ever thought it should have been a big deal, because why should the planet tip off its axis and totally flip my worldview just because my lips were touching another guy’s lips and my tongue was inside his mouth? This kiss felt good—felt more than good—and why the hell shouldn’t it? Eli was my friend, and friends with benefits was a thing, right? And this kiss right here sure as hell had to be like the world’s biggest benefit because I couldn’t remember the last time a kiss had rocked my world like this one.

      And then Eli shifted, and somehow, I’d gotten one of my legs between his, and when he moved, I felt the hardness in his jeans against my thigh. That was another sign I was doing good, right? Not exactly sure what the sudden answering throb in my dick was a sign of, but there was no point overthinking it. Kissing was nice. Eli was my friend. Kissing my friend Eli was nice. It didn’t have to be any more complicated than that.

      Except, of course, one of us had to complicate it.

      “Archer.” Eli pushed me away and dropped his head back onto the bed, panting. His eyes were as wide as an owl’s. One of those wet owls you see online, feathers so soggy they’re just legs and eyeballs. “Holy shit.”

      I sat up and reached for the chips. Held the bowl in front of my confused boner. “How was that?”

      Eli blinked at me. “What?”

      “Was that okay? Or do I kiss like a golden retriever?”

      “I have never actually kissed a golden retriever,” he said, his voice hardly more than a whisper. He looked a little shell-shocked. I hoped that was a good thing. “But if they kiss like that, I might consider it.”

      “Thanks,” I said. “I think. I’ll alert the SPCA.”

      Eli gave a weak wheeze of a laugh, and very, very slowly, like he thought that I was the T-rex from Jurassic Park that couldn’t see those kids if they weren’t moving, he reached out and took my pillow from above his head and slid it over the front of his jeans. I wanted to reassure him he wasn’t the only one with a boner, though his probably wasn’t as confused as mine. It knew what it was about. But I didn’t say anything because it seemed like mentioning boners might be a little awkward. Or a lot awkward. Whatever. All I knew was we’d landed on some level of awkward I wasn’t sure that either of us could deal with right now.

      So I crunched on a chip and said, “It was good, right?”

      He looked at the pillow and then back at me. He was all cute and flustered, his cheeks pink. “Let’s just say that if I’d gone on a date with you instead of Havelock, I wouldn’t be complaining.” He got even pinker. “I mean, not that we would—you know what I mean.”

      “Sweet,” I said and grinned. “I’m a good kisser.”

      “Oh my god.” Eli took the pillow from his crotch and put it over his face. “Please don’t make this weird.”

      “Says the guy trying to smother himself,” I pointed out and crunched another chip.

      “Oh my god.” He pulled the pillow off his face and sat up. Then he grabbed a handful of chips. “Oh, well. At least we’re done setting me up now, right?”

      “What do you mean?”

      He blinked at me. “You said you’d get me a date, and you did, and—”

      “Nuh uh,” I reminded him. “I said I’d get you a boyfriend, and you agreed.”

      “What? You’re kidding!” But he was fighting a smile. “You’re gonna get me on a technicality? You’re definitely a future lawyer.”

      “It’s not even a technicality,” I said. “I’m just abiding by the agreement. I said I’d get you a boyfriend, so I’m gonna get you a boyfriend. And a bad date is not a boyfriend.”

      “I can’t even believe my life right now,” he said, a laugh spilling out of him. “Fine, whatever. I’m either dumb enough or desperate enough to go along with this stupid plan of yours. Find me a frat boy boyfriend, Archer Calloway, and he’d better be perfect.”

      “He’s going to be so great,” I said. “He’s going to be the best boyfriend ever.”

      Eli laughed again, his eyes bright, and I drank in the warmth of his joy.

      There was just one little problem with the whole plan, of course, and that was that I had absolutely no idea who I was going to set Eli up with next.
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      On Tuesday afternoon, Scout and I sat in Lassiter Stadium and watched the football team, the Bobcats, practice. Football was never my thing, apart from flag football, and Scout glared at the field like it personally offended him. Then again, Scout glared at a lot of things that way.

      “Which one is the gay one?” I asked.

      “According to his Instagram, it’s number 77,” Scout said.

      We both stared, but since the guys were wearing their padding and helmets, they all looked exactly the same.

      “I’ve never been to the stadium except for when there’s a game,” Scout said. “I usually hate it because it’s so crowded but, on balance, I like it more when you can buy a hot dog.”

      “I’ve never seen you eat a hot dog in your life.”

      “My parents think it’s impolite to eat anything in company that doesn’t require silverware. My mother once asked for a fork at a taco stand. Bax tried to tell her a taco was just a large canapé, but she didn’t believe him.”

      “It’s true,” Treyvon said, stepping over the seat backs to join us. “I’ve had pizza at his house, and his mom made us eat it with a knife and fork. I think it was real silver too.”

      Scout nodded. “My mother doesn’t believe in stainless steel.”

      Marty appeared on our other side, clambering over the seats. “What does she think kitchen sinks are made out of then?”

      Scout’s forehead creased. “She knows it exists.”

      “Oh.” Marty dropped into a seat. “Why are we watching football practice?”

      “We’re scoping out 77 to see if he’d make a good boyfriend for Eli,” I said.

      Marty nodded. “Got it.” He leaned forward, watching the players intently for a moment and then said, “How are we supposed to tell from this far away?”

      “We’re waiting until practice finishes,” Scout said. “Then we’re going to talk to him.”

      When the guys had found out that Eli’s date with Havelock had been a bust, they’d jumped onboard the Find Eli a Boyfriend train, and now it was somehow a group project. It was Scout who’d suggested 77 as a potential boyfriend for Eli. He’d seen on Insta that Lassiter had an out and proud football player and, when I’d said that Eli didn’t like his guys too muscly, we’d gone on a deep dive of 77’s reels to find all his shirtless moments. “Too muscly” was incredibly subjective, but 77—Jackson Tripp—looked okay to us. He was a running back for the Bobcats, a fast and agile scatback rather than a blocker. The Bobcats website said he was 5’8” and 175 pounds and ran more than 1600 yards as a sophomore.

      “Hey,” Casey said, sliding into the bleachers. “I brought chips.”

      Which was why there were now five of us stalking football practice on this fine Tuesday afternoon, instead of going to classes or studying like we should have been doing. But I guessed that even the world’s best students needed a break after midterms—if they didn’t, there was no way Trey would have been here.

      Someone threw the ball, and the coach shouted at them, and if I’d been interested in football, it probably would have been exciting. As it was, I was more interested in the chips.

      “How much longer does this go on?” Marty asked.

      I checked my phone for the time. “They should be almost done.”

      “And you’re just gonna, what, corner this dude in the locker room and be, bro, I have the perfect date for you?” Trey sounded skeptical, and I couldn’t blame him.

      “I… maybe?” I hedged. I hadn’t actually thought about the finer points of my plan.

      Scout bumped shoulders with Trey. “Don’t rain on Archer’s parade, dude. He’s doing his best here.” He turned to me. “I know he’s single, and if the last guy he dated is anything to go by, Eli’s definitely his type. But yeah, maybe don’t stalk him in the locker rooms.”

      A shrill whistle cut through the air, and the players all jogged over to the coach and gathered in a semi-circle. Number 77 pulled his helmet off, and despite his sweat-slicked hair and red face, I could tell even from here that he was objectively attractive.

      Eli would think so, anyway.

      As the team drifted across the field toward the locker rooms, I stood and made my way down the steps of the bleachers, with Scout and the others following me. I felt like the head of a jungle expedition heading into a den of lions.

      As we approached, Jackson slowed his walk and waited for us, like he knew it was him we were here to see. I fell into step next to him. “Hey.”

      “Hey.” He paused and took in the group. “So, which one of you is coming out?”

      I stopped walking. “What?”

      He shrugged. “A group of frat guys approaching the only openly gay player on the team? That normally means someone wants to come out and needs advice on how to do it.” He met my gaze. “It takes guts, I’m not gonna lie, but you’ll be fine.” He patted me on the shoulder.

      “Um, thanks,” I said. “But I’m not here to come out. I’m actually here to ask you on a date. Not with me, though, because I’m straight. Probably could have led with that, but eh.” I shrugged. “Do you know Eli Fuller?”

      His face lit up. “Cute Eli? I don’t really know him, but I’ve seen him around.”

      My stomach did a weird clenching thing at Jackson describing Eli that way, even though he was. “Uh huh.”

      “And he wants to date me?” A crease appeared between his eyebrows. “Why didn’t he ask me himself? This isn’t some sort of prank is it?”

      I swallowed. Jackson might only have been 5’8”, but I was pretty sure he could put me on my ass without breaking a sweat.

      “Bro,” Scout said, coming to my rescue with his usual cynicism. “If this was a prank scenario, in what universe would you, the star football player, be the butt of the joke here and not the awkward, skinny guy with no social skills?”

      “So you’re pranking Eli?” Jackson looked confused. “That’s a pretty shitty thing to do.”

      “Nobody is pranking anybody,” I said, “and Eli has social skills.” I threw a look at Scout. “He’s my friend, and I’m trying to set him up, that’s all. And you’re his type.”

      Jackson lost his scowl then, and a smile brightened his features. He tilted his head back and ran a hand through his hair, and in that moment he looked every inch the hot jock. “In that case, gimme his number, and I’ll call him.”

      “Really? You don’t even know him.”

      He shrugged. “That’s what dates are for, right?”

      “Why don’t I get your number and give it to him instead? Just so you don’t take him by surprise.”

      Just because I’d offered to find Eli a boyfriend, that didn’t mean I was going to go around giving out his details—-especially to guys who were way too eager to go out with him based on his looks.

      Jackson shrugged again. “Sure. I’m surprised he’s still single, to be honest.”

      “He has standards, that’s all,” I said, and it came out sharper than I intended.

      “Okay,” Trey said brightly. “This is going super well, isn’t it? Not weird or anything. Jackson, thanks for your time. Archer, let’s get back to the house. We have that thing.”

      “What thing?”

      “That important thing,” Scout said. “Just give the man your phone, and then we’ll go and do the thing.”

      I handed Jackson my phone, and he gave me a strange look while he entered his details into my contacts.

      Then, as we were heading for the exit, I said, “I don’t like him.”

      “Yeah, that was pretty obvious,” Marty said. “To everyone.”

      “Including Marty,” Casey said. “And that’s saying something.”

      “He just seemed… overeager,” I said. “And why is he single, anyway? Shouldn’t the big football star have a boyfriend already?”

      “Shouldn’t the adorable twink with the crazy hair and cute ass have a boyfriend already?” Scout shot back.

      “That’s different,” I said. “Eli is shy.”

      “Maybe Jackson is shy too,” Trey said. “People aren’t just one thing. Just because he’s a football player doesn’t mean he’s confident about dating.”

      “And Eli’s not shy,” Scout added. “He’s a little shit.”

      “He can be both,” Trey said. “That’s my whole point.”

      “Hold on a second,” Marty said and pulled a notebook and a pen from his pocket. “I have to write that down.”

      I threw Trey a WTF look.

      He rolled his eyes and shrugged.

      Marty grinned. “Trey’s my mentor, and I am his grasshopper. I’m soaking in all his wisdom, and I’m going to kick college’s ass from now on.”

      Grasshopper?

      “I’m your tutor,” Trey corrected. “And my job is to make sure you pass your exams.”

      “My Shaolin master,” Marty said, his grin broadening.

      Trey rubbed his temple in a gesture that anyone dealing with Marty for any length of time was familiar with. “Fine. When we get to the house you’re working on that English Lit assignment, grasshopper.”

      Marty’s grin faded, and Trey laughed, and we headed back to Fraternity Row.
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        * * *

      

      “Jackson Tripp?” Eli said, eyes wide. “The footballer with the ass?”

      “Everyone has an ass, Eli,” I said.

      “Not like his, they don’t. You’re sure he wants to go on a date with someone like me?”

      “That’s what he said,” I said, and Eli’s face fell. “No, I mean, he said it about himself. Like he thought you were out of his league, not the other way around. Not that it’s the other way around either. Like, you are out of his league. You’re in a higher league. A much better league than him.”

      “Say league one more time,” Eli said. “I don’t think it’s lost all meaning yet.”

      I shoved at his side where he was settled on the couch next to me. “Fuck you.”

      “I’d offer, but you’re straight apparently.”

      The memory of our kiss flared up unbidden, and my heart beat faster. “Anyway,” I said, changing the subject, “I have his number if you want it.”

      Eli raised his eyebrows. “If I want it. Like I’m going to turn down the chance to fulfill every high school fantasy involving sweaty football players in jockstraps.” He narrowed his eyes for a moment. “Do you think he has afterhours access to the locker room?”

      My gut squirmed as I pictured Eli and Jackson together.

      “Probably not. And he might not be all that. You might go for coffee and decide he’s a moron. All those hits to the head, you know?”

      Eli’s brow creased. “Isn’t he like an engineering major?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Huh. So much for your stringent vetting process.”

      “Fine,” I said. “Yes, he’s an engineering major. But that doesn’t mean he’s not a moron. Look at Marty. He’s prelaw.”

      Marty grinned at us from the other side of the room.

      “That’s not very nice,” Eli said and elbowed me.

      I swallowed down my rising irritation. For some reason everything was annoying me this afternoon, but Eli was right. That was no reason to be an asshole to Marty. “Sorry, Marty.”

      Marty waved a lazy hand at me and went back to reading his textbook, the lid of a highlighter clenched between his teeth.

      “So?” Eli held out his hand expectantly.

      I stared for a second before the penny dropped.

      Oh, right. Jackson’s number.

      I pulled out my phone and forwarded the contact details.

      Eli’s face lit up when his phone pinged. “So, I’m gonna go and, um. Make a call,” he said, grinning hard enough that he had dimples. He stood and went out back, and I pushed down the urge to tell him not to bother, that he was out of Jackson’s league, and instead took myself upstairs to my room so I didn’t inflict my shitty mood on anyone else.

      When I got there, I flopped onto my bed on my back, staring at the ceiling and trying to identify the uncomfortable feeling that was worming its way through me. Why did the idea of Eli and Jackson have my chest tightening? The thought of Eli kissing Jackson sat wrong, and I couldn’t figure out why.

      I’d wanted to find Eli a boyfriend, and Jackson ticked all the boxes. I should be thrilled for him. Fuck only knew why I wasn’t.

      Maybe it was because his last date had been a bust. Was I just being overcautious? That would make sense. It didn’t dissolve the feeling of wrongness that was sitting hard in my gut, though.

      I huffed and grabbed my pillow, clutching it to my chest. It smelled faintly of Eli’s shampoo from where we’d watched a movie together two nights ago, and I found myself inhaling and thinking about that kiss again.

      It had been—well, it had been fucking incredible. Different to kissing a girl, sure, but not so different that I hadn’t been into it. So into it that I’d gotten a boner.

      That was normal though, right? Bros being attracted to other bros was just a thing that happened sometimes. Hell, I’d seen Scout checking Trey out more than once.

      There was a knock at my door, and it opened, and Eli stepped inside. “You okay, Arch?”

      “Yeah,” I lied. I wasn’t about to tell him I felt weird about Jackson, not when I was the one who’d set them up. “Just ate too many tacos at lunch. All that hot sauce, you know?”

      It was stupid to be annoyed that Eli was stoked about his date. I’d pushed and prodded him to let me set him up with Havelock, and now I didn’t like it that he was excited about Jackson? What did that say about me?

      I sat up on the bed, folding my legs under me. “What did he say?”

      Eli’s cheeks turned pink, and he beamed. “We’re going out on Saturday night after the game.”

      He looked so fucking stoked that I didn’t have it in me to voice my doubts. “That’s great. I hope it works out.” I hoped I sounded sincere when I said that.

      “Me too.” Eli stepped into the room and dropped into the chair by the desk, elbows balanced on his knees. “Thanks for doing this. And you were right. He sounded like he was the one winning when I called him.”

      “That’s because you’re a catch,” I said.

      Eli’s nose crinkled like he didn’t quite believe me, and it was cute as fuck.

      Jackson Tripp was a lucky guy.
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        * * *

      

      I sighed and checked the time again.

      Scout and Trey had gone to see a movie and everyone else was out at a party at Zeta Tau House, but I wasn’t in the mood for company. It meant I was alone in the house for once, and I should have been enjoying it, but instead I was sprawled across my bed, watching the clock and fighting the urge to text Eli and check that Jackson was treating him right.

      It wasn’t like Jackson wasn’t a decent guy, so why was I worried? Eli was a grown-ass man, and he could date who he wanted. Except the fact he was on a date with Jackson right now made it feel like there was a lead weight lodged in my chest, and my gut churned whenever I thought about them kissing, let alone going further.

      They wouldn’t, would they? Did the three-date rule still apply when it was two guys? Probably not. With guys, it was probably a three-second rule, like when you dropped food on the floor. Hungry and horny, the two great motivators.

      I pushed the thought away. It was none of my business what Eli and Jackson did.

      Still, when the doorbell rang just after ten and I went downstairs to find Eli standing there, I couldn’t fight the surge of relief in my chest.

      “Hey.” He gave me a resigned smile. “Can I come in?”

      We went into the kitchen where I grabbed a couple of beers. Eli leaned on the counter, and I handed him one and said, “So what did he do?”

      Eli’s mouth twitched up at the corners. “Why do you think he did anything?”

      I popped the tab on my beer and took a swig before answering. “Let’s see. Saturday night. First date with Mr. Football. And yet here you are. And obviously you’re awesome, so the problem must be him.”

      Did it make me a bad person that part of me was chanting told you so, told you so?

      Given that I’d set the whole thing up, yes.

      God, I was in such knots with this whole Eli and Jackson thing. It was ridiculous.

      Eli took a drink before saying, “It was probably my fault.”

      “No it wasn’t.”

      “You don’t know what I’m going to say.”

      “No, but I know you’re awesome, ergo it must be him.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Ergo? Lawyering it up, huh?” It made him smile though, which had been my intention.

      “Ergo,” I repeated. “Tell me what happened.”

      He shrugged. “It turns out his idea of a date and my idea of a date were wildly different, that’s all. My idea was just the two of us, getting to know each other. And after watching him play in tonight’s game, I was ready to get to know him better, trust me.”

      There it was again, that uncomfortable, prickling sensation like someone was walking over my grave.

      “And?” I wasn’t sure I was going to like the details, but I had to ask.

      “His idea of a date was going to an after-game kegger. Just the two of us and fifty of his closest friends.” He screwed up his nose. “We barely spoke, and it was all his teammates and their girls, and I felt like… I dunno. Arm candy? Like anybody pretty would do as his date. I guess I’m saying he turned out to be shallow.”

      A wave of vindictive glee surged up inside me, because I was right. I pushed it down again, because I wasn’t that asshole. Well, I wasn’t admitting to being that asshole. Which was almost the same thing, surely.

      “Shit, Eli. I’m sorry,” I said. Guilt burned in my gut because I’d set this whole thing up, and I shouldn’t have felt happy that it had gone badly. Eli was my friend, for fuck’s sake. “You deserve better than that.”

      He straightened and gave me a tiny smile. “Yeah, so you keep saying. And I must have been listening because I left. I’m not sure he’s even noticed I’m gone yet.” He gave a small sigh.

      “That really sucks.” I pulled him into a one-armed side hug, and he relaxed against my shoulder.

      “Do you know what the worst part is?” he asked.

      “What?”

      “If he’d just talked to me, just for ten minutes where we didn’t have to yell above the music, I would have absolutely put out tonight.”

      I winced.

      “Sorry.” He reached up and patted me on the face. Maybe he was going for my hair. Anyway, he smooshed his palm into my nose in what I can only assume was meant to be a friendly apology for broaching an awkward subject. “Sometimes I forget you’re my straight friend, and you don’t necessarily want to hear about how blue my balls are.”

      “Yeah,” I said and frowned at the wall. “Actually, no. That’s dumb. I can’t even get through breakfast without one of the brothers telling me about their blue balls. Why the hell should it be any different just because you’re gay?”

      “They’re the same shade of blue, trust me,” he said. “If there was a color chart, it would be called Disappointed Dick Denim, probably.”

      I snorted, and some of the awkwardness dissipated. “Cockblock Chartreuse.”

      “Chartreuse isn’t blue, Archer. It’s green. If your balls are green, you have a whole other set of problems.”

      I laughed. “I’m prelaw. Everything’s black and white to me. But fine. Is Cockblock Cobalt better?”

      Eli grinned widely before his smile became smaller, softer. “Seriously though. I know plenty of straight guys who are fine with me being gay in theory, but they get all weird when it gets up close and personal, I guess.”

      Shit.

      Was that what this was? Was I uncomfortable because I was secretly homophobic? That really would make me an asshole, and I liked to think I was the opposite of that. I remembered a thing I’d read once that said your first thoughts were the ones you’d been conditioned with, but it was the second thoughts that showed who you really were. Sure, my first thoughts were that Eli and Jackson getting off made me uncomfortable, but looking down at Eli, at the way his long lashes cast shadows on his cheeks and his soft, pink lips, my second thoughts were that this poor guy had been counting on getting some action, and what kind of friend would I be if I left him hanging?

      So, I kissed him.

      Eli froze for a hot second but then the hand that had been patting my face slid up and his fingers tangled in my hair, his tongue pressing at the seam of my lips. I opened my mouth and let him in. He tasted like beer and pizza, which shouldn’t have been sexy, but somehow, he managed to pull it off.

      The kiss was as incredible as it had been last time, and it only got better when Eli tilted his head to a more comfortable angle and slipped his tongue back into my mouth. I found my hands creeping up the back of his shirt where it had come untucked, and the contrast of soft lips and lean muscle woke something in me. My cock started to fatten up in my jeans.

      I found myself wondering what it would be like to take this further.

      Except Eli pulled back with a gasp. “Don’t, Archer,” he said, voice cracking. “Don’t fucking tease.”

      His eyes were wide, and he looked so fucking fragile.

      “Who says I’m teasing?” I asked, and before I even really knew what I was doing, I dropped to my knees in front of him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Back in my freshman year when I was pledging to Alpha Tau, I had to try to fit a whole banana in my mouth without choking. This was hopefully going to be nothing like that. In fact, I had no idea of why I was even thinking about that banana, except that maybe that was the last time I’d really contemplated the logistics of shoving something down my throat without dying. And I was still here to tell the tale, right? So, I probably had nothing to worry about when it came to Eli’s banana.

      Eli, it turned out when I unzipped his fly and tugged his boxer shorts down, was not packing a banana. In fact, what he was packing looked almost out of place on a guy as skinny as he was. Let’s just say he was not proportionate, in the best possible way. Well, the best possible way for him. I was still worrying about the logistics. Seriously, what were the odds that the first guy I blew would be a human tripod?

      I swallowed, more aware of the action than I’d ever been, and wrapped a hand around Eli’s cock, holding it steady. “Archer,” Eli whispered. “You don’t have to—”

      “I want to.” It was true. I wanted to know what dick tasted like—or rather, what Eli’s dick tasted like. Besides, I was good at kissing, so maybe I was good at giving head too. Transferable skills, right?

      I leaned in and lapped at the drop of pre-cum that was forming on the tip.

      Salty, with faint traces of soap. Not the worst thing I’d tasted by a long shot, and it was made better by Eli’s hand tightening where it was resting on my shoulder and by the choked-off sound he made.

      I wanted to hear it again.

      Before I could overthink it, I opened my mouth and took in the first couple of inches, swirling my tongue experimentally. Eli’s dick twitched, warm and alive, and it should have been weird, but instead it made me crave more. I took Eli in deeper, moving the hand I had wrapped around the rest of his cock, and his hips thrust forward like he couldn’t help himself. The whimper he let out made my own cock twitch.

      I was sucking Eli’s dick, and it was fucking amazing, just like everything else about him. I thought about what I liked when I had my dick sucked and set up a steady rhythm, my head bobbing like every porno I’d ever seen. Fuck if I knew what my tongue was doing, but Eli seemed to like it if the noises he was making were anything to go by. In a moment of boldness, I took a deep breath through my nose, sank down as far as I could without choking, and pushed my tongue over the head. Eli grabbed at my hair with his other hand, holding me in place while he shoved his hips forward, and he came with a shout, flooding my mouth.

      Research said that the average orgasm produced around a teaspoon of cum, but it felt like a hell of a lot more when I was swallowing. Worth it though, for the shell-shocked expression on Eli’s face when I looked up at him.

      Eli sagged against the counter, panting for breath as he stared down at me. “Holy shit, Archer.”

      I swallowed one last time. “Was that good?”

      “Holy shit. Archer, we’re in your kitchen!”

      And right on cue, I heard someone opening the front door and voices heading our way. Eli hauled me to my feet, then pushed me back so he could tuck himself away. He still looked flushed and as wide-eyed as a possum when Casey and Andrew wandered into the kitchen.

      “Hey, guys,” Casey said. “Want some beers?”

      “We’re good, thanks,” Eli said. “Me and Archer were just going up to his room.”

      We were?

      I grabbed our beers off the counter and said, “Yeah, studying.”

      Then I bolted out into the hall and up the stairs after Eli. Well, as fast as I could bolt with my very uncomfortable erection. I made it through my bedroom door, and Eli grabbed me by the shirt, spun me around, and slammed me against the wall. Then he closed my door and locked it and said, “Give me the beers, Archer.”

      I gave him the beers, and he sauntered across the room to put them on the desk. Yeah, he sauntered. Had a sway to his hips and everything, and I couldn’t stop watching. He set the beers down and then turned and sauntered right back to me. His face was flushed, and his hair was a disaster, but it just made him hotter.

      “I can’t believe you did that,” he said, eyes wide, and then pushed me against the wall again and kissed me.

      This kiss wasn’t like any of our others. Eli was most definitely in charge, and I loved it. I curled my fingers in his hair, not to set the pace or anything but just because I wanted to hold him. He nipped my lower lip and gave me a wicked smile that pushed my already heated blood to boiling point. If that nip had cut the skin, I probably would have vented steam.

      Eli drew a hand down my shirt. “I wish I could say I’d reciprocate in kind,” he said, “since my mama raised me to be a gentleman, but unfortunately I like kissing you way too much.”

      And then he popped the button on my jeans and slid his hand into my underwear, and I was totally fine with whatever he decided we were doing. He closed his fingers around my dick and moaned against my ear and then kissed me while he started to jerk me off in long, easy strokes.

      I grabbed his hip with my free hand. Tried to pull him closer, but he didn’t let me. He teased me instead, with those languid, lazy strokes, until every nerve ending in my body was screaming at him to hurry the fuck up and go faster. Unfortunately, my mama had raised me to be a gentleman too, so I swallowed my complaints and let him blow my mind in agonizingly slow increments.

      Scout was right, by the way. Eli was a shit.

      But fuck, he knew how to stroke a dick just right, and his kisses were just as mind-blowing as the hand job he was giving me, so I figured I could forgive him. I could forgive him anything, just as long as I got to come in the next thirty seconds.

      Eli must have read my mind, the shit, because he stopped kissing me long enough to nip laughingly at my jaw and whisper, “Ask for it.”

      Correction. He was a bossy little shit. That didn’t stop me from gasping out, “Please, Eli.”

      He gave a wicked grin before he went back to kissing me. His grip tightened, and his thumb skated over the head of my dick, making me shiver, and he started jerking me off in earnest.

      Fuck, he was good at this.

      Heat raced up my spine, and my balls tightened, and all I could think was that I was gonna come in my jeans standing pressed against my bedroom wall, and I didn’t even care because this felt fucking amazing.

      “Gonna—”

      Eli grinned against my mouth and sped up his movements, and when he swiped his thumb across the head again, every nerve lit up and then I was coming so hard that my eyes rolled back in my head, and I was pretty sure I saw the inside of my own skull. Or God.

      Or something.

      He kept stroking my dick, working me through it, and maybe it was the way he’d teased me, or maybe it was just because it was Eli, but it was one of the longest, most intense orgasms I’d had in my life.

      By the time I was done, my knees were threatening to buckle under me. I slumped back against the wall, panting, as Eli loosened his grip on my softening cock.

      “Holy shit,” I said, when I could finally speak. “Just, holy shit.”

      “Was that good?” Eli said, grinning. Like he didn’t know.

      “That was the best sex I’ve ever had,” I said, too fucked out to try and be clever about it.

      “I can do better,” he said with a smirk that left me in no doubt it was the truth. Then, as I held his gaze, his smirk faltered, and a change came over his expression. He turned away, crossing to my desk to grab the box of Kleenex I kept there because I didn’t want to make it obvious by putting them on my nightstand. He wiped his hand and, head bowed, said, “This isn’t going to make things weird, is it?”

      It took me a second to work out what he was talking about—although in my defense, I only had one working brain cell, and that was focused on keeping me upright. “Weird? Why would things be weird?”

      He sighed, shoulders tensing. “Because you’re straight?”

      Oh. Right. I guessed some people might freak out about that. Personally, I didn’t see the big deal.

      I pushed off the wall and crossed the room, wrapping an arm around his shoulders. “But we’re bros, right? And bros help each other out. And sometimes that includes helping a brother whose date left him with blue balls by giving him a…” I paused, casting about for a description and settled on, “A bro job.”

      Eli’s eyes went as wide as saucers, and his eyebrows vanished under his messy bangs. “A bro job?” His mouth twitched. “Did you just call that a bro job?”

      “Well, what else do you call it?”

      “Archer, I’m pretty sure it has five hundred different names on Urban Dictionary alone.”

      “I doubt any of them are nice.”

      “Probably not, no.”

      “But we’re cool, right?”

      His shoulders lost their stiffness, and he nodded. He let out a long breath. “Yeah, Archer. We’re cool.”
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        * * *

      

      We ended up drinking a six-pack and sharing a joint out back, and between that and the bro job, Eli was in a much happier frame of mind when he left around midnight than he had been when he’d arrived.

      Still, it sucked that Jackson hadn’t worked out for him. I debated calling him and tearing him a new one for thinking Eli wasn’t worth treating right, but in the end I didn’t bother. What was the point? Eli deserved better, but he knew it, so it wasn’t like Jackson was going to get another chance. Onward and upward, or something. And Eli hadn’t been heartbroken or anything. Just disappointed. And I liked to think I’d helped him get past that.

      “Hey.” Scout slunk out onto the back porch like a stray cat. “What are you doing lurking out here, and can I have some?”

      I snorted and tossed him the old cigarette tin that my grandfather had once used to store his tobacco and I now used to stash my weed. He sat in the Adirondack chair beside mine and stretched his long legs out.

      “What are you still doing awake?” I asked him.

      He lit a joint. “You first.”

      “Eli came over, and we were talking and stuff for a while.”

      Scout’s brow creased. “Didn’t he have a date tonight?”

      “Yeah, but it didn’t work out.”

      “Seriously? I thought Jackson ticked all the right boxes.”

      “Nah.”

      “Well, shit.” Scout took a drag and held it in.

      “And you?”

      He exhaled. “Just couldn’t sleep. Shit on my mind, you know?”

      I actually didn’t know because Scout usually kept his feelings as tightly buttoned-down as his blazers. “Anything you want to talk about?”

      He waved a hand in my direction. “Nope. What went wrong with Jackson?”

      I snorted. “His idea of a date was taking Eli to a post-game party with the rest of the team.”

      Scout hissed between his teeth. “That’s not a first date.”

      “Nope. Eli bailed.”

      “And he came over here?” Scout shot me a look I couldn’t quite interpret.

      “Well, yeah. We have reliable AC and good snacks and beer, and his dorm has a box fan that squeaks and a roommate that puts a sock on the door every other night. Where the hell else would he go?”

      “Lucky you were here.” He gave me another one of those looks, but I had enough of a buzz happening that I let it go. His chair creaked as he shifted. “Me and Marshall are going into Richmond on the weekend to meet up with McCallister Wallace. He’s an old Alpha Tau. And when I say old, he’s like six hundred in the shade. Anyway, he’s on the board of governors for the state bar association, and Marshall’s going to try and shake him down for money to get a new roof for the house. You in?”

      “I mean, if you need me, I guess. Why aren’t you asking Trey?”

      Scout raised his eyebrows. “McCallister Wallace is six hundred years old. I think it should be pretty obvious why I’m not asking Trey.”

      “Oh, right.”

      “Right.” Scout exhaled heavily. “You ever think about getting your degree and passing the bar and then fucking off to somewhere totally new?”

      “Uh, not really.”

      “Yeah.” Scout took another drag. “Me neither.”

      But I think we both knew he was lying.
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        * * *

      

      On Saturday morning, Marshall and Scout and I climbed into Scout’s new Jeep and drove to Richmond for a lunch meeting with McCallister Wallace. It was very much a ties-and-blazers affair, and to look around the restaurant we were meeting in, you’d think we’d stepped back into another era. I resisted the nervous urge to lick my palm and flatten my hair.

      It was the kind of place Scout’s mother would have eaten at. The tablecloths were pristine white linen, and there were at least three forks at each table setting, and not a single one of them was stainless steel. And Scout fit in just perfectly. It wasn’t like Marshall and I had just stumbled out of the nearest rusty trailer or anything, but there was an ease to Scout’s movements that spoke of familiarity in this environment. He didn’t have to check which fork to use.

      McCallister Wallace was a friendly old gent, all charm and suave manners, but I couldn’t shake my conviction that it only went so far and with the right kind of people. Trey wasn’t McCallister Wallace’s right kind of person, and I was pretty sure that Eli wouldn’t have been either. Hell, even I was only squeaking by on my father’s reputation, because while my dad was rich and successful, our family hadn’t been for either long enough or in quite the right way to be one of the grand old families. In the Venn diagram of suitable social connections, my circle carved the tiniest arc through part of McCallister Wallace’s. It didn’t sit neatly flush like Scout’s did.

      I wondered fleetingly what McCallister Wallace would say if I mentioned I’d sucked Eli off, and I couldn’t decide if he’d be more outraged by the fact I’d blown a guy or blown a guy who wasn’t in Alpha Tau. I decided I was fine with never finding out.

      The old man quizzed us on legal questions, complained about the weather, made a lot of comments about how God was at the heart of the justice system, talked about the mysterious events of the summer of ’87 like that was supposed to mean something to us—Scout seemed to know what he was going on about though—and, finally, cut us a check for a sweet fifty grand over a dessert of peach cobbler. It was almost obscene.

      You know what?

      Scrap that.

      It was obscene, and even though I couldn’t see a hint of it in Scout’s perfect smile, I remembered the question he’d asked me a few nights before while we were getting quietly blazed on the back porch: “You ever think about getting your degree and passing the bar and then fucking off to somewhere totally new?” I never had, but then I’d never realized exactly how different Scout’s world looked to mine. I’d thought Baxter Three’s wedding had been an anomaly, but it occurred to me now that was how his family lived all the time—like money didn’t matter, even though they had more than God, but social standing sure as hell did.

      Maybe, if I was in Scout’s eight-hundred-dollar shoes, I’d be asking myself that same question.

      After lunch and a trip to the bank to deposit the check, the three of us headed for the nearest frozen yogurt place. None of us were even the slightest bit hungry, but we deserved to do something fun after being on our best behavior and parroting “yes sir” all through lunch. We discarded our jackets and ties to shake off the stifling sense of formality, and I rolled up my sleeves because it was too warm for that shit.

      I couldn’t help but note how much more relaxed we were as we crowded into a booth with a wood grain patterned laminate table and ate our desserts, compared to when we’d been playing at Future Lawyers of America. I was pretty sure I preferred this, and if the easy smile Scout gave me was anything to go by, so did he.

      “Oh, hey,” Marshall said. “I heard Eli’s date was a bust.”

      “Uh huh,” I said. “I’m working on finding him someone better.”

      I wasn’t though. In truth, I couldn’t think of a single person who’d be good enough.

      “He’s a good guy,” Marshall said. “Shame he’s not prelaw, or he could have pledged.”

      Scout raised an eyebrow but didn’t say anything. I knew what he was thinking, though. There were plenty of prelaw students at Lassiter, but only around thirty of us in Alpha Tau. No way would Eli have been invited to pledge, even with his connections to Scout’s family. Because weren’t we as bad as McCallister Wallace in our own way? Scout had said Alpha Tau wasn’t our daddies’ fraternity anymore, which was true, but we were still only looking for the right kind of people. And after that lunch with McCallister Wallace, I really wasn’t sure I liked what that said about us.

      “I’m tired,” I said, balling up my paper napkin and shoving it in my empty container. “Let’s head back to campus now so we don’t hit traffic.”

      Marshall nodded, and we piled into the Jeep and headed back. Traffic was light, so we made good time. My mood lifted as we drove, and I outright laughed when Scout gave his best impersonation of McAllister saying, “Well, I tell you, son, the events of ’87 will nevah be forgotten!”

      “What were the events of ’87?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “Fucked if I know. It’ll forever remain a mystery, like who pissed on the ice sculpture at Bax’s wedding.”

      “I thought that was Marty?” Marshall said.

      “Marty doesn’t remember, so who knows?”

      There was a moment’s silence, then Scout said, “My money’s on Pappy.”

      “Really?”

      Scout grinned and nodded. “He bitched about those sculptures the entire week before the wedding.”

      I kind of loved the idea of Baxter Talbot the First, who was in his seventies, being the one who’d pissed on the ice swans. Mind you, his wife had been contemplating body shots with Andrew, so it wasn’t outside the realm of possibility.

      “Please tell me you’re serious,” said Marshall, echoing my own thoughts. “I so badly want that to be true.”

      “Like I said, we’ll never know for certain,” Scout said as he pulled up outside the fraternity house, “but it’s a better bet than Marty. Marty was way too drunk to get up on the table, and if he’d tried to aim from the ground, he would have just pissed on himself.”

      Wow. And Eli called me Sherlock.

      As we stepped out of the Jeep, still laughing, the door of the frat house burst open, and Marty came bounding down the steps and stopped in front of me, quivering with excitement. “Archer! You’ll never guess what happened!”

      “What?” It couldn’t be anything bad, not with the way Marty was acting. Swear to Jesus, if that boy had a tail, it would have been wagging.

      “It’s the best news! Dalton Beauregard got dumped by his boyfriend!”

      “How the hell is that good news?” I asked him, brow creasing. I really did wonder about Marty’s comprehension skills sometimes.

      He huffed impatiently. “Well it sucks for him, obviously. His boyfriend drove here all the way from Penn State, and Dalton thought he was being romantic, but it turns out he just didn’t want to dump him by text. It was a whole thing!”

      “The point, Marty,” I said with a sigh. “What is it?”

      But even before he said it, I got a feeling that I knew where this was going—and sure enough, Marty rolled his eyes and shoved my shoulder. “Don’t you get it? It means we can set Dalton up with Eli!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      Dalton Beauregard. The perfect guy. And he was, and not just on paper like Jackson. Hell, I bet he was even a great kisser, unlike Havelock. And what was that old saying about third time lucky? This right here was the universe lining up, with everything pointing to Eli and Dalton. Dalton was even the first guy I’d thought of when I’d been looking to find Eli the ideal boyfriend, so why did Marty’s revelation that he was now single sit like a stone in my gut?

      And why was Scout shooting me a sympathetic look as he shouldered past me on the porch on his way inside the house?

      “That’s great, Marty,” I said, forcing false cheer into my tone.

      “We should go ask him,” Marty said.

      “Uh, maybe we should leave it a little while,” I said. “Since he just got broken up with.”

      “Oh yeah.” Marty clapped a hand on my shoulder. “Good thinking, Archer. You always were the smart one. Besides Trey, I mean.”

      I didn’t think it took a genius to figure out that the last thing a bro who’d been dumped wanted was someone on his doorstep touting potential replacements, but I let Marty’s comment go. Besides, he’d lost interest in the conversation and was now asking Marshall about the funds for the roof, which was par for the course for Marty. He had the attention span of a toddler at Disney World.

      I went upstairs and changed into a pair of shorts and an Alpha Tau polo shirt. I’d intended to work on my poli-sci assignment, but after opening my textbook and staring blankly at the page, I ended up closing it again and laying on my bed, staring at the ceiling.

      I thought again about the other night, about how being with Eli had felt so natural, so right. And yeah, it had been hotter than hell. He was hotter than hell, as well as being smart and funny and with a takes no bullshit attitude that I had to admire. He deserved a perfect guy. A guy like Dalton.

      Except, why had Dalton’s boyfriend dumped him, if he was so great?

      What if Dalton Beauregard had some giant character flaw or weird quirk that he was hiding behind his blinding smile? What if the whole charming, affable thing was an act and he was actually the next Ted Bundy, only studying medicine so he could dispose of his victims more efficiently?

      Okay, that one was a stretch, but still. My point stood.

      Was Dalton really as flawless as people seemed to think?

      Eli had teased me about my screening process for his dates, but the fact remained I had told him I’d check any potential boyfriends were decent guys, and Dalton shouldn’t get a free pass just because he was handsome and charming, and everyone and their mama loved him.

      I sat up, swinging my legs over the side of the bed as I contemplated what I should do. Obviously, Dalton wasn’t interested in dating anyone right now, so that gave me some time to figure out if he was everything he appeared to be.

      It wouldn’t be weird if I started hanging out with him, right? I hung out with guys from other houses all the time, and everyone knew I was a fixer. It would be on brand for me to offer a shoulder to cry on.

      No, that was crazy talk. Although, was it crazy talk? Yes, definitely crazy talk. Wanting to check if someone was good enough for Eli? Fine. Laudable, even. But worming my way into Dalton’s life just for that reason? Weird. Verging on creepy and obsessive.

      Ugh.

      Why was it so hard to find Eli a decent guy? And why was I so tied up in knots about Dalton, when he was, pretty clearly, a great choice?

      As if summoned by a thought, my phone pinged with a message from Eli:

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey.

      

      

      

      

      

      We’d only spoken once since the other night. We weren’t avoiding each other or anything, but he’d had a couple of modeling sessions, and I’d had an English assignment due. Neither of us had mentioned the dick sucking.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey.

      

      

      

      

      

      I watched the dots on my phone appear for longer than they should have for two guys who’d previously texted about anything and everything under the sun. What the hell was so hard to say that it was taking him so long to write? My stomach clenched. Was he going to tell me that we’d crossed a weird line the other night after all and couldn’t be friends anymore?

      
        
          
            
              
        Wanna come to the movies with me tomorrow? No judging, but there’s a romcom I wanna see, but I don’t wanna go to a movie theater alone. Nothing sadder than that.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Sure. I’ll pick you up. Did you hear the big news on campus?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        What big news?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Dalton Beauregard is single.

      

      

      

      

      

      Those dots again, teasing my anxiety into sharp edges.

      
        
          
            
              
        The big news on this side of campus is that the janitor found a nest of rats in the HVAC system of our dorm room.

      

      

      

      

      

      Huh. He hadn’t reacted to the Dalton thing at all. Maybe he wasn’t into him, and I’d just assumed. Or maybe he was just playing it cool because we’d made it weird between us. We had made it weird, right? The fact that I couldn’t stop thinking about the blow job and worrying about what it meant for our friendship meant that it was weird. And now I’d thought the word “weird” so many times that it had lost all meaning. I looked down at my phone to find Eli was still typing.

      
        
          
            
              
        Do you know what a rat king is?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        No?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Don’t Google it.

      

      

      

      

      

      I Googled it.

      
        
          
            
              
        WHAT THE FUCK, ELI?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I did warn you.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        You can’t just tell a person not to Google something. We all know how that’s gonna end. Although you’d think I would have learned after the blue waffle thing.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        You thought it would be a cute rat wearing a crown, didn’t you?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Fuck you.

      

      

      

      

      

      He sent me back a string of laughing face emojis, and something settled in me. Maybe we were okay after all.
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        * * *

      

      When we got back to Eli’s dorm from the movie, there were a bunch of kids sitting on the sidewalk with their luggage.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      Eli squinted through the windshield. “I have no idea.”

      When we walked up to the door, we were met by a burly guy in coveralls. “No entry.”

      Eli frowned. “But I live here? In 304?”

      The guy consulted a clipboard. “Eli Fuller?”

      “That’s me.”

      “You’re the one we’ve been waiting for,” he said, folding his arms over his chest. “Don’t you check your phone? Temporary evacuation due to health concerns.” He grimaced. “They found more rats.” He got the haunted thousand-yard stare of a man who had seen terrible things. “A lot more rats.”

      Eli’s brow pinched. “My phone’s been on silent.” He pulled his phone out of his pocket, and his fingers danced over the screen before he said, “Well, damn.” He showed me the screen. There was a text from Student Services.

      
        
          
            
              
        All students are required to vacate Carmichael House for 72 hours due to urgent maintenance.

      

      

      

      

      

      “But all my stuff is in there!” Eli exclaimed. “And where am I supposed to sleep?”

      “You can pack your things. Student Services is arranging alternative accommodation,” the burly guy said. “Wait with the others when you’re done.”

      I took in the kids on the sidewalk. They looked like they’d been sitting there for a while.

      “Come back to Alpha Tau,” I said. “We have a couch. We have a bunch of couches. Hell, we probably have a room.” I squinted at Eli’s ugly cinder block building. “And no HVAC rats.”

      Eli bit his lip. “Don’t you need to check with someone?”

      “Nope. It’s not like they’re gonna say no. And I mean, I don’t think Student Services could find you somewhere shittier than this, but are you willing to take that chance?”

      He laughed, but it was strained. “Your place is definitely a better option.”

      “Go in and grab your stuff, kid,” the burly guy said. “If you’re staying with your boyfriend, it’s fine, just use the app to let Student Services know you don’t need alternate accommodation.”

      “We’re not dating,” Eli said, a little too quickly for my liking. I brushed it off.

      “I don’t care,” the guy said. “Just collect your shit, then we can seal this place up.”

      “Don’t forget the little girl in the basement,” I muttered under my breath.

      “What?” Eli raised an eyebrow at me.

      “Nothing. This whole place looks like one of those government buildings where they run sketchy experiments, that’s all. Those rats probably have degrees in computer engineering or gene-splicing.”

      That earned me a genuine smile, and any lingering sting from the not-dating comment melted away at the sight of it.

      I waited in my car while Eli grabbed his stuff. He’d said he didn’t have much to get, and he wasn’t lying. He was only gone a few minutes before he reappeared again, a backpack slung over his shoulder, a duffel bag under one arm, and a pillow under the other.

      “Let’s go.”

      “Is that it?”

      Eli put the bags in the back. “Not all of us have mini fridges and gaming consoles, Archer.” He climbed into the front seat, and his shoulders slumped. It really was a shitty thing to happen to him.

      “Sorry. I texted Marshall, and he said it’s fine for you to stay as long as you need,” I said, in an effort to make him feel better.

      “Thanks. I appreciate it.” Eli said. He scrubbed his hands over his face. “Jesus, sorry. I’m in a bad mood, and I shouldn’t be taking it out on you.”

      I turned the ignition on. “If this is you taking it out on me, I have to say, it’s like being whipped repeatedly with a damp Kleenex. Very underwhelming, Eli. I expected better.”

      He shot me a narrow look, fighting a losing battle against a grin that burst out of him. “Asshole.”

      “That’s more like it,” I said approvingly, and we headed to Fraternity Row.

      Marshall had rallied the troops, such as they were, so that when I pulled up in front of the house, a bunch of the brothers came to help Eli with his stuff. Which was a nice gesture, but pretty underwhelming, because he didn’t have much. It was funny watching Andrew and Casey both offer to carry his pillow for him though.

      “I’m good, thanks,” Eli said. “It’s very light. Because… because it’s a pillow.” He threw me an amused glance as we headed for the porch. “I feel like the belle of the ball.”

      “You’d look lovely in crinoline,” I said, despite having no fucking clue what crinoline was.

      Then Marshall scooped Eli up in his arms with no warning and carried him over the threshold bridal-style while Eli laughed, eyes bright. It was good to see him coming out of his funk, even if I wasn’t exactly comfortable with Marshall thinking he could manhandle Eli without permission. I ignored the fact that I’d done the same myself in the past because that was different. We were bros.

      We followed Marshall inside, and he set Eli down in the kitchen and handed him a beer. Eli lifted the bottle and raised an eyebrow. “I’m not sure I can stay here if you’re going to give me Corona and not add a lime wedge. I have standards,” he said solemnly.

      Marshall reached back into the fridge and pulled out the Tupperware container with the lime wedges in it and passed it to him, and Eli’s mouth dropped open. “Really? Y’all cut limes?”

      “Our housekeeper does,” I said. I’d never really thought about it before. It was just a thing that happened, like the groceries that appeared every week. I waited for Eli to call us out for being rich assholes, but instead he broke into a wide grin.

      “I can’t believe you have a housekeeper, and all I have is a rat king.”

      “Please don’t mention that ever again.”

      “What’s a rat king?” Marty asked.

      “Don’t Google it,” I said and got the hell out of the kitchen before anyone did, dragging Eli with me.
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        * * *

      

      “It’s not much,” I said apologetically.

      The empty bedroom was small, compared to the other rooms in Alpha Tau House. It was an odd, narrow shape, longer than it was wide, and barely big enough to hold a bed, a chest of drawers, and a desk and chair. Plus, the window was almost permanently shaded by the canopy of the giant red maple in the yard, so it was darker than the other bedrooms. We kept the bed made for invited guests, or, worse, for those uninvited ones, when someone’s parents would just “drop by” after going a few hundred miles out of their way to do so. It usually only happened once. A night in the spare room with the branches of the red maple tapping the window all night trained them to book a hotel next time.

      Eli surveyed the room and turned to me, eyes wide. “‘It’s not much,’ he says.” He set his beer on the desk and then sprawled across the bed on his back, making a snow angel—down angel?—in the thick feather comforter. He rolled his shoulders and let out a low moan of pleasure before propping himself up on his elbows. “This mattress is amazing. It kind of makes me hope that the rat king stages a long battle before he’s overthrown. Vive le rodent!”

      I laughed and set his duffel on the desk along with his backpack, which weighed a ton. “What the hell do you have in here?”

      “Textbooks, obviously. Professor Stern isn’t going to accept a ratty revolution as an excuse for failing grades, and I wasn’t sure how long I’d be stuck here.” He winced. “Not that I’m stuck, and I’m super grateful. And I’ll try not to get in anyone’s way.”

      I waved a hand. “Chill. It’ll be fun.”
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        * * *

      

      It was fun.

      Eli seemed a little overwhelmed at first at living in a house with thirty guys, which was crazy when there must have been at least a hundred people in Carmichael House, but I figured it out before too long. Sharing with strangers wasn’t the same as with brothers, and under this roof we were all brothers. We argued about what to watch on TV, we ordered pizzas for everyone, and, if shit ever got a little too raucous, Marshall hollered at us to keep it down. Most of the Alpha Taus lived in the house, but some of the seniors lived off campus, and some of this year’s pledges were still in dorms until space opened up next year. So, there were always guys coming and going. There was always someone to talk to or invite to shoot some hoops out the back if you wanted, and always something happening.

      But the bros went out of their way to make Eli welcome, and I suspected that it was because they felt sorry for him having to live in the dorms and so they were determined to make this into the equivalent of a staycation. Marshall even called maintenance services and had the branch on the maple pruned so Eli could sleep better.

      Eli, for his part, only took a day or two to slot right into Alpha Tau. He was comfortable enough with everyone by his second evening there that he thought nothing of wandering into the seniors’ living room in sleep pants and a tank top to watch a movie with us. He slotted next to me on the couch, and I did my best not to notice the way the fabric clung to his thighs, and tried to push away the recollection of how his hand had felt on my dick.

      I was wearing boxers and an old tee, and I was pretty sure I caught him checking me out once or twice, but I told myself I was imagining it. What we’d done didn’t mean anything. I was just helping him out, no different to giving him somewhere to stay and finding him a boyfriend.

      I was a helpful guy. So sue me.

      I settled in to watch the movie, Eli on one side and Marty on the other, both of them stealing popcorn from the bowl in my lap and pointing out plot holes in the movie we were watching—something with Keanu Reeves and explosions—and I decided I had been imagining Eli checking me out. He was just hanging out with the bros, and how big was my ego that I assumed he was here for me?

      After the movie the other guys all went up to their rooms, but Eli hesitated. “I’m gonna get something to eat… if that’s okay?”

      I shrugged. “Help yourself.” When he still looked uncertain, I added, “You can eat what you want, Eli. In fact, I’ll join you.”

      His shoulders dropped a fraction as he relaxed, and he shot me a grateful smile.

      I got it. He was staying, but he didn’t live here, and he clearly didn’t want to be that guy.

      We headed for the kitchen, which was at the other end of the house. A couple of guys were playing video games in the big living room. A few more were crashed out on couches and in recliners. We exchanged ‘hey bro’s with the ones that were still awake as we passed by. Knox, a sophomore with the worst case of resting bitch face I’d ever seen on a guy—and I knew Scout—was letting himself in the front door as we crossed the entryway. He was a sweet guy, but he had an expression that could curdle milk.

      “Hey, Archer,” he said, hefting his backpack over his shoulder as he made his way to the staircase. “Hey, Eli.”

      Like there was nothing weird about Eli living here now. He fit. Maybe not the way the rest of us did, with our rich parents and our future legal and political careers, but Eli fit all the same.

      We entered the kitchen, and Eli settled himself on one of the stools that ran along the counter. I dug around in the fridge, pulling out a container of leftover fried chicken. “Cold or reheated?”

      “Please. Reheating fried chicken is sacrilege.” He made grabby hands, and I laughed and slid the plate onto the counter between us along with a couple of side plates and napkins. We sat there in companionable silence and ate a couple of pieces each. When we were done, I gathered the bones in the napkins and put them in the trash, and Eli wiped his mouth, his lip ring glinting in the light as he ran his tongue over it.

      I nodded at the plate. “You done?”

      “Yeah. Thanks for the company.” He stretched his arms over his head and let out a yawn. “I’m going up. You coming?”

      I had a flashback to the other night, heart racing at the memory of him coming, and I swallowed around the sudden lump in my throat. “I’ll be up in a second,” I said, my voice thick. “Gotta leave the kitchen clean. Trey.”

      I busied myself stacking our plates in the dishwasher and wiping down the counter before going up to bed. I grabbed what I needed from my room and headed for one of the shared bathrooms. As I approached, the door opened, and Eli stepped out, wearing a towel around his hips.

      “Oh hey,” he said.

      “Showering?” I said, realizing as soon as I said it how stupid that must have sounded. What else would he be doing, practicing whale song?

      He grinned. “Sherlock strikes again.”

      “Fuck you.”

      He stepped past me into the hallway so I could get inside, and just before I closed the door he said, “I told you. I already offered, but you’re straight.”

      And then he walked to his room, the sound of his laughter echoing up the hallway.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Eli ended up staying a week, and a few days after he moved back into his dorm room at Carmichael House, I went and visited Dalton Beauregard at Theta Phi. Some of the brothers were wondering why I wasn’t closing in on Dalton before someone else did, and I didn’t have an answer for them. I didn’t have an answer for myself either. All I had was a swirl of something dark and oily in my gut that felt a lot like guilt and kept prodding me with the idea that maybe it wasn’t Dalton’s post-breakup state of mind I was being considerate of by giving him space. When it came to thinking of Eli and Dalton together, I got a bad taste in my mouth, and I hated that I was jealous of the idea. Eli and I were friends, and I owed it to him not to ruin things with my petty attitude. When I was twelve, I’d briefly hated Emma-Leigh Allen because my friend Justin had ditched me to take her to the movies. I cringed at the idea I might be occupying the same mental space as a middle schooler.

      That was Marty’s job, obviously.

      So, I went to see Dalton because I’d made a promise to Eli to get him a boyfriend, despite my own confused feelings on the subject, and an Alpha Tau never reneged on a promise.

      The guys at Theta Phi were in the middle of setting up for a house party when I arrived. They weren’t huge partiers, at least they didn’t have the reputation of Kappa Beta Rho farther down Fraternity Row, but they knew how to have a good time. I held the front door open for a guy struggling with enough bags of chips and dips to sink the Bismarck, and inside, music was cutting in and out as a couple of guys discussed which app to use to connect a bunch of different Bluetooth speakers at once. I asked them if they knew where Dalton was, and they pointed me toward the kitchen where I found him tearing the plastic packaging off a stack of red Solo cups.

      “Hey,” he said when he saw me. “Party doesn’t start for another couple of hours. Unless you’re volunteering to help set up?”

      I showed him the palms of my hands. “Hell no.”

      “I was only kidding.” He grinned, and I hated how impossible he was to dislike. He was just a genuinely decent guy. Like, the fucking audacity! “You okay, Archer?”

      “Eli,” I blurted out.

      Dalton unstacked some cups. “What about him?”

      “Are you interested in dating him? Now that you’re single, I mean. Sorry about that, by the way.”

      “Thanks.” He paused, a furrow digging itself into his brow. “It’s been… not fun.” The way he said it with a bitter quirk of his mouth made me think it was the understatement of the century. “But I guess it’s better it happened now than in another six months or a year, right? Before I waste more of my life on something that apparently ‘isn’t going anywhere.’”

      I winced at his air quotes. “Sorry, bro.”

      He fiddled with the cups. “It turns out that there’s someone else.”

      I sucked in air between my teeth. “Ouch.”

      “Yeah. They’re a ‘better fit,’ apparently.”

      Well, there went my theory that Dalton was single because he was flawed. He apparently just had shit taste in men. Great. Now I felt bad for him.

      “Who the hell is your ex dating? Henry Cavill?” I teased gently. “Because not to make it weird, but I would have thought you were setting the bar pretty high.”

      A reluctant smile tugged at the corners of his downturned mouth. “You definitely made it weird. But thanks anyway.” He ran a hand through his hair and went back to setting up the drinks table.

      “So… Eli?”

      He shook his head in resignation. “You’re determined to set him up with someone, aren’t you?”

      “He’s a good guy,” I said. “Why wouldn’t you want to date him?”

      Dalton’s brow creased. “I didn’t say I don’t want to date him. But you sure are quick to defend him. Any reason for that?”

      “No,” I said, a little too quickly. “He’s a friend, that’s all, and I like to help friends out.”

      With midnight kitchen blow jobs, for example.

      “Hmmm.” Dalton raised a brow. “Give me his number.”

      Was that a yes?

      “You planning on calling him?”

      What are your intentions, young man?

      Dalton rolled his eyes. “No, I’m going to send him anonymous dick pics and creepy messages about how I’d like to wear his skin as a hat.”

      Okay, he was funny. And sexy. And smart. And he thought Eli was cute. This was a win, right? I punched the digits in and handed the phone back, and he slipped it into his pocket. “Thanks. You should come tonight. Bring Eli.”

      Huh. Theta Phi wasn’t a party house, and when they did throw one, it was pretty exclusive. The fact that Dalton was asking me was rare enough, what with our supposed house rivalry, but including Eli, who wasn’t pledged anywhere? That told me that Dalton really must be interested.

      Yay. Or something.

      “I’ll ask him.”

      Dalton nodded and turned his attention to tipping bags of ice into a row of coolers. I stood there awkwardly, feeling like a spare dick at a wedding for a good minute before I got my shit together and headed back to Alpha Tau.

      On the way I flicked a text to Eli.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey.

      

      

      

      

      

      He only took a second to reply:

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey. Do you think it would be suspicious if I smuggled more rats in here so I could come back to Alpha Tau? I really, really miss

      

      

      

      

      

      Damn. Sometimes Eli did that, hit send too quickly, and I was left trying to guess the rest of the sentence. My heart skipped over a few beats as my brain rushed to fill in the missing words, and I couldn’t tell if they were panicked beats, or something else, like that moment your cart has just made the slow chug to the top of the roller coaster but hasn’t tipped over the edge from pants-wetting fear into exhilaration yet. The next word could be anything. It could be you, my brain told me. What if it was you? I didn’t know why I thought that. It was stupid. But I couldn’t look away from the dots that showed he was still typing.

      
        
          
            
              
        That mattress. My bed sucks.

      

      

      

      

      

      A sigh escaped me without my permission. My phone pinged again.

      
        
          
            
              
        I guess y’all weren’t terrible company either.

      

      

      

      

      

      My mouth curled up in a smile.

      What a little shit.

      
        
          
            
              
        I knew you loved me.

      

      

      

      

      

      I looked at what I’d written. Huh. That wasn’t what I’d intended to say. I hit backspace and instead typed:

      
        
          
            
              
        I knew you loved us.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I love your capitalist luxuries. Not the same thing.

      

      

      

      

      

      I snorted out loud and sat on the porch steps of Alpha Tau. It was a picture-perfect day with a completely cloudless sky, and I angled my phone to avoid the glare the sunlight caused on the screen, took a deep breath, and typed out:

      
        
          
            
              
        So I got you another date.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Really? I thought after the last time you were hanging up your matchmaking gloves?

      

      

      

      

      

      I stalled for time.

      
        
          
            
              
        Do matchmakers even wear gloves?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Depends. Are we talking the historical equivalent to Tinder or the women with the melted jawbones?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hang on, I just have to Google something.

      

      

      

      

      

      I Googled.

      
        
          
            
              
        WHAT THE FUCK, ELI? You are so fucking weird sometimes.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Fuck you. Tell me about my date.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Hey,” Trey said, opening the front door. “Come help me move the couches in the back living room. Something smells super funky under one of them.”

      I wrinkled my nose. I knew exactly the stink he meant. I’d noticed it the night before, a combination of old socks and parmesan that made me suspect there was a slice of old pizza wedged somewhere.

      I shoved my phone in my pocket and followed him inside. “Isn’t this a job for the pledges?”

      “Casey sent them all to Walmart to buy buckets.”

      “Buckets?”

      “We’re doing a car wash. Well, they are.” He grinned at me.

      “That grin makes it seem like it wasn’t voluntary.”

      “They silly-stringed a bunch of cars belonging to the Kappa Beta Rhos. Without permission.”

      As bullshit pranks went, it was hardly egregious, but everything you did in the name of Alpha Tau had to be run past Casey first in the case of the pledges, since he was in charge of them, and Trey for the rest of us. In addition to being House Manager, Trey was also in charge of risk assessment for any fraternity activities, including pranks. If Trey nixed an idea, it didn’t even get as far as Marshall for approval.

      “So next Sunday, they’re washing every car that drives down Fraternity Row,” Trey said. “Maybe that’ll teach them.”

      “And are these guys going to make it to the end of the pledge period?” I asked curiously.

      “Depends on if they shape up or not,” Trey said. “We were all that stupid once.”

      And, given that we eventually found a piece of pizza inside a couch cushion, at least some of us still were.

      We ended up checking all the couches thoroughly, evicting seven dirty socks, seventeen pens, and a half-used tube of lube that I refused to think about too closely. When I finally had a chance to look at my phone again, an hour had passed. Judging by the number of times it had pinged while we were working, Eli must have been vibrating with excitement—or stressing like a champion. With Eli, it could be either. I needed to tell him about Dalton, just so he didn’t freak out and think I’d set him up with someone sketchy. I could picture him staring at his phone, brow creased in worry as he bit his bottom lip, making the ring there dance.

      I read the string of texts he’d left.

      
        
          
            
              
        Come on, man. I’m curious now.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Wait, is it someone weird? Is that why you’ve gone quiet?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Fuck, it’s not that guy who spends his Saturdays as a mime on campus is it?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Because mimes are a hard limit.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Archer?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        HOLY SHIT, IT’S DALTON

      

      

      

      

      

      That was unexpected. My fingers flew over the keys.

      
        
          
            
              
        He texted you already?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Please. He called me, like a proper gentleman should. Wanted to check we were coming to the party tonight. The party at Theta Phi that I’m invited to. Me, the non-frat kid from the sketchy side of campus. The party that you haven’t told me about yet.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Sorry. I mean to text you but I got caught in a frat couch pizza infiltration emergency.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        That seems fake.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        You do remember Marty lives here, right?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I retract my statement. So, party?

      

      

      

      

      

      I called him. “I don’t understand the question. Are you asking if we’re going to the party?”

      “You’re so straight. Of course we’re going. I’m asking what one wears to a frat boy party, especially if one is hoping to impress one of the hot frat boy hosts.”

      “Um… I have no idea. I’ve never tried to impress a hot frat boy, and usually the people we invite to our parties who are looking to impress us are girls. But, by all means, if you have a cute summer dress you think you could rock, or a pair of Daisy Dukes if you’re feeling a little more risqué, then go for it.”

      “Damn. I already loaned my Daisy Dukes to Travis. So, since that option’s off the table, what should I wear?”

      “Um. That dark blue henley? The one that’s almost too small?” He looked ridiculously good in that shirt, despite it being so tight. Or perhaps because of that.

      “The word you’re looking for is fitted, Archer.” I could hear the laughter in his voice. “There’s more to fashion than jeans, cargo shorts, and tees, you know. You should look into it sometime.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I look good as I am.”

      There was a pause before Eli said, “Yeah. You do.”

      “I have plenty of nice clothes,” I said. “I have blazers, Eli. Blazers. I just don’t see the point of wearing them to campus parties.”

      He laughed and started to babble about clothes while my brain, which was usually a lot faster on the uptake than this, circled back to that “Yeah. You do.” It circled back, circled around it a few times for good measure and then just kind of got stuck there, spinning, like tires in dry sand.

      “Yeah. You do.”

      It didn’t mean anything. It was just Eli being nice.

      But if it didn’t mean anything, why was I stuck on it?

      Eli tied me in knots. That was the only thing I knew for sure.

      “—and a backwards snapback,” he said. “Are you frat boys still wearing those?”

      “What?”

      “That’s probably more Kappa Beta Rho,” he said. “Y’all are about the popped collars and the boat shoes, right? Why are they called boat shoes? Do you even have a boat? Jesus, I’ll bet some of y’all do.” He laughed. “Anyway, I might have to come over to your closet and raid it.”

      “Okay. You’re skinny as shit though.”

      “Well, I might have to come over to Scout’s closet and raid it instead,” he said. “He can’t say no. We’re sandwich bros.”

      “Sure,” I said as I tried to figure out what the hell we were talking about. “Why do you need clothes again?”

      “Because Dalton is a Theta Phi. I can’t wear my favorite ripped jeans to Theta Phi.”

      “I like your ripped jeans.”

      “Aww! But no. I’m definitely coming to steal clothes. You said it yourself. I’m skinny as shit. How am I meant to tempt him to play doctor with me if I don’t wrap all this up in a tempting package?”

      “Your package is plenty tempting,” I said without thinking, and I only realized how that sounded when Eli’s laughter came down the line. “Oh, fuck you,” I muttered, heat rising in my cheeks.

      “If you keep offering, I’m going to think you’re serious,” he said. “See you soon.”

      And with that, the little shit hung up.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The party at Theta Phi was pretty low-key. I think Eli might have been expecting something from the last days of the Roman Empire, but the beer pong was about as decadent and depraved as things got. The Theta Phis, like us Alpha Taus, were all about the long game. The aim was graduating without arrest records. And, specifically for us Alpha Taus, also not answering difficult questions posed by investigative reporters thirty or forty years from now when we were in the running to be elected as judges.

      Still, Eli didn’t seem disappointed, grinning like a madman as he looked around Theta Phi House. “Damn,” he said. “This place is even fancier than yours. I bet there’s no pizza in these couches.”

      “There might be,” I said. “Just because most of them are premed, it doesn’t mean they’re perfect. And as far as I know, every frat has at least one pizza-shoving moron.”

      Eli laughed, throwing his head back, and I took a moment to reflect that he really had wrapped himself up in a pretty package. He was wearing slim-fit, dark blue jeans that could have been made for him and the shirt I’d suggested, as well as a silver choker that nestled in the hollow of his throat and matched his lip ring. His hair was still messy as fuck, but by now I’d hung around him long enough that I could tell this was his deliberate “I’ve spent an hour and a fuckload of product to make it seem like I just rolled out of bed” mess, as opposed to his “I had early class and what are hairbrushes even?” mess. The difference was subtle, but it was there.

      We went through to the kitchen, past the fairy lights strung up in the living area. Low bass notes were thumping in the background, so they must have figured out the Bluetooth arrangement after all.

      Dalton was in the kitchen, and he gave us a wide smile.

      Damn, he looked good. His dark hair was brushed back from his face, and he wore a white collared shirt that could have stood being buttoned up a little further, unless he wanted everyone to see his collarbones. The subtle scent of cologne drifted off him, just adding to his appeal. “Hey, Eli. Hey, Archer. Thanks for coming. Can I grab you guys a drink?”

      “Sure,” Eli said brightly. He bit his bottom lip and smiled.

      Was that a flirty smile? Was he doing that intentionally, or was he nervous? I tried to think back to the night of Bax and Mak’s wedding. Had he bitten his lip at me that night? I couldn’t remember. Was he flirting with Dalton more than he’d flirted with me?

      I looked away from Eli to find Dalton looking at me, head cocked as if he was waiting for something. Oh, right. Drink. “Yeah, that’d be great,” I said.

      “I’ll be right back,” Dalton said. “Don’t go anywhere.”

      It was on the tip of my tongue to say I wouldn’t before I realized his smile was directed at Eli, and he hadn’t been talking to me at all.

      Which, great. That was why we were here, right? For Eli.

      When Dalton returned, I took my beer and wandered away, determined not to be a third wheel, and struck up a conversation with one of the other Theta Phi guys. Then I circled the house for a while, seeing who else I knew was there. I caught a glimpse of Andrew at one point, his arm around his girlfriend’s waist. I thought that her best friend was dating one of the Theta Phi guys. After a round of beer pong where I lost spectacularly, I made it to the kitchen where I refilled my beer, then went back to the living room where I said hi to a couple of girls from Zeta Tau. One of them was in my history class, and we bonded over the shared trauma of Professor Stern’s teaching methods. It was fun, and her friend was pretty flirty. She kept doing that hair flick thing that girls do, which I once heard Scout describe as like horses swishing their tails to get flies off their asses. It had kind of ruined it for me.

      “Did you see the AV Club is showing The Room at the Granville Auditorium on Saturday night?” She flicked her hair again.

      “Oh, really? That sounds pretty cool,” I said and then caught a glimpse of Eli over her shoulder. It was the first time I’d seen him in a while. “I hope you enjoy it.”

      The girls exchanged a look.

      “Excuse me,” I said and stepped past them, heading for Eli and intending to check he was okay, since he didn’t know anyone else here. I slowed as I approached though, because Dalton was coming from the other direction, carrying a couple of Jell-O shots. He handed one to Eli with a broad smile, and Eli did that thing where he glanced down and then up again through his lashes with a shy smile that I remembered from the wedding. There was no doubt about it. He was definitely flirting.

      Dalton leaned down and said something in Eli’s ear. I couldn’t hear it over the music, but whatever it was made Eli smile and nod and then push himself up on to his toes to say something back in Dalton’s ear.

      “Hey, Archer!” someone said.

      “Hey,” I said without looking and kept moving toward Eli.

      When he saw me coming, his face lit up, and he bounced on his toes like an excited kid. “Archer, guess what?”

      Pretty sure I didn’t have to guess.

      Eli grinned and took Dalton’s hand. “Dalton asked me on a date. We’re going out on Saturday night. Isn’t that great?”

      “Great,” I echoed.

      And it was, wasn’t it? I’d set out to find Eli the perfect boyfriend, and it looked like I’d succeeded. This was a win.

      But it sure as hell didn’t feel like it, and I was damned if I knew why.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      If I thought Eli had looked good for the party at Theta Phi, that didn’t hold a candle to Saturday night as he got ready for his official date with Dalton. His hair was as charmingly messy as always, and he was wearing the dark blue pants from the wedding. Instead of pairing it with the matching suit jacket though, he’d borrowed one of Scout’s blazers. It was a single-breasted peak lapel blazer in a shade of mustard yellow that somehow looked good.

      “What do you think?” he asked me as he twirled slowly in front of my mirror. “Could I sneak into a fancy Alpha Tau yacht party in this?”

      “Well, not in those shoes,” I said. “They don’t look very seaworthy.”

      He was wearing Converse and leaning hard into the casual side of smart casual. It worked. The restaurant they were going to was nice but not over-the-top because of course Dalton wasn’t going to take Eli anywhere he wasn’t comfortable. Because Dalton was perfect.

      “What’s that face?” Eli said, brow creasing.

      “What face?’

      “The one you’re pulling.”

      “I’m not pulling a face.” Was I? Shit. Now he mentioned it, I could feel the tension in my face. I unclenched my jaw. “Maybe I’m just not sure about the jacket. You’re putting out off-duty X-man vibes in that color.”

      “Bullshit. That jacket is lit,” Marty said from where he was leaning against the doorway, arms folded as he watched.

      Eli grinned. “Thanks, Marty. We all know Archer has no fashion sense.”

      “Come downstairs,” Marty said. “The bros want to see how you look.”

      He wasn’t kidding. Somehow Eli’s date had become a social event on everyone’s calendar. Andrew’s girlfriend had even visited earlier and given Eli a goddam manicure, that’s how invested everyone was. I wondered if Eli had waxed his balls as well just in case he got lucky, and then pushed the thought away.

      Frankly, I blamed the excessive interest on Casey for coming down so hard on the pledges this year. Without pranks to distract them, they were way too interested in Eli’s dating life. Although that didn’t explain why everyone else, who should have known better, was also hanging out downstairs to catch a glimpse of Eli like he was Cinderella on his way to the ball. Even Marshall was there. It was like an episode of Queer Eye for the Frat Guy.

      “Holy shit,” Eli said, laughing as he walked down the stairs. “Do I do the royal wave or something?”

      “Don’t encourage them,” I muttered. I couldn’t be mad though, not when the sea of faces at the bottom of the stairs was making Eli beam ear to ear.

      “Someone take a picture!” Marty called.

      Trey rubbed a hand over his face. “It’s not prom, Marty.”

      Marty’s face fell. “Oh.”

      Eli laughed. “I never actually went to prom. Take all the pictures you want. I may never look this good again.”

      “You always look good,” I said.

      Eli paused on the steps. “You think so?”

      “Well, yeah. Obviously,” I said. “Anyone who gets to date you is a lucky guy.”

      He glanced at me with an odd expression, and his mouth opened like he was about to say something, but then the doorbell rang, breaking the moment.

      “Dalton’s here!” Marty raced to answer the door and Eli jogged down the rest of the stairs, a bright smile on his face.

      The expression on Dalton’s face when he walked into the living area to find almost the entire frat there waiting for him was priceless. His gaze flicked about the room like he was checking for concealed weapons or something before settling on Eli. “Hey,” he said. “You look great.”

      He stepped toward Eli, who was standing at the foot of the stairs, and Eli moved forward to meet him. “Thanks,” he said, his cheeks turning pink. “You look pretty good yourself.”

      Of course Dalton did. He was the sort of guy who had such innate style that he could have worn an old sack and people would still ask who the designer was. His future definitely included a lot of swooning patients and the nickname Doctor Hottie.

      “Pictures!” Marty said brightly, pulling out his phone.

      Dalton’s brow furrowed, and Eli grinned and said, “Just go with it. All my frat daddies are very proud right now.”

      And Dalton, because he was perfect, just laughed and went with it. He put an arm around Eli’s waist, and they stood at the bottom of the stairs while Marty snapped some pictures.

      “And another one,” Marty said. “Archer’s in the back of this one, ruining it with his scowl.”

      I was not—oh wait. I was. How did that keep happening? I squeezed past Eli and Dalton and their adoring throng and let Marty take all the pictures he wanted without me and my face.

      I slipped into the main living room and then kept going, down the hallway and through to the quieter end of the house where the chapter executive office was. The door was ajar, but there was nobody inside. It was dark and quiet and just what I needed right now. I heard faint cheering coming from the front of the house—Eli and Dalton leaving, probably—but I ignored it. I grabbed a beer from the mini fridge under Marshall’s desk and collapsed on the couch. I was antsy and unhappy, and I was still scowling, and I didn’t know what the hell was wrong with me.

      I should be delighted about this date. Eli was a genuinely great guy and so was Dalton, and yet here I was, slumped in a corner with my panties in a bunch for no good reason that I could figure out.

      I sat there in the gloom and finished my beer. Then I drank another one, still scowling. The beer didn’t do anything to help my shitty mood, but that didn’t stop me from popping open a third. I nursed it as I brooded and wondered how the date was going. I could picture it all too easily—the two of them getting to know each other better, maybe arranging another date.

      Sharing a goodnight kiss.

      My insides twisted up at the thought of Eli kissing Dalton, and the heaviness in my gut and the burn of bile in my throat were enough to pull me up short. Shit. Was I so shallow that the idea of two guys kissing could actually make me feel sick? We always said this wasn’t our daddies’ frat any more, but perhaps I was still carrying those old attitudes and I hadn’t even known it?

      I mean sure, I’d kissed Eli—and more—but that was different. That was bros helping bros, not actual dating. So maybe it was gay relationships that were my line in the sand, and I just hadn’t known it until now?

      I ran a hand through my hair in frustration. What the fuck was wrong with me?

      “What the fuck is wrong with you, bro?” I looked up to see Trey silhouetted in the doorway. He stepped into the room, Marty and Scout hot on his heels. The three of them sat opposite me on the leather couch, like they were staging an intervention or something.

      “Here,” Scout said and held a beer out.

      Not an intervention then.

      “I’m good, thanks.” I indicated the empty cans on the coffee table in front of me.

      Scout shrugged, popped the beer open, and took a swig.

      Trey sat forward, elbows balancing on his knees. “Seriously, what gives? You look madder ’n hell right now.”

      I let out a frustrated huff. “I don’t know. They’re on a date. This is good. But the thought of the two of them—” I broke off and swallowed, unsure how to explain myself. “It sits wrong, okay? And I don’t know if it’s because Dalton’s too good to be true, or whether”—I swallowed again—“I’m a raging homophobe, and I never realized it until right now.” I hung my head, unable to meet anyone’s gaze as shame and guilt flowed over me.

      “Huh.” Scout didn’t seem disgusted by my revelation. In fact, he sounded more amused than anything.

      I dared glance up at him and caught him exchanging a knowing glance with Trey. “What?”

      Trey steepled his fingers under his chin. “Do you really think you’re a homophobe?”

      “I don’t know!” I desperately wanted to be wrong about this, but the way I was acting and feeling… what other explanation was there for it? “The thought of Eli kissing Dalton makes me feel sick. Physically sick. If you’ve got another explanation for it, then I’d sure love to hear—”

      “I have a theory,” Scout said, cutting me off mid-rant. He turned to Trey. “Wanna help me test it, bro?”

      Trey’s face split in a wide smile. “Hell yeah, bro.”

      “Marty,” Scout said. “Hold my beer.”

      Marty held his beer.

      And then Scout reached over, grabbed the front of Trey’s shirt, and pulled him into a kiss—and this was no experimental peck on the lips. This was a violin-music-swelling, end of the movie, credits are about to roll kind of kiss. Or, from a slightly different genre of movie, the absurdly muscular pizza delivery guy is here, and I’ve misplaced my wallet, so can I pay another way? kind of kiss.

      It was absolutely scorching, and it seemed like maybe it wasn’t the first time they’d done this. It took me a second to process what I was seeing, and I watched, transfixed. I waited for my gut to lurch, but it didn’t happen.

      Huh.

      Scout finally pulled back, panting slightly, and grinned. “Did that make you uncomfortable?”

      My heart thundered in my chest. “No, that was actually kind of hot.” I looked between them, at the way Scout still had one palm cupping Trey’s cheek, and my brain caught up. “Wait. Is this a thing?”

      Trey shrugged. “That’s not the point. The point is, you’re not some good ole boy with shitty attitudes, Archer. You’re jealous.”

      I blinked. “What?”

      “You’re jealous,” Trey said. “You’re not grossed out because Eli and Dalton might be kissing. You’re upset because it’s not Eli kissing you.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” I said. But was it? “Eli and I are bros, that’s all.”

      “Uh huh,” Marty said. “Bros who kiss, maybe?”

      My cheeks heated. “That was one time.”

      “And how was it?”

      I let out a sigh, remembering the way Eli’s mouth had molded to mine, which led to me thinking about his hand on my—“It was fucking incredible, if you must know.”

      Trey snorted. “Let me guess. From the look on your face right now, you did more than kiss?”

      “A gentleman doesn’t kiss and tell,” I said, attempting to retain a scrap of dignity, but under his knowing gaze, I sagged back into my seat. “Okay, maybe I sucked his dick.”

      “Oooh,” Trey and Scout said together.

      “And he jerked me off afterward,” I added. “But it didn’t mean anything. It was just a bro job!”

      Scout laughed loudly, startling me. “Oh, man,” he said to Trey. “Remember when we started this and pretended it wasn’t gay? Bros helping bros.” He made air quotes and laughed again, and Trey joined in.

      “Yeah, how many times did you say no homo? Turns out, we were so homo.” He leaned in and pressed a soft kiss to Scout’s cheek, intimate and familiar. Not hot this time, but warm and sweet.

      “Wait. How long have you two been together?”

      “Since last year,” Marty chimed in. “Remember how the rooms all got reassigned and these two moved in together? Then.”

      Trey raised his eyebrows. “You knew?”

      Marty shrugged. “Doesn’t everybody?”

      Trey blinked. “You never said anything to anyone.”

      Marty shrugged. “I didn’t know it was news. I assumed everyone knew and we didn’t talk about it, like how we all know Andrew and his girlfriend have another girlfriend.”

      My jaw dropped. So did Trey and Scout’s.

      Shit. Maybe we’d been underestimating Marty this whole time because for someone who I’d always assumed was unobservant, he was sure as hell up to speed when it came to relationships.

      Unlike me, who hadn’t even realized I was crushing on Eli.

      Marty voiced my thoughts. “Anyway. We’re not talking about Trey and Scout. We’re talking about how you went and set the guy you’re crushing on up with a date with the hottest and most eligible gay guy on campus. No wonder you’re jealous.” He whistled.

      He had a point. I’d screwed myself royally because I’d been too oblivious to see what was right in front of me.

      “Yeah,” I said with a sigh. “But I can’t do anything about it now, can I?”

      Trey leaned forward and shoved my shoulder. “The hell you say. You ever seen those movies where the guy goes racing to the chapel and stops the wedding?”

      “Yeah?”

      Trey shoved me again. “In this scenario, you’re the guy. So go get your man.”

      I sat up, and something sparked inside of me that might have been hope. But still. “What, you want me to interrupt their date and tell Eli I’ve made a terrible mistake and he’s meant to be with me and not the super-hot future doctor?”

      “Yep,” Scout said.

      I made a shooing gesture with my hands. “I can’t do that! What if Eli isn’t interested?”

      Trey let out a sigh. “Okay firstly, he gave you his number to start with. Secondly, he jerked you off. Thirdly, he makes heart eyes at you all the time. Fourthly, he—”

      “He’s into you,” Scout interrupted. “He’s so into you, Archer, it’s ridiculous. You think he gives a fuck about math? Hell, you could have offered to tutor him in ear wax tasting, and he would have turned up every damn day with a smile on his face.”

      Trey gave him a look, and Marty said, “Ew.”

      “Anyway, my point is, if you turn up at the restaurant, he’s not gonna be mad at you. He’ll think it’s romantic as hell.”

      I took a deep breath, something loosening in my chest, even as those roller-coaster nerves kicked in. Maybe Eli was still into me, or maybe I’d missed my chance—but there was only one way to find out. “Fuck it. I’m gonna go crash Eli’s date.”

      Scout chugged the rest of his beer and then dug into the pocket of his shorts for his car keys. He tossed them at Trey and winked. “You’re designated driver, babe. Let’s roll.”

      Trey’s eyes widened at babe, but then he got a wicked grin on his face. “Sure thing, sugar.”

      And Scout tipped his head back and roared with laughter.
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        * * *

      

      Cafe Meow, despite its dumbass name, was not a cat cafe. As far as fine dining options went in Hopewell, it was probably the best choice for a first date. It wasn’t cheap and nasty, but it also wasn’t so fancy that a guy from Carmichael dormitory would be intimidated by all the silverware options. It was nice without the pressure of being too nice. Of course Dalton had picked somewhere perfect, that asshole.

      I blinked out the windshield of Scout’s Jeep at the neon Cafe Meow sign.

      Wow. I really had to stop that knee-jerk hatred before it poisoned all my thoughts. Dalton was a good guy, and it wasn’t his fault he’d been happy to date Eli. It was mine for being an idiot and setting it up and not examining my own feelings more deeply. If I had, I might have seen what had apparently been obvious to Trey and Scout and even Marty: I had a crush on Eli.

      Scout turned in the front seat. “Go on.”

      “Why are you here again?” I asked.

      “Moral support,” he said solemnly.

      “Because he’s a drama queen,” Trey countered and shoved Scout’s shoulder. I wondered how I’d never seen the obvious affection between them before. But then again, apparently, I was oblivious.

      So fucking oblivious.

      Trey tapped the steering wheel with one fingertip. “So, are you going in, or are we staying in the parking lot all night?”

      I took a deep breath. “This isn’t stalkery, is it? Am I the asshole for ruining their date after setting them up?”

      “Not the asshole,” Scout said promptly. “But if it makes you feel better, we can all go in. Just bros, having dinner. If they seem all cozy, you step back. But if it looks like it’s a bust, you can shoot your shot.”

      “That’s a terrible idea. It will be obvious I’m spying.”

      “Probably,” Scout said. “But your other options are to grow a pair and go inside or wait for them to send you a save the date and politely refuse when Eli asks you to be his best man.”

      “I would never re—”

      “Get out of my fucking car, you martyr.”

      I got out of his fucking car.

      I’d changed out of my old jeans and tee before we left at Marty’s insistence—“You can’t make a grand gesture in an Alpha Tau tee with a hole in it, Archer!” And Jesus, when had I started taking advice from Marty?—so I fit in well enough, but I still lingered outside the door, trying to figure out if there was a way to say “I’m here to crash a date,” without getting thrown out.

      Shit was never this complicated in romcoms.

      In the end, it took Trey blasting the horn and tapping his watch at me to get me moving. I stepped inside and waited in line, practicing what I wanted to say. Except I still hadn’t figured it out when the people in front of me were suddenly seated, and the peppy young woman at the hostess station said, “Do you have a reservation, sir?”

      “Um,” I said, which was a terrible start. I had plenty of reservations, just not the type she was talking about. I cast a desperate gaze around the restaurant, but I couldn’t see all the tables. “I’m here to… to meet a friend.”

      “And what name would the reservation be under, sir?”

      “Dalton Beauregard,” I said.

      She checked her list. Then she checked it again. “I’m sorry. That reservation was for seven. Your friend has already left.”

      I checked my watch. “But it’s only eight now. Why would they have already left?”

      She gave a tiny shrug with one shoulder that indicated she didn’t actually give a fuck about what time it was or why Dalton and Eli were gone. Which was fair. I was holding up her line.

      “Did they…” How did I phrase this? “Did they seem to be getting along okay?”

      Maybe Dalton had shown his true colors as some kind of supervillain over dinner. Maybe I’d actually been right all along and he was, somehow, an asshole.

      Maybe he was a vegan or a shitty tipper.

      But the peppy girl dashed my hopes. Peppily. “Oh, no, they were having a great time! Such a super sweet couple! So adorable!”

      “Oh,” I said. “Um, thanks.”

      I peeled out of the line, my heart weighed down heavily by images of sweet, adorable Eli and Dalton, being so sweet and adorable at Cafe Meow that they’d decided to take their sweet adorableness back to Dalton’s room at Theta Phi, presumably to crank it all the way up to hot and filthy.

      It was made worse by the knowledge that if I’d just caught a clue earlier, it could have been me taking Eli home. But instead, here I was, having my hopes raised and dashed all in one night, and it fucking sucked.

      I jogged across the parking lot and got back in the car, slamming the door and buckling up my seatbelt with a violence it didn’t deserve. “They’re not there.”

      I folded my arms over my chest, swallowing around the lump in my throat, and both Trey and Scout were smart enough not to say anything, leaving me to stew in silent misery for the entire drive home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Nobody said anything on the ride home to campus, because there was nothing to say. My eyes burned, and I felt like someone had snapped my ribs, taken my heart out of my chest cavity, and stomped on it. Unfortunately, that someone was me. If wishes were horses, my grandmother used to say, but she never finished the saying with words, only a rueful smile. I don’t think I even heard the other half of it until I was at least eight or nine. If wishes were horses, I’d thought when I was a little kid, I’d sure have a lot of horses.

      If wishes were horses, maybe I’d be the one riding off into the sunset with Eli instead of Dalton.

      “You okay, man?” Trey asked, finally breaking the silence as we turned into Fraternity Row.

      “Yeah,” I lied.

      I didn’t look at Theta Phi House as we passed. I stared resolutely out the other window. Trey slowed down and turned into our driveway, and the arc of the headlights cut across the front of the house and illuminated a figure sitting on the front porch.

      “Is that Eli?” Scout asked.

      Trey slammed on the brakes a second before I tumbled out of the back door and onto the driveway.

      “Eli?” I rushed over, checking him out from head to toe. He was sitting on the steps, shoulders hunched. The blazer was draped across his knees like a security blanket. “Are you okay? What are you doing sitting here in the dark?”

      “Working up the courage to go inside,” he said with a wavering smile. “Given my send-off earlier, it’s not exactly the triumphant return y’all were expecting.”

      I bristled. “Did Dalton do something?” I wanted to make a threat about the future doctor needing a doctor of his own, but I didn’t for two reasons—one, my mama had raised me better than to resort to violence, and two, Dalton could put me on my ass as soon as look at me.

      It turned out it wasn’t necessary anyway. Eli gave another one of those wobbly smiles and said, “It isn’t anything Dalton did. Can we go inside? We need to talk.”

      Oh shit.

      Eli was going to tell me to keep out of his love life, wasn’t he? In fact, he was probably going to tell me to keep out of his life altogether, and I wouldn’t blame him. He’d said he didn’t want help finding a boyfriend, but I’d pushed the issue, and now he was back from another failed date, and he probably felt like he was one of my community service projects. Like a food bank, only for fucking.

      Fuckbank.

      He stood and waved a hand in front of my face, and I realized I hadn’t given him an answer.

      “Whatever you’re thinking is wrong,” he said. “It’s not that kind of ‘we need to talk.’ But I do have to tell you some things.”

      Relief flooded through me. “Sure. Come on in.”

      We entered the house and made our way to the living area, but Eli paused in the doorway. “Could we go somewhere more, um. Private?”

      I looked over his shoulder, and yeah. He had a point. It looked like every single one of the brothers was in there. There was a movie playing, but everyone’s attention was on us. They’d all seen me leaving the house, and I had no doubt Marty had filled them in on the details, so I couldn’t blame them for being curious. Hell, if anyone else had gone racing off to make a grand romantic gesture, I would have been there right along with them waiting, popcorn at the ready.

      But the last thing I wanted was for one of them to open their mouths and blurt out about my crush before I’d had a chance to, so I nodded toward the stairs. “My room?”

      “Yeah.” He gave me a smile, and there was something sweet and fragile about it that eased any lingering tightness in my chest. This was Eli. Even if he wasn’t interested, he wouldn’t be a dick about it, the same as I hadn’t been a dick when I’d turned him down.

      A quiet anticipation fluttered in my belly as we climbed the stairs with Eli leading the way. This was my chance. I was going to tell Eli that I wasn’t as straight as I’d always thought and that I liked him.

      I paused, one hand on the banister at the top of the staircase.

      Shit.

      I wasn’t as straight as I’d thought.

      Somehow, in the whole rush of discovering I had feelings for Eli, I’d glossed right over the part where I was apparently bisexual. I took a minute to let that sink in—which was about as long as I needed to decide it didn’t matter, not really.

      What did matter was letting Eli know how I felt and hoping like hell he felt the same way.

      He was waiting by the door of my room, and once I’d led the way inside, we stood there awkwardly, tension crackling between us.

      “So,” I said, after it was clear Eli wasn’t going to start talking, “what’s the deal with Dalton?”

      He ran a hand down the back of his neck, ducking his head. “Turns out Dalton was a bad idea.” He turned and dug in my minifridge, grabbing a soda for himself and passing me one as well before slumping in the desk chair.

      I sat on the edge of the bed. “What changed at dinner? Is he that guy who treats the servers like shit?”

      “What? No! Dalton was a perfect gentleman. I really like him. Who wouldn’t? He’s a great guy. But when we got to talking, it turns out he’s still getting over his ex. We spent dinner commiserating over cheating assholes and unattainable crushes.”

      “Dalton Beauregard has an unattainable crush?” That didn’t seem right.

      Eli swallowed. “No,” he said quietly, his gaze fixed on the carpet. “I do. But Dalton was really encouraging and said I should go for it. He said if I told the person I’m attracted to them, they might surprise me.”

      My gut clenched. I hadn’t realized there was anyone else on Eli’s radar. He’d never said.

      I drained my drink, and the soft metal of the can crumpled under my fingers as my hand clenched into a fist. “That’s great,” I lied through gritted teeth. “Who is it?”

      “Do I have to say it?” Eli lifted his head, and color stained his cheeks. “It’s you, Archer.”

      For a split second, all I could do was stare at him as it registered what he was saying. “Me?”

      Holy shit. Eli had a crush, and the crush was me. Not Dalton Beauregard, but me. Warmth bubbled up inside me, the tightness in my chest eased, and for the first time all night, it felt like I could take a breath.

      “You,” he said. “So, there’s no point wasting your time setting me up with anyone else. I mean, I gave it a shot, but I just… I just can’t, okay?” He showed me a wobbly smile. “You’ve ruined all other frat boys for me.”

      My brow creased. “Why would I set you up with anyone else?”

      He sighed, a sound that came from the depths of his Converse. “Because you’re straight. And you already turned me down once.”

      Oh.

      Eli didn’t know about tonight’s journey of self-discovery. Of course he didn’t, because I hadn’t told him yet—but I was about to. I grinned. “About that. So, what would you say if I told you there’s this cute as hell Taylor Swift fanboy who’s awakened some things in me?”

      Eli’s eyes widened. “You’re…”

      “Yeah. Turns out I have some of those good NSYNC vibes going on.”

      Eli gave me a confused look for about half a second before he got it. “You’re telling me you’re …”

      “Bi, bi, bi, yeah. And I don’t wanna be your bro anymore.” I lobbed my crushed can into the trash and walked over to him, stepping into the vee of his spread legs. I looked down, cupping his face in one palm and tilting his head back. Our gazes locked, and wide, dark eyes full of hope stared back up at me. “Eli Fuller, can I be your boyfriend?”

      Eli was still for a second, and the next thing I knew his hands were tangled in my hair, and he was tugging me in for a kiss. It was desperate and messy and perfect, and I never wanted it to end.

      It was Eli who pulled back, eyes bright with mischief, and panted out, “That’s a yes, by the way.”

      I grinned and straddled his lap, draping my arms around his shoulders. “I figured.”

      “I thought I’d better make sure, since you don’t seem to be very good at catching a clue.” He snorted. “I hope you’re not going into criminal law because you’ll never win a case. Ace Attorney you are not.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m an idiot, I know.”

      “Hey, no. I was just teasing. You’re not an idiot, Archer. You’re one of the smartest guys I’ve ever met.”

      “You’re just saying that because I’m your boyfriend and you have to be nice to me.”

      He beamed at me. “Say that again.”

      “You have to be nice to me?” I teased, like I didn’t know what he meant.

      “No, the other thing.”

      I pressed a kiss to his temple and said, low and sultry, “Boyfriend.”

      “Yeah. I like the sound of that.”

      So did I.

      Eli shifted under me in the chair and said, “I really wanna kiss you a whole lot more, but can we get comfortable first? Because your ass is killing my thighs.” He squirmed again.

      “Oh, shit. Sorry.” I scrambled to my feet. I glanced at the bed. “How comfortable do you wanna get, exactly?”

      Nerves fluttered in my belly, but they were the good kind.

      Eli grinned as he stood and put his hands on my waist, steering me backward toward the bed. “This okay?”

      “Hell, yes.”

      He grinned, and he shoved me, and we both fell onto the mattress, and he sprawled on me. He kissed me again, slow and lazy this time. The weight of a guy on top of me was different to what I was used to, and Eli was all smooth planes instead of soft curves, sure, but that didn’t make it any less hot.

      Eli’s tongue dipped inside my mouth, teasing, and a low groan escaped me before I opened wider to let him inside. I closed my eyes and concentrated on enjoying the heat of his mouth, the smell of his cologne, and the way his fingers were curled in my hair. My dick was taking a definite interest now, and on impulse, I tugged at his bottom lip with my teeth, remembering how he’d reacted when I did it the last time we’d kissed. He gave a breathy moan and shifted on top of me, and I could feel his cock pressing against my thigh.

      He broke the kiss and propped himself up over me on one elbow. His face was flushed, his pupils were blown wide, and he looked like a wet dream come to life. “Archer,” he asked, voice rough, “how far are we taking this?”

      “What did you have in mind?” I asked, pretty sure that right now Eli could have any damn thing he wanted.

      He kissed me again, rocking against me until my cock was hard and aching. Then he put his mouth against my ear and whispered, “I wanna blow you.”

      Fuck, yes.

      I nodded rapidly, and Eli popped the button on my pants, dragging the zipper down, and hauling them halfway down my thighs, along with my boxers. I barely had time to register the cool air on my bare skin before Eli dropped onto his stomach between my legs, grinned up at me with a gleam in his eye, and put his mouth on my dick.

      Holy shit.

      Warmth and wetness encompassed the head of my cock, and I was still getting over how good that felt when he took me deeper. My head fell back, and I panted, every nerve in my body thrumming, and when he started sliding his mouth up and down my shaft and applying suction, a shudder ran through me. My back arched, and I thrust up, whining, and I probably sounded so fucking needy, but I didn’t care, too focused on chasing more of his touch.

      I’d had blow jobs before, and they’d felt good, but never this good.

      Was gay sex always like this, or was Eli just that good?

      I forgot the question when Eli cupped my balls, rolling them in one hand and increasing the suction on my cock, his tongue swirling over the shaft and setting every nerve alight. I grasped a handful of the sheets with one hand and tangled the other in his hair, holding him in place. I started to thrust up into his mouth, unable to help myself. I wasn’t going to last, and it didn’t even matter. My body was drawn tight, like a bowstring teetering on the edge of release. When Eli drew a deep breath and swallowed around me, the velvet softness of his throat constricting around my cock was all it took for me to fall headfirst into a spine-tingling, toe-curling orgasm that seemed to go on and on.

      I collapsed in a boneless heap, my entire body still thrumming with pleasure, and I could feel Eli’s mouth curving into a smile as he worked me through it. I dragged my fingers through his messy hair in an uncoordinated petting motion. He pulled off my softening dick, huffed out a laugh, and crawled up the bed so he was next to me. He grinned widely and said, “Good, huh?”

      His lips were spit-slicked and shiny, hair even messier than normal, and he looked delighted with himself. I couldn’t blame him. I was pretty damn delighted as well.

      “You’re amazing,” I said quietly and reached out to pull him closer so he was pressed along my side, his erection a hard line against my thigh. I fumbled with the button and zipper on his suit pants, and his dick sprung free from its confines. There was precum leaking from the head, and it throbbed, hot and hard to the touch when I wrapped a hand around it and stroked. Eli’s breath caught, and he covered my hand with his own, setting a fast, choppy rhythm. “Won’t take much,” he panted.

      He wasn’t kidding. After a few short, desperate strokes, his grip tightened, and his movements sped up. His eyes were closed and his mouth hung open, his breath coming in short pants. He was gorgeous. I dragged my thumb over the head of his cock experimentally, sliding through the precum there, and that was all it took. He tensed up, folded in half like a pocketknife, and shot his load over my hand with a low groan.

      I kept a loose grip on his dick and stroked him through it, only releasing him when he shoved against my chest. He let out a breathless laugh. “Holy shit, Archer.”

      I grinned. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.” He gave me a lopsided, fucked-out smile before he rolled onto his back, arms stretched over his head as he gave a contented sigh. “My boyfriend is hot as fuck.”

      My boyfriend.

      Hearing him say it, a deep sense of satisfaction unfurled in my chest at the words and took up residence, nestling there and soothing an empty ache that I hadn’t even known had existed before now.

      The sensation of rapidly cooling cum in my hand pulled me out of my self-congratulatory haze. I dragged myself out of bed and grabbed the box of tissues off the desk. I cleaned myself up before wiping Eli down and flopping back onto the bed beside him. He scooted up, resting his head on my chest.

      I smiled to myself and ran my fingers through his hair, my eyes closing as I coasted on my post-orgasm high. The sex had been fantastic. Earth-shattering, even. But this? Having Eli next to me, holding him close, and knowing we’d get to do this all the time?

      Even better.

      We’d been lying there long enough that I was half-asleep when Eli drummed his fingertips against my chest and asked, “So when did you know?”

      I pulled him closer. “Know what?”

      “That you weren’t straight. Because it seemed like something you were pretty sure about.”

      “Oh. That.”

      He moved out of my grip and propped himself up on an elbow next to me, grinning. “Yeah, that.” I got the feeling he was mocking me, and I didn’t give a shit.

      I rolled over to face him. “So, you being out with Dalton just rubbed me all kinds of wrong, and I couldn’t figure out why. I mean, Dalton’s the perfect guy, and you were happy, so why the fuck was I so antsy about it, you know?”

      Eli nodded. “And you used your smarts and figured out it was me you were pining for?”

      I huffed out a laugh. “Nah. My dumb ass figured I was having a burst of homophobia because the thought of you kissing Dalton made me feel sick.”

      Eli raised an eyebrow. “Pretty sure any homophobia would have kicked in before you sucked my dick.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I said it was dumb. Turns out it was you kissing someone who wasn’t me that had me feeling some kind of way. Trey and Scout helped me figure it out.” I reached out and ran a hand over his hip. “I’m such a dumbass. Are you sure you wanna date me?”

      “Well, since the whole time I was out with Dalton I was busy wishing he was you, yeah. I’m sure.” His smile faded. “But you’re not dumb, Archer. You’re my Sherlock, remember?”

      He leaned forward and kissed my cheek, and warmth bubbled through me.

      Our fingers tangled together, and I couldn’t believe that it felt so right, being here in this moment with Eli. Boyfriends. “But it is dumb, isn’t it, how it never even occurred to me? When you were right in front of my face the whole time?”

      “The fish doesn’t know it’s in water,” Eli said. “You liked dating girls, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “So why would guys even be on your radar?” Eli asked. “You can’t miss what you don’t know.” His mouth twitched. “There you were, a fish surrounded by water, when some random, cute guy gave you his number at a wedding, and suddenly your world tilted, and all the water ran off the sides.”

      “I don’t know what’s most troubling,” I said. “The fact that you called yourself cute or that you might be a Flat Earther.”

      “It’s an analogy!” His grin grew. “And, I beg your pardon, but I’m fucking adorable.”

      I should have taken the bait and kissed him, because he was right, but I was still weirded out that I’d missed something so big about myself. It felt as though there were certain fundamental pieces of self-awareness that should have been set by the time I’d reached my twenties. Like being left-handed or right-handed. Realizing I was bi was like suddenly discovering I was ambidextrous. Mostly cool, and it certainly explained a few things, but how had it taken me this long to figure it out?

      Eli ran his thumb along my bottom lip, leaving a tingling path in his wake. “For the record, can you guess what the smartest thing about Sherlock Holmes was?”

      I shook my head.

      “It wasn’t just that he was a genius,” Eli said. “It was that he kept himself open to all the possibilities. If he got new evidence, he changed his hypotheses.”

      “Is that true? Wasn’t he like a drug-addicted misogynist?”

      “It was the Victorian era. Everyone was a drug-addicted misogynist.” He tapped the end of my nose with his index finger. “Stop. Missing. The point.”

      “What was the point again?”

      He kissed me, a brief ghost of a kiss that was barely soft enough to feel but still lit me up inside. “The point, Sherlock, is that it’s not dumb to not know about something that’s never been on your radar before, and that the smartest you’ll ever be is by being open to new possibilities.”

      “So…” I pulled him closer, and he let it happen. “What you’re saying is that I can want who I want? Boys and boys, and girls and girls?”

      “Oh, a classic! I’m not the only Swiftie in this relationship, am I? That’s not even a new release, Archer. That’s an oldie.”

      I laughed and ruffled his hair. “Speaking of relationships and things I found out today, Trey and Scout’s way of proving I wasn’t homophobic was making out in front of me. It was a hell of a way to find out that they’re together.”

      Eli tilted his head. “Wait, you didn’t know that?”

      That stopped me in my tracks. “You did? How?’

      He rolled his eyes. “Because I’m not blind? Nobody straight touches their friend’s ass as often as Scout touches Trey’s. Not even in football.”

      I thought about it. Now that he mentioned it, Scout did always seem to have a hand on Trey’s shoulder, or his arm, or yeah, his ass. “But that’s just… it’s a thing they do. As bros.”

      Eli grinned and made air quotes at me. “Bros. Right.”

      I contemplated that some more. “Still think I’m not dumb?”

      “You’re more Watson than Holmes about some things, that’s all. Fish, water. And stop calling my boyfriend dumb, or I’ll have to kick your ass.”

      That startled a laugh out of me. “I mean, you can try.”

      He reached over and ran a hand over my bicep, squeezing gently. “Good point. You’re kinda ripped. Maybe I’ll just kiss you until you stop saying it instead.”

      He leaned in and gave me a teasing kiss. I couldn’t stop the smile from spreading over my face, and I hoped he’d shut me up for a long time to come.

      Then, just when I was planning on kissing him forever, there was a knock at the door, and Marty called out, “Hey, what’s going on in there? The suspense is killing us, you guys!”
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      When I’d bagged myself a hot frat boy boyfriend, I hadn’t really given much thought to the logistics. The logistics in this case being that I’d offered to make potato salad for the weekend’s post-flag-football cookout. Do you have any idea how much potato salad you need to make for forty people? Fucking ridiculous. And I was no Martha Stewart on the best of days. But last week I’d maybe gotten caught in a conversation about what some of those sorority girlfriends were bringing into Alpha Tau House for the postgame feast, and in a moment of reckless bravado, I’d piped up with that whole potato salad thing. And the worst part—apart from being up to my ass in potatoes—was that since last week, the weather had been flirting with the idea of winter, and the temperature had dropped enough that I doubted any of the guys would take their shirts off to play today.

      Which was the main reason I was here being a supportive potato-salad-providing boyfriend at all, let’s be honest. But I didn’t feel too bad about my ulterior motives, because it was why most of the girlfriends were here too.

      It wasn’t a crime to look.

      At least the knowledge that I’d get to see Archer shirtless later on was some consolation for all these fucking potatoes. I tried to figure out if two bowls were enough and decided that it would have to be. I wiped my forehead with the back of one hand and set to work opening the bottles of dressing—store-bought, because who even owned a whisk? I sure as hell didn’t.

      Luckily, Archer wasn’t dating me for my cooking skills.

      No, Archer was dating me because he thought I was funny and smart and cute. Since those were pretty much the exact same reasons I was dating him, it was working out pretty well.

      I’d been nervous for Archer that some of the other frat guys might have a problem with him coming out, but if they did, they kept it to themselves, and I got the feeling he wouldn’t have cared anyway.

      When we’d left our room that first night, Archer had stood on the first-floor landing and kissed me in full view of everyone before announcing that I was his boyfriend. The news had been met by a chorus of whistles and applause from the Alpha Taus and Marty shouting, “Get it, Arch!”

      It could have been embarrassing, but I’d been too buzzed to care. Because I was dating Archer Calloway, and as far as I was concerned, it didn’t get any better than that.

      Except it had.

      Archer had fully embraced the gay—the gay being me. I’d thought he might have a few moments where he was hesitant about being openly with a guy, but he held my hand on campus and took me on a date at Cafe Meow and even showed up at my awful dorm room in Carmichael House one evening with takeout and a bottle of wine after I’d texted him about a particularly brutal history class with Professor Stern.

      He didn’t even care about me modeling for life drawing. Some guys might have, but Archer just got an adorable furrow between his eyebrows when I checked what he thought, and said, “But that’s your job, Eli. I’m not gonna ask you to quit your job.”

      And it turned out that the thought of other people drawing me made him proud and possessive and horny all at once, and when I’d been working, he always wanted to make out, which ninety percent of the time led to hand jobs and blow jobs, which was pretty awesome. I was getting paid to model and getting laid by my hot boyfriend.

      I was living the dream.

      “Hey, Eli,” said Connor. “Potatoes are boiled. What do we do now?”

      The Alpha Taus had embraced the gay as well. Which was why a couple of this year’s pledges were helping me out in the kitchen. That, and Marshall had told them to.

      I peered at the recipe on my phone. I might have told Archer that I was using my grandmother’s famous potato salad recipe, and that might have been a lie. My grandmother, the smart lady, bought potato salad from Walmart. I should have done the same.

      “Um,” I said. “Can you chop the celery for me?”

      “Sure thing.”

      I liked hanging out at Alpha Tau. It was a hell of a lot nicer than Carmichael House. My dorm building was still so awful, even though it was now purportedly rat-free, that most people who lived there found excuses to spend as much time as they could somewhere else. I’d gotten lucky with Alpha Tau House, not just because it was a literal mansion, but because everyone here was friendly and warm and welcoming. Even if Archer was out somewhere, I knew I could drop by and visit the guys. It was like having a large, extended family on campus. Half the guys thought I was Scout’s cousin anyway.

      By the time the football game started on the front lawn, the potato salad was made, split into two large bowls, and waiting in the refrigerator. My duty as an attentive frat partner was done, so I could go outside and enjoy the view.

      The day was cool, so I snagged a seat on a cooler in the sunlight.

      Down the street, Kappa Beta Rho was a hive of activity. They were planning a big party for tonight, and guys were coming and going with supplies. The supplies were mostly alcohol.

      “We’re calling campus security the second they get too loud tonight,” Trey said.

      “Uh huh.” Scout unfolded a canvas lawn chair and sat down beside me. “You’re not House Manager of the whole street, you know.”

      “Put some sunscreen on,” Trey said.

      Scout flipped him the bird.

      “Up,” Trey said.

      Scout sighed and stood.

      Trey held out his hand, and Scout slapped a tube of sunscreen into it. Then he stood there while Trey smoothed sunscreen onto his face. He looked like a sulky toddler, but I wasn’t fooled for a second. There was no way Scout would have let it happen unless he wanted it to. It was weirdly cute.

      Trey ran a finger over a stray smear of sunscreen, wiping it away, and Scout gave a rare smile and leaned in and kissed him on the cheek. They hadn’t made a big announcement or anything, but everyone knew they were together. The first time Trey had turned up at breakfast wearing one of Scout’s shirts, he’d looked around the table and raised an eyebrow, as if daring someone to say something about it. Nobody had.

      Trey turned to head over to the guys, and Scout slapped him on the ass.

      “You’re not playing?” I asked.

      Scout took his seat again. “This is a Lacoste shirt.”

      “You could… change?”

      Scout put on a pair of sunglasses. “But I look hot in this.”

      He wasn’t wrong.

      A gaggle of girls from Zeta Tau arrived with cooler jugs of lemonade and iced tea. Someone turned on their Bluetooth speaker, and I grinned as Taylor Swift’s “Anti-Hero” started to play. Not exactly a love song but definitely mine and Archer’s.

      From over by the porch, where Archer was wrangling the team, he caught my eye and gave me a smile, and I knew he was thinking the same thing.

      Marty sat down next to me. “Hey.” He nodded at the players. “Dalton here yet?”

      “I don’t think so.” I craned my head toward Theta Phi House. “Here they come now.”

      Even at a distance, Dalton was easily recognizable as he led the group of Thetas. He moved like a tiger prowling through the jungle, all sleek and purposeful and sexy as hell. The guy was objectively hot on every level, and I’d once thought he was ideal—except when it came to the crunch, no matter how perfect he was, he wasn’t Archer.

      Yeah, I had it bad. And I was good with that.

      “Cool,” Marty said. “Cool, cool.”

      Then he got up again and bolted into the house.

      Scout and I exchanged a look.

      “What the hell was that about?” I asked.

      “When it comes to Marty, it’s sometimes best not to know.”

      My gaze drifted back to Archer, and I smiled when he saw me looking and struck a pose. Scout gave him a thumbs down, but I applauded. Archer was hot. He’d been hot at the wedding, in his suit, when I’d worked up all my courage to go and give him my number, and he was hot now in a T-shirt and shorts.

      When the hot-but-straight frat boy I barely knew had decided he was going to get me a boyfriend, I’d thought he was crazy, but I’d thought, well, what the hell did I have to lose? Apart from my self-respect, which it turned out wasn’t worth as much as I’d thought when I weighed it up against the chance of a boyfriend. Yup, pathetic and desperate. But the more time I’d spent with Archer, the harder it had been to ignore the fact that my ideal frat guy wasn’t whoever Archer was setting me up with—it was Archer himself. Not like I was the first gay guy to get a stupid crush on a straight friend, right? Except then he’d kissed me, and I’d wanted that kiss almost as hard as I’d regretted it after. Because it couldn’t lead anywhere except heartbreak. I’d known that, but it wasn’t like I could fall any harder for him if we did get physical, right?

      So, so fucking wrong.

      Every time he called me bro, a part of me wanted to cry.

      And then, at dinner, Dalton had said, “You’re in love with Archer, aren’t you?”

      Because, yeah, I was that obvious. As obvious as Archer was oblivious.

      I waved to Dalton as he arrived, and he grinned and waved back. Dalton might have been someone’s perfect guy—hell, he might have been everyone else’s perfect guy—but he wasn’t mine.

      Archer Calloway was perfect for me.

      With the arrival of the Theta Phis, the game began, and I sat back and basked in a job well done in regards to the potato salad and was rewarded for it by watching my boyfriend get hot and sweaty.

      It was awesome.
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        * * *

      

      The downside to an afternoon of flag football was spending the evening icing my boyfriend’s twisted ankle. It wasn’t a bad sprain—according to future doctor Dalton—but Archer also wasn’t going to just walk it off. “I can’t believe you tackled that guy,” I said. “What the hell were you thinking? It’s flag football, Archer. You’re not supposed to get hurt.”

      “Dalton was pretty cool about it,” Archer said, “given I took his teammate out.”

      “I’m pretty sure he was mostly as confused as everyone else,” I said, pressing the ice pack gently against his ankle. “Since nobody was supposed to get tackled.”

      Archer winced at the touch. “Will you think it’s romantic or lame as hell if I say I was trying to impress you?” he asked, mouth twisting into a rueful smile.

      I straightened up. “I think…”

      Archer raised his eyebrows, waiting for my reply.

      I sat down on the bed next to him. “I think that you’re still ticking stuff off my list, aren’t you? A frat boy. Athletic but not too muscly. And romantic. I said I wanted romantic.”

      His smile broadened. “You did say romantic.”

      “But next time, flowers,” I suggested. “Not full-contact sports.”

      “Noted.”

      “And for the record, you are lame as hell but only because of this.” I tapped his ankle gently. “Otherwise, ten out of ten. Top-notch Bromeo moves right there.”

      “What the hell is a Bromeo?”

      “You are, obviously. What else would you call a bro who turns into your own personal Romeo?”

      Archer threw back his head and laughed, and I settled the ice pack more firmly around his ankle.

      “Now, I’m gonna go downstairs and find us something to eat. Do you want anything in particular? I think Andrew’s still manning the grill.”

      “Whatever you grab is great.”

      “Okay. Back soon.”

      Saturday night on Fraternity Row meant one thing: there was a party at Kappa Beta Rho, and sooner or later, it was going to get out of control. Seriously, how they hadn’t been shut down was a mystery. Everyone knew how bad they were—even if they weren’t neighbors. Marshall and Casey were sitting on the front porch, keeping an eye out for any partygoers who’d seen one too many college movies and thought it was cool to go and stir up the other houses. The VP from Gamma Kappa was there too, probably comparing notes for a letter of complaint to the dean, and a few of the guys from Theta Phi were crossing the lawn as I darted outside to go around the side of the house where the grill was set up.

      “Marty,” Andrew said as I rounded the corner. “Burger’s up, Marty.”

      Marty was standing in the darkness with Dalton, and they looked like they were in deep conversation. Whatever it was about, Marty was writing something down in a notebook. I had no idea that Marty was capable of deep conversations, honestly. I loved the guy, but he usually couldn’t sit still long enough to say anything apart from a quick hi.

      “Marty!” Andrew yelled, and Dalton pointed Marty toward him.

      I joined the line behind Trey and Scout. Trey had his hand in the back pocket of Scout’s shorts, and he was wearing Scout’s sunglasses. It was dark, so I had no idea why, but from the looks Scout was giving him, Trey was teasing him, and Scout was pretending to hate it.

      When I got to Andrew, I held out my plate, and he slid two burgers onto it. “How’s the invalid?”

      “He’ll live. I think it’s mainly his ego that’s bruised.”

      His eyes widened. “Eli, don’t you know that’s the worst kind of injury for an Alpha Tau?”

      I snorted as he added a couple of hot dogs to the plate, then I headed back inside, loading up with buns and salad in the kitchen.

      “Hey,” I said when I got upstairs to Archer’s room. “You’re not supposed to be standing up.”

      He gave an awkward shuffle over by his desk as he fumbled with his phone. “But if I wasn’t standing up, how could I do this?”

      The very familiar opening notes of Taylor Swift’s “Lover” played while I stood there, holding a plate full of food.

      “Get over here, Eli,” Archer said.

      I got over there, setting the food down on his desk. “What are we doing?”

      “Slow dancing,” Archer said. “Well, slow swaying, because I think the dancing part is beyond me at the moment.”

      “You’re supposed to be elevating your ankle.”

      “It’s fine,” he said, putting his hands on my hips. “If I fall, you’ll catch me.”

      “A nice thought, but please don’t fall.” I draped my arms around his neck and rested my head against his chest. “As you keep reminding me, I’m the scrawny one.”

      “Not so scrawny that you didn’t rail the hell out of me last night.”

      “So romantic,” I said. “Such a lovely moment we’re having.”

      He laughed, and we swayed together, and Taylor sang about making our own rules and being this close forever.

      And despite the noise from the party at Kappa Beta Rho and despite Archer’s ankle, and despite our food growing slowly cold on the desk beside us, you know what? It was kind of amazing.

      “You’re a pretty good dancer, Sherlock,” I said.

      “You’re not so bad yourself, Swiftie.”

      We kissed.

      Archer had vowed to find me the ideal boyfriend, and he had. It was just that neither of us had known it would be him. But this moment was pretty much perfect, and so was he. Now and tomorrow and as far into the future as I could see.

      

      THE END
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      Thank you so much for reading. We hope that you enjoyed it. We would very much appreciate it if you could take a few moments to leave a review on Amazon or Goodreads, or on your social media platform of choice.

      

      Want to read about Scout and Trey getting together?

      

      To grab your free copy of their story, Bro Jobs, join our Facebook group, The Book Nook, or sign up for either (or both!) of our newsletters.

      

      You can sign up for Lisa’s newsletter here.

      

      You can sign up for Sarah’s newsletter here.

      

      The next book in the Alpha Tau series is The Amazing Alpha Tau Self-Improvement Project, featuring a determined Marty and a very confused Dalton. You can preorder it now at Amazon.
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      Lisa likes to tell stories, mostly with hot guys and happily ever afters.

      Lisa lives in tropical North Queensland, Australia. She doesn’t know why, because she hates the heat, but she suspects she’s too lazy to move. She spends half her time slaving away as a government minion, and the other half plotting her escape.

      She attended university at sixteen, not because she was a child prodigy or anything, but because of a mix-up between international school systems early in life. She studied History and English, neither of them very thoroughly.

      Lisa has been published since 2012, and was a LAMBDA finalist for her quirky, awkward coming-of-age romance Adulting 101, and a Rainbow Awards finalist for 2019’s Anhaga. Socially Orcward, co-written with Sarah Honey, was runner up in the Best Asexual Book category in 2021’s Rainbow Awards.

      You can join Lisa’s Facebook reader group at The Book Nook, and find her website at lisahenryonline.com.
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      Red Heir (Adventures in Aguillon, Book 1)

      Elf Defence (Adventures in Aguillon, Book 2)

      Socially Orcward (Adventures in Aguillon, Book 3)

      Cool Story, Bro

      Awfully Ambrose (Bad Boyfriends, Inc. Book 1)

      Horribly Harry (Bad Boyfriends, Inc, Book 2)

      Terribly Tristan (Bad Boyfriends, Inc, Book 2)
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      Sarah started life in New Zealand. She came to Australia for a working holiday, loved it, and never left. She lives in Western Australia with her partner, two cats, two dogs and a life-size replica TARDIS.

      

      She spends half her time at a day job and the rest of her time reading and writing about clueless men falling in love.

      

      Her proudest achievements include having adult kids who will still be seen with her in public, the ability to make a decent sourdough loaf, and knowing all the words to Bohemian Rhapsody.

      

      Red Heir was her first published novel. Socially Orcward, co-written with Lisa Henry, was runner up in the Best Asexual Book category in 2021’s Rainbow Awards.
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