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How to Be a Normal Person

By TJ Klune

 

Gustavo Tiberius is not normal. He knows this. Everyone in his small town of Abby, Oregon, knows this. He reads encyclopedias every night before bed. He has a pet ferret called Harry S. Truman. He owns a video rental store that no one goes to. His closest friends are a lady named Lottie with drag queen hair and a trio of elderly Vespa riders known as the We Three Queens.

Gus is not normal. And he’s fine with that. All he wants is to be left alone.

Until Casey, an asexual stoner hipster and the newest employee at Lottie’s Lattes, enters his life. For some reason, Casey thinks Gus is the greatest thing ever. And maybe Gus is starting to think the same thing about Casey, even if Casey is obsessive about Instagramming his food.

But Gus isn’t normal and Casey deserves someone who can be. Suddenly wanting to be that someone, Gus steps out of his comfort zone and plans to become the most normal person ever.

After all, what could possibly go wrong?




Never, ever let anyone tell you that who you are is wrong.

It’s okay to be gay. Or straight. Or bisexual.

It’s also okay to be asexual, demisexual, pansexual, or aromantic.

You do you, and if anyone gives you grief for that, remember one thing:

You are exactly the way you’re supposed to be.




Chapter 1

 

 

IT WAS seven in the morning when the alarm clock belonging to Gustavo Tiberius rang and he opened his eyes. He looked up at the ceiling and thought, Today is going to be an okay day.

He rolled out of bed and onto the floor and began the set of one hundred push-ups. Pastor Tommy had told him that a body was a temple and should be treated as such. Granted, Pastor Tommy wasn’t really a pastor and he’d been stoned out of his mind when he’d said it, but the point remained the same. “God gave you that body, boy,” Pastor Tommy said. “Make sure you take care of it. Now, it seems as if I have the munchies. Please bring me the coffee cake and the liter of orange Slice from the pantry. I’m completely ripped and feel the need to disparage Hemingway as a pretentious hack.”

Gustavo’s arms burned in a good way by the time he’d finished. He stood and looked down at the small chest of drawers next to his bed. On top of the drawers was a calendar advertised as having 365 DAYS OF INSPIRATIONAL QUOTES! EVERY DAY IS A NEW MESSAGE OF HOPE! It’d been given to him by the We Three Queens, the trio of elderly lesbians who were either sisters or in a polyamorous relationship. He hadn’t worked up the courage yet to ask. He didn’t know the proper way to broach the subject of either being related or in a threesome. But that wasn’t anything new; he didn’t know how to broach many subjects at all.

Gustavo (or Gus, as he preferred to be called because what the hell had Pastor Tommy been smoking the day he’d named his only child?) tore off the previous day’s meandering and read the 135th inspirational message of the year.

There is no elevator to success. You have to take the stairs.

“That is probably the dumbest thing I’ve ever read,” Gus muttered.

Gus hated inspirational messages, but the We Three Queens felt he tended to be a bit dour and needed daily affirmations. Gus had learned early on that when lesbians gave you presents, you accepted them with a smile on your face. If you didn’t, there was the potential that the lesbians (who were either sisters or lovers and he really needed to find a way to ask) would come to your house with tuna or beef casseroles every day for a week and make you eat it in front of them all the while telling you that you deserved nice things and honestly, Gus, stop making that face, it’ll freeze that way and where will you be then?

So Gus had promised to try, but the We Three Queens were not in his room this morning and therefore he didn’t need to hide that he was not inspired, and in fact, he was pretty much the opposite of inspired because of the inspirational message.

But that was okay. He only had two hundred and thirty more to go. The joy he felt at such a thought knew no bounds.

And they’d better not give him another one next year.

He would simply lock his door to avoid further casseroles.

Before he could ruminate on the further shortcomings of being inspired so early in the morning, Harry S. Truman chittered behind him from somewhere out in the hall.

Not the Harry S. Truman, mind you. No, that Harry S. Truman had died of multiple organ failure in December of 1972, so it would be quite startling to have him in Gustavo’s house, demanding to be fed. Gus wouldn’t know what to do if he’d been haunted by the ghost of a former president. Just his luck, President Truman would probably have a million more inspirational quotes and Gus would have to find an exorcist or something to get the president to rest in peace and leave Gus alone. He’d feel bad about that, at least for a little bit. And he didn’t know how to go about finding presidential exorcists. It seemed like a lot of work.

No, this Harry S. Truman was a three-year-old albino ferret that Pastor Tommy had adopted before he’d died. On his deathbed, body riddled with cancer, Pastor Tommy had made Gus promise that he’d care for Harry S. Truman for the rest of his days.

“He’s my spirit animal,” Pastor Tommy had said. “Like, guides me and shit. Shows me the great secrets of the universe. He can be yours, you know? If you want.”

“Sure,” Gus had said, eyes burning ever so lightly. “Yeah. Okay.”

“You’re a good son,” Pastor Tommy said with a smile. “Now, bring me my bong and let’s watch House Hunters International and make fun of the people when they pick the worst fucking house because they always do, oh my god.”

Harry S. Truman was waiting for Gus in the hall, red eyes watching, whiskers twitching. When he saw he had Gus’s attention, Harry S. Truman chittered again and ran toward him, little legs sinking into the carpet. As soon as he reached Gus, he lay flat on his stomach, blocking Gus from taking any further steps. He knew it was the easiest way to get Gus’s attention.

“You’re a jerk,” Gus told him, but he reached down and picked up Harry S. Truman, who proceeded to climb on his shoulder and lick his hair.

Gus walked to the kitchen as Harry S. Truman bathed him and snuffled his ear wetly. Gus tried not to grimace, but it was a close thing. He was used to ferret baths by now, but it didn’t mean he appreciated whiskers in his ears. But, like the president, the ferret Harry S. Truman didn’t give a shit about what whiskers went where, so Gus dealt with it.

Harry S. Truman jumped off his shoulder and onto the counter when Gus bent down to the cabinet near the sink, chatting away with his little clicks and squeaks. Gus rattled his pellets in their rubber container, and Harry S. Truman spun in a circle.

Gus filled his bowl, made sure he had fresh water, then sat on the floor next to Harry S. Truman while he dug through the pellets, eating an apple and thinking.

“I’m not going to take the elevator,” Gus said, finally deciding. “Or even the stairs. I’m fine just the way I am.”

Harry S. Truman ignored him completely, but that was okay.

 

 

GUSTAVO TIBERIUS (no middle name because Pastor Tommy didn’t think they were necessary. Come on, Gus, why do you need three names when your two are already brilliant? Gus didn’t know if he quite agreed with Pastor Tommy on that last) was twenty-nine years old on this 135th day. He was alive, had no zits on his face this morning, and had good gums. His skin was pale, and his dark hair needed a cut, curling down around his forehead and neck. He’d tried to shave his head once, but found out only after he’d done so that his head was disproportionately big compared to the rest of his body and he looked odd. Pastor Tommy had said he absolutely did not look like a penis, for which Gus was grateful, but then Pastor Tommy had apologized for lying and said he absolutely did look like a penis. Gus never shaved his head again.

He had blue eyes that Pastor Tommy had described as Eurotrash pleasant (what the hell?) and had spent a year when he was six convinced they were too close together and taped the edges back every morning in an attempt to stretch them out. It hadn’t worked, but by the time he’d turned seven, he’d discovered poker and forgot all about being beady-eyed because he was too busy owning Pastor Tommy and winning hundreds of dollars in Monopoly money.

He had a nose and ears too, but he didn’t have problems with those, so….

Gus looked at himself in the mirror and flexed his arms. It lasted only momentarily because Gustavo Tiberius was not a douchebag. At least not a complete douchebag. His arms had bumps on them that could be construed as muscles, so he thought flexing maybe every once in a while was okay. Not all the time, though. He had some dignity, after all.

The We Three Queens said he was too skinny, but he thought it was the duty of elderly ladies everywhere to say that about young people, so he didn’t think much about it.

He showered and shaved and brushed his teeth. He grinned at his reflection, but it was awkward so he stopped. Smiling was always awkward for him. He knew very well that he had resting bitch face, but there was nothing he could do about that. So he didn’t. People said he should smile more. He generally avoided those people.

He dressed in his work uniform, put on his name tag (though, really, Abby, Oregon, only had six hundred and fifty-seven people in it and everyone knew who he was, much to his dismay), and mentally prepared himself to walk out the door and interact with the human race.

Today was going to be an okay day.

He secured Harry S. Truman in the pet carrier, the ferret grumbling at him, opened the front door to the house, and began to face his day.

 

 

TO START, he only had to walk across the street to Lottie’s Lattes, a coffee shop with the most ridiculous name. He’d told Lottie as such, and she’d grinned at him and made him drink a fruit smoothie instead of his usual black coffee. It was sweet and creamy and everything about it had been terrible, so he kept his opinions on alliteration to himself (it was an awful thing and anyone who thought otherwise should be punished accordingly).

It was cool outside, but the sky was blue and the sun was bright. Birds were chirping and people said hello as they walked down the street. Gus did his best not to scowl, because apparently it was unbecoming of him (Gus, oh my god stop with that face, as said by Pastor Tommy, may he rest in peace). He even managed to grunt a hello back once and congratulated himself silently for doing so well.

The bell rang overhead chipper and welcoming, and Gus rolled his eyes.

Lottie stood behind the counter, all four foot three of her, big frizzy hair dyed an alarming shade of red. (“I was a drag queen in a past life,” she’d confided in him once.) She was in her fifties and honestly took no shit from anyone. He’d seen her take down a man twice her size with a swift kick to the nuts when he’d drunkenly made an aggressive pass at her. She was calm and peaceful, but she believed that sometimes violence was the only answer. “With great power comes great responsibility,” she’d told him solemnly, and he had to remind her that was Spider-Man and she had drag queen hair. Lottie also had a shotgun she kept hidden underneath the counter. She had named it LeVar Burton, but kept the reason why to herself. Gus thought it was because Lottie got a lady boner over Kunta/La Forge/Reading Rainbow.

“Your aura is brown today,” Lottie said in lieu of a greeting.

Gus frowned. He didn’t believe in auras or crystals or whatever hippie-dippie bullshit Lottie subscribed to, but why was it brown? “What does that mean?” he asked, trying to sound like he didn’t care at all. He thought he succeeded admirably.

She shrugged. “I have no idea. I can see them. I don’t research them. I don’t have time. No one else is going to make these banana-nut muffins.” Then she narrowed her eyes and said, “Best supporting actor category and winner 1957.”

“Anthony Quinn, Don Murray, Anthony Perkins, Mickey Rooney, and Robert Stack,” Gus recited automatically. “Anthony Quinn won for Lust for Life.”

She sighed. “One day, I’ll get you,” she said. “I still don’t know how you know every single Academy Award category and winner ever.”

“It’s a gift,” Gus said.

“Like the auras,” she said, nodding sagely.

No. Not like the auras. Because those were bullshit. “Exactly,” he said because he didn’t want a goddamn fruit smoothie this morning. Or a muffin.

She began to pour his coffee. “How is the president today?”

Harry S. Truman squeaked.

“Good,” she said. “His aura is red. Like his eyes. It mixes strangely with your brown.”

“That’s super,” Gus said and realized he was not a sixteen-year-old girl and immediately struck the word super from his vocabulary. He should have said stupendous. It sounded much more age-appropriate. And sarcastic.

“Robert Stack is handsome,” she said, putting a lid on his coffee. “I wouldn’t shove that out of my bed in the morning.”

“He’s dead,” Gus said. “I hope he wouldn’t be in your bed. You don’t strike me as a necrophiliac.” But then, what did he know? She saw auras. Maybe the simple fact of Robert Stack being deceased wouldn’t stop her carnal lust.

“My mother was a hemophiliac,” she offered.

He stared at her.

“What did you learn today?” she asked, ignoring the look on his face, as she was prone to do. It was annoying that she had somehow become impervious to his facial expressions. He told himself he’d just have to try harder next time.

“Don’t take elevators for success because the cables could snap and you would plummet to your death. Take the stairs but watch your back because someone could push you down and you could break your neck.”

She wrinkled her nose. “That doesn’t sound very inspirational.”

“Lesbians,” he said, because that explained everything. And if not, then it should. He thought more of the world’s problems could be solved that way.

“Or Gus,” Lottie said, that knowing glint in her eyes.

He scowled.

“Muffin?” she asked sweetly. “They’re banana nut. I made them, in case you didn’t know.”

He scowled harder.

She gave him a muffin anyway.

He scowled the hardest of all.

“And your coffee,” she said, handing him the cup, having drawn a heart on it around his name. “As black as your soul.”

“I thought I was brown,” he said, grimacing at the heart. It was cute. God, he hated fucking cute. It went the way of super.

She grinned. “I’ll bring you lunch at noon.”

“No tuna salad,” he warned her before he turned to walk away. “May god have mercy on you if there is tuna salad.”

“Thanks for coming to Lottie’s Lattes!” she shouted after him. “Where we like you a lottie!”

“For fuck’s sake,” he muttered as the bell rang overhead.

 

 

HE WALKED down Main Street, away from his house and Lottie’s Lattes, before crossing to the other side of the road. Harry S. Truman chittered at him as he walked, juggling the cage, the coffee, and the goddamn muffin. He thought about dropping the muffin in the street, but Lottie would find out somehow and he would get tuna salad for sure.

He stopped in front of his store a block farther down and set down Harry S. Truman’s carrier before pulling the keys from his pocket and unlocking the door. He reminded himself he needed to fix the lock later, as it stuck every now and then.

He picked up Harry S. Truman and stepped inside the store, flipping on the lights. They flickered on overhead and he moved toward the center of the floor where his counter stood. He set Harry S. Truman on the counter and leaned down to turn on the Gateway 2000 computer and monitor.

While it booted up, he opened the large pet cage that sat on the counter. He cleaned the litter box inside and poured fresh water in a bowl from the bottles he kept under the counter in a small refrigerator. Once these tasks were complete, he opened the carrier. Harry S. Truman squirmed playfully in his hands and squeaked when he saw his cage and the tiny toys inside. Gus left the cage door open for now. Like the president he was named for, Harry S. Truman wouldn’t stray too far.

He took the feather duster from underneath the counter and went up and down each aisle, dusting the merchandise and fixing any box that looked slightly out of place. There were thousands of such boxes, but Gus was nothing if not efficient. It helped that he did the same thing every night before he left too, so dust had little chance to accumulate.

It gave him plenty of time to think, and today, he thought about the documentary he’d watched on television the night before on the breeding season of mountain goats. Mature male goats, or billies as they’re called, will stare at the females, the nannies, for long periods of time. They’ll then proceed to dig ruts and fight the other males to impress the nannies. Once a mate is chosen, the breeding is quick and chaotic, and nannies may choose multiple partners while the male chooses only one. Gus had been slightly horrified at the fact that there were promiscuous female goats. He decided he was glad he was human. Most of the time.

He finished dusting thirty minutes later. He went back to the counter. Harry S. Truman was blinking sleepily from his blanket. Gus put the feather duster back in its place, entered his password into the computer (WiTcHITA123KANSas because he’d never been there and nobody would ever guess), and straightened his name tag.

He looked at the clock and counted down the last minute in his head.

“Okay,” he said out loud when the second hand crossed the twelve. “Today is going to be an okay day.”

He took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

Gustavo Tiberius, named by his father who was three years dead and a mother who took off when he was three years old never to be seen again, moved to the front of the store. He unlocked the door, turned the plastic sign hanging on it to Open, and flipped the switch to light up the neon letters hanging in the front store window.

It was the 135th day of the year, May 15th, 2014. It was a Thursday in the spring with the sun shining and the smell of pine trees in the cool, mountain air. It was going to be an okay day, because Gus had said so. He didn’t need inspirational messages given by polyamorous lesbians (who could actually just be sisters). He didn’t need banana-nut muffins made by alliterative short women with drag queen hair. He had his father’s ferret, his father’s ancient computer, and Pastor Tommy’s Video Rental Emporium (all seventeen hundred square feet of it) was now officially open, serving the people of Abby, Oregon, and the surrounding areas, Monday through Saturday, opening daily at nine and closing at five. Gift cards were available upon request. Tuesdays were ninety-nine cent rental day, up to three rentals.

God, how Gus hated Tuesdays. At least four people came in on Tuesdays.

But it was Thursday, now.

And it was going to be an okay day.




Chapter 2

 

 

NO ONE came into the store all morning, but that was to be expected. It was a Thursday, after all, and Gus would have frowned at anyone who actually had the time to rent a movie instead of being at work. Granted, he would have frowned at anyone regardless, but that was just part of who he was. This specific frown would have been one of judgment and mild disdain. The fact that the store was only open when people should have been at work didn’t really cross his mind.

But Pastor Tommy had always instilled in him that the customer was number one!!! so Gus sat on his stool behind the counter and watched the front door, waiting in case someone who obviously contributed nothing to society came in on a Thursday morning to rent a movie.

But no one did. Gus felt better about that.

It was 11:54 exactly when he received his first customers of the day. But they were expected as they came in every day he was open at 11:54. Not a minute earlier or later. Gus thought they stood out of sight, syncing their watches until the exact moment arrived to descend upon him and rent their movie for the day. He did not frown in judgment at them because he was in awe of them, though he would never admit it.

The We Three Queens: Bertha, Bernice, and Betty.

They arrived on their matching Vespas, their pink leather jackets bedazzled with a queen’s crown on the back. Bertha, as always, was in the lead. If there ever could be considered a lesbian leader of Abby, Oregon’s, very own biker (Vespa) gang, it would be her.

Bertha was in her late seventies, had an almost perfect afro of white hair, curled weekly at Midge’s Hair Salon a couple of blocks down on Main Street. Her hands were boney and her eyes were sharp. Her voice was whiskey smooth.

Bernice wore a green wig today, given that she was susceptible to female pattern baldness, something she’d told Gus even though he hadn’t wanted to know. He told her as much, but she went on and on as to how it could be just as common for women as it was for men, how she wasn’t ashamed of it because of all her nice wigs, and she would show him her balding head if he truly wanted to see it. He hadn’t. She showed him anyway. She was seventy-two.

Betty kept her hair cut short these days, shorter than even Gus had his own. While Bertha and Bernice wore dresses under their pink jackets and sensible shoes, Betty wore jeans and chaps and boots with silver buckles that jingled as she strutted. The other two called her a bull dyke, and Gus wasn’t quite sure what that meant. He wasn’t quite sure he wanted to know what that meant. Gus found it was often easier to not ask questions. People left him alone more that way.

But not the We Three Queens. They’d roared into town (well, as much as a Vespa can roar) three days after Pastor Tommy was put into the ground, claiming they were going to cross the country. They’d started out in Ashland, Oregon, and only made it 67.8 miles to Abby and decided they liked it enough to stay and forgo a scooter trip across America. They stayed in the only motel in Abby until they could finalize the purchase of a house and never left.

And for some reason, they adored Gus.

At first, Gus had hated it. His father was dead. He was in mourning. He wore black wherever he went and growled at anyone who tried to talk to him.

But they came into his store, day after day, deciding they would rent alphabetically to watch every movie in the store, one at a time. Currently, they were on the Cs. Gus had thought to point out that there would be no way they’d finish the entire selection before they croaked. Somehow, he’d managed to keep that thought to himself.

They’d seen his grief for what it was and took it upon themselves to shape it into something worthwhile. He’d resisted, of course. He wouldn’t be Gus if he hadn’t.

Now, though? Now he tolerated them. Mostly.

“Gustavo,” Bertha greeted, holding the door open for the others. “I’m glad you’re alive today.”

“That’s debatable,” Gus said. “Every moment we live is another moment we’re already dying.”

Bernice giggled as she reached over and pinched his cheeks. “You know,” she said, “it takes more muscles in your face to frown than it does to smile.”

“That’s not true,” Gus said. “You’ve been lied to. It takes twelve muscles in your face to smile and eleven to frown. Medical science is fact. Not your Internet memes you share when you have nothing interesting to say.”

“Oh boy,” Bertha said. “It’s one of those days, is it?”

“No,” Gus said. “It’s the same as always.”

“Hmm,” Betty said, leaning in close to inspect Gus’s face. “His scowl is a bit more pronounced today. Maybe a centimeter or so.”

“I smiled,” Gus insisted. “In the mirror this morning. It was awkward and I regret it ever happened.”

“Did you flex again too?” Bernice asked, running her fingers up his arm. “Big strong man, you.”

And god, did he regret the day he ever told them that. “No. I don’t do that anymore. That was one time. Or whatever. Shut up.”

The We Three Queens stared at him.

He stared right back.

“Gus,” Betty finally barked, and he stood a bit more at attention without even meaning to. Apparently Betty had been in the military for years before she retired. She didn’t seem quite able to let that go. “Inspirational message for the day!”

“Ugh,” Gus said, firmly regretting all his life’s choices.

“Now, cadet!”

“I’m not your—”

Her mouth thinned. That was not a good look. Even Gus knew better than to fight that look. One did not want to face the wrath of a biker (Vespa) lesbian.

“There is no elevator to success,” Gus grumbled. “You have to take the stairs.”

“Oh, how true!” Bernice exclaimed, clapping her hands. “What a lovely sentiment.”

“You have to work for it,” Bertha agreed. “Nothing comes easy.” She flipped up the collar of her pink jacket and gazed off into the distance, obviously ruminating on all the work she’d had to do and the rewards she’d received for said hard work. Like that jacket. Or her hair.

“True, true,” Betty said. “Hard work is worth the results at the end.”

“Elevators only kill approximately six people a year,” Gus said, because he couldn’t not say it. “Stairs kill thousands. If anything, I’d want to take the elevator to increase my chances of not dying.”

They all stared at him again.

“It’s true,” Gus said. “Look it up in the encyclopedia. I did. That’s how I know.”

Bertha snorted. “Gus, it’s 2014. I can look it up on my smartphone.”

“Oh, Bertha,” Bernice said, pursing her lips. “You know Gus still has a flip phone from the last decade. There’s no need to rub it in.”

“It does stuff,” Gus said. “I can text.”

“Not picture messages,” Bertha said, fingers flying over her phone’s touch screen.

“I don’t need picture messages,” Gus said. “I have a phone. It’s for making phone calls. Not hipster Instagramming a picture of a plate of quinoa salad in what is supposed to be artistic lighting so everyone can see what I had for lunch.”

“What the hell is quinoa salad?” Bertha asked.

“Sounds Lebanese,” Bernice said. “Or maybe Icelandic.”

“And who do you call?” Betty asked him, cocking her head.

“People,” Gus said, averting his eyes. “For stuff.”

“People,” Bertha repeated, not even looking up from her phone. “For stuff.”

“Yes,” Gus said with a scowl. “Like… the pizza place. For pizza.”

“Huh,” Bertha said. “Six people die a year in elevators.”

“Ha,” Gus said. “Take that, Internet.”

“Harry S. Truman is waking up,” Bernice said, bending over until she was level with the cage. “Oh look at those pretty red eyes of evil.”

Harry S. Truman yawned.

Even Gus said aww. He would deny it until his dying day, though. Because that was just ridiculous.

“Ladies,” Betty said. “We’re here on a mission.”

“Ah, yes,” Bertha said. “Gus, we need to return Cannibal Rollerbabes. And go on to the next movie. Which probably also has cannibal in the title given that this is your video store.”

“That is most likely correct,” Gus said. “Opinion?”

“Using radio-controlled female cannibals on roller blades to lure men to eat was positively a stroke of genius,” Bernice said. “I admit, however, to thinking there could have been more babes in Cannibal Rollerbabes.”

“It’s from Canada,” Gus said.

“Ohh,” the We Three Queens said, because that explained everything.

“What’s next?” Betty asked.

Bertha sighed from the shelf where the Cs began. “Cannibal Women in the Avocado Jungle of Death. Seriously, Gus?”

“It’s a movie with very strong feminist moralistic backbone,” Gus said seriously. “And also, it has a battle between the Barracuda Women and the Piranha Women. Both are cannibal tribes. You know. In the Avocado Jungle. Fun fact, it’s based upon Heart of Darkness.”

“Betty,” Bernice whispered.

“Yes, Bernice.”

“Did Gus just say ‘fun fact’?”

“I believe he did,” Betty said.

“Whoa,” Bernice breathed.

“I did not,” Gus said, glaring at all three of them in turn. “You misheard.”

“It’s the inspirational calendar,” Bertha said, ignoring him completely. “It’s bringing him out of his shell and making him a bright burst of light and color.”

“He’s like that Katy Perry song,” Bernice said. “He’s a firework. Boom, boom, boom.”

Gus knew then that something had to be wrong with his life when a probable lesbian could compare him to a Katy Perry song. He made plans to burn the inspirational calendar as soon as he got home, and to spread the ashes over a four-mile radius. He hoped that would be enough to negate the effects of being a firework. He would wear more black tomorrow too. He was not a firework. Or, if he was, he was those black snake ones that you light and they do nothing but ash a long line. That was an acceptable firework to be. Nobody liked them and they did absolutely nothing.

“Definitely scowling more,” Bernice said as she cooed at him.

“You need to go watch feminist cannibals,” Gus said. “Trust me, your life will change.”

“That is not a group of words I’d ever thought I’d hear,” Bertha said. “Gus, I think our taste in movies might be different.”

“Name a good movie, then,” Gus said.

Bertha shrugged. “I liked the Transformers movies.”

“Get out of my store,” Gus said. “You heathen. You blasphemous creature. Michael Bay is to filmmaking what candirus are to urethras.”

“Um,” Bernice said. “What?”

Gus rolled his eyes. “Candirus? The Amazonian relative to the catfish? If a human urinates in the water, the candiru mistakes the stream of urine from a stream of water from the gills of a bigger fish. It swims up the urethra and attaches itself with spiny barbs and then starts to chew on the insides.”

“So,” Betty said, “just to be clear. You’re comparing Michael Bay to fish that swim up penises and starts to eat them from the inside out.”

“Yes,” Gus said, feeling rather pleased to have successfully pulled off an analogy. “I have very strong feelings about Michael Bay. None of them are good.”

“I found a picture on my phone,” Bertha said. “My word, that’s a lot of catfish in penises. I knew there was a reason I was a lesbian.”

Validation! Gus had to bite his tongue, however. He didn’t know if now was the appropriate time to ask about threesomes. “I would rather have a fish in my penis than sit through a Michael Bay film.”

Of course, that was when the door opened to the video store. Lottie walked in, drag queen hair trailing behind her. “That is not something I ever thought I would hear a person say.” She eyed Gus curiously. “Much less you.”

“He seems to be saying a few things like that today,” Bernice said. “He’s an oddity, our Gus is.”

Gus absolutely refused to acknowledge the warm feeling that bloomed within him at being called somebody’s anything. He was not Katy Perry’s Firework, after all.

To counteract the feelings that clawed at his chest and made him want to smile and say things like Let’s find a meadow and have a picnic among the daisies, he said, “That had better not be tuna salad. I’d hate to have to boycott your business for the rest of my days.”

“It’s chicken salad,” Lottie said.

“Are there pickles in it?” Gus asked, wrinkling his nose in disgust.

“Of course not. Do you really think I’d do that to you?”

“Again.”

“What?”

“You meant to say do you really think I’d do that to you again. You did it once before.” And she had. It was pretty much one of the worst days ever.

She grinned. “And did I sure learn my lesson. You thought I did it on purpose and didn’t speak to me for two days. My life felt empty and dark without your scowls darkening Lottie’s Lattes, where we like you a lottie.”

“Ooh,” Bernice said. “That’s catchy.”

“Like chlamydia,” he muttered under his breath.

“Thank you,” Lottie said to Bernice. “I’m glad you think so. Gus tends to look like he bit into a lemon when I say it.”

“I do not,” he said.

“You’re doing it right now.”

“That’s my normal face.”

“Ah,” Betty said. “It explains so much.”

“Smile,” Bernice said. “It couldn’t hurt.”

“It really does,” Gus said. “What would happen if I got a heart attack while smiling? My face would freeze like that in rigor mortis and you would have to see my smiling, frozen corpse at the viewing because I would insist upon it being an open casket just to spite everyone.”

“I’ll make sure you’re cremated,” Bertha said. “And I’ll spread your ashes at Michael Bay’s house so he has to walk on you every day.”

“Out,” Gus said. “I have business to attend to.”

“He has to eat his sandwich alone,” Lottie said, as if they all didn’t know. “He doesn’t like eating in front of people.”

“It feels unnatural,” Gus said, slightly defensive. “You all aren’t eating and I am and you’ll watch me as I chew. It’s private.”

“Fine,” Betty said. “Give us Avocado Cannibal Babes or whatever it’s called and we’ll go be pro-feminism while you masticate in private.”

“Heh,” Bernice said. “Masticate in private. That sounds dirty.”

Gus wouldn’t even dignify that with a response. He took the We Three Queens’ video card, charged them two bucks (even though it should have been four; he told them it was because they were regulars, and that was mostly true. It also was because he loved them deeply and didn’t know quite else how to say it. Gus was nothing if not a reticent person), and sent them on their way. They promised they would see him tomorrow and he said flatly, “The joy I feel knows no bounds.”

They laughed, not fooled in the slightest.

He wondered, as the door closed and those Vespas fired (whined) up, when exactly he’d lost control of the situation and found himself with people that could be considered friends. If he had warm and disgustingly fuzzy feelings at the thought, well. No one was there to see them and hell would freeze over before he’d ever admit it.

 

 

NO ONE else came in the rest of the day. That was okay. It was a Thursday, after all.

 

 

THE AFTERNOON was warm when he closed up the Pastor Tommy’s Video Rental Emporium. He flipped the sign, shut off the light. He walked the shelves to make sure every movie was perfectly in its place. It’d only been We Three Queens today, so nothing had been moved, but it helped to be meticulous.

He reshelved Cannibal Rollerbabes and pondered, briefly, at the mysteries of Canadian filmmaking. He should like to see Canada one day, but probably wouldn’t. That would require leaving Abby, Oregon, and aside from a trip once to Seattle to a medical marijuana dispensary with Pastor Tommy a year before his death (which had included cookies and cupcakes and suckers laced with quality THC; Pastor Tommy had been in literal heaven as he proudly displayed his medical marijuana card and loaded up on enough pot products to last him at least two months), he’d never really stepped foot outside of Abby. Or at least, rather, Douglas County. There’d been no need. The world was big and scary and unknown. Gus didn’t need it. He had everything he needed right here. With Cannibal Rollerbabes and all the other high quality cinema.

(Yes, he even had Transformers. All of them. But fuck Michael Bay right in the face for ruining the childhood memories of millions of people and continuing to do so with soulless sequels.)

Harry S. Truman chittered happily as he splashed in the water in his cage, waiting for Gus to be done so they could head home.

Once the chores were finished and the receipts counted (okay, the one receipt, but whatever), he loaded Harry S. Truman back in his carrier, switched off the lights, and locked the doors to head home a block or so away.

 

 

LATER THAT night, he cooked a TV dinner that came out looking nothing like the picture on the box. BEEF ENCHILADAS! the box said, but Gus was convinced it should have said BARF ASSCHILADAS!

He ate it anyway, and thought maybe next time he went shopping (Sundays, always on Sundays), he would try a national brand rather than a store brand. The thought vexed him slightly (as change often did), but he made the firm decision and tried not to notice how sweaty his palms felt.

He thought about turning on the TV, but he rather liked the quiet, so instead, he picked up the encyclopedia next to the recliner he sat in (Pastor Tommy’s old chair, and he doubted he could ever part with it, no matter how much it hurt to see every day). He was on the letter G from the print year 2010. Much to their horror, it’d been the last year Encyclopaedia Britannica had decided to provide hardcover print editions, relegating anything further to the Internet. Given that Gus hadn’t had a new edition since 1995, Pastor Tommy had splurged for his son’s birthday and bought him the entire thirty-two volume collection.

Pastor Tommy would have said Gus had shed a tear when he’d started opening each of the thirty-two individually wrapped books. Gus would have said that Pastor Tommy was a liar and that he’d merely had allergies hitting him especially hard that day. “It’s all the grass clippings,” Gus had said in a slightly strangled voice.

Pastor Tommy had just smiled and toked on his joint.

But Pastor Tommy was gone, and Gus had some reading to do. He opened the book to where he’d left off, and began reading aloud about how in February 1875, the SS Gothenburg wrecked on the Great Barrier Reef. Between ninety-eight and one hundred and twelve people lost their lives. Such a tragedy. Harry S. Truman apparently didn’t give two shits about the loss of life as he curled up in Gus’s lap and slept.

Eventually, it grew dark and Gustavo Tiberius took himself and Harry S. Truman to bed.

Before he fell asleep at precisely 11:00 p.m., he looked up at the ceiling and said, “Today was an okay day. Tomorrow will be too.”

And he almost believed it.




Chapter 3

 

 

HIS ALARM went off at seven in the morning.

He opened his eyes.

He said, “Today is going to be an okay day,” to no one in particular.

He rolled off the bed and completed his morning exercises, because his body was a temple.

He stood, wiping the sweat from his brow.

He looked down at the nightstand and saw the inspirational calendar. He’d forgotten to burn it the night before. He told himself he could do it over the weekend. He thought about ignoring the message for the day, but he knew that Lottie and the We Three Queens would ask him about it and he wasn’t in the mood for deflecting today.

He sighed.

Life was hard.

He tore off the previous day’s message and read today’s.

Don’t look back. You’re not going that way.

“What the fuck,” Gus said.

Grumbling, he showered, cleaned his teeth, and did not smile and/or flex in the mirror.

He wore black slacks and a black Emporium shirt. He fixed his name tag to make sure it was straight.

Harry S. Truman waited for him in the hall. Gus picked him up and took him to the kitchen.

He ate his apple while the ferret played with his pellets.

When they’d finished, Gus locked the door behind them and they headed out into the world.

 

 

“YOUR AURA is browner today,” Lottie said as soon as he’d walked in the door.

“Good,” Gus said. “That is what I was going for. I succeeded.”

“Hmm,” she said.

“Hmm what,” Gus asked without asking at all.

“I had enough muffins left over,” she said. “I didn’t need to make any more last night.”

“Oh,” Gus said. “How joyous.”

“So I googled auras.”

“Fascinating,” Gus said. “You should keep what you do in your spare time private because that sounded wrong. Black coffee.” He paused. Then, “Please.”

Even the please hadn’t thrown her off track. “What did you learn this morning?”

He sighed. “That you shouldn’t look back, always forward, which, honestly, is ridiculous, because what if you’re walking down the street and some deranged ninja with a blood feud comes up behind you with a sword and stabs you in the kidney? If you had looked back, you could have seen him coming and taken appropriate countermeasures to ensure your kidney remained intact. Black coffee. Please.”

“Deranged ninjas,” she said. “Lord knows there are a few of those out there.”

She turned to make his coffee, but not before wrapping a frosted lemon square and shoving it across the counter.

“You don’t know,” Gus said, leaving the pastry where it sat. “They’re ninjas. It’s kind of the point that you don’t see them coming, especially if you’re not looking for them.”

“Well,” she said. Her eyes narrowed. “Best Screenplay nominees and winner 1937.”

“The category was actually called Best Story back then,” Gus said. “The nominees were Norman Krasna, William McGuire, Robert Hopkins, Adele Comandini. The winners were Pierre Collings and Sheridan Gibney for The Story of Louis Pasteur. It’s about a scientist who injects himself with rabies.”

“Well crap,” Lottie said.

“Yeah,” Gus said. “So—”

“Brown auras mean loneliness,” Lottie rushed out as if Gus hadn’t even spoken at all. She capped the coffee cup and slid a sleeve up the sides. “And yours is brown. Like bear-shit brown. Or maybe otter shit. Or maybe bear and otter shit combined.”

Gus gaped at her.

She shrugged. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

“About bear and otter shit?” he said, sounding slightly strangled.

“About being lonely. Gus, it’s been getting worse.”

“I’m not,” he said, shoring up the walls around his heart and mind. “I’m perfectly fine and everything is fine, and did you know a ship crashed into the Great Barrier Reef in 1875? Over a hundred people died and it was apparently preventable. So sad. Well. Good talk. I have to go to work.” He spun on his heel and did his best to not look like he was fleeing.

“Tuna salad?” she called after him.

“Ninjas with blood feuds,” he reminded her without looking back.

“Thanks for coming to Lottie’s Lattes!” she said. “Where we—”

But the door closed behind him, cutting the rest off.

He wasn’t lonely. He would know if he was. He would.

He wasn’t.

He wasn’t.

He wasn’t.

 

 

HE OPENED the doors to the store precisely at nine.

At exactly 11:54, the We Three Queens entered the Emporium.

“Life-changing!” Bertha said.

“Shocking!” Bernice cried.

“Fucking stupid,” Betty growled.

“Cannibal feminism with unsubtle attempts at erotic overtures,” Gus said. “I would expect mixed responses.”

“Speak, cadet!”

“For fuck’s sake, I’m not your—oh, you’re making that face again. Fine. Jesus. It said I should never watch my back and always look forward so I don’t trip and fall into a cavern or exposed sewer entrance. But I don’t want to get stabbed in the kidneys so I always look back. I can do both at the same time. The musculature and bones in my neck allow for range of motion.”

“Hmm,” Bernice said. “That makes… sense. Sort of.”

“Is someone threatening you?” Betty asked, cracking her knuckles. “They say they were going to stab you? You tell Ol’ Betty here. I’ll make sure you don’t get stabbed in the kidneys.”

“It was a figure of speech,” Gus said. “And that was emasculating. I can take care of myself.”

Bertha and Betty snorted while Bernice pinched his cheeks.

Gus said, “God. Whatever. Shut up.”

“You tell me, you hear?” Betty said, and Gus wondered if he should just hand his balls over now. “You’re under the protection of the We Three Queens.”

“Maybe we should get him a jacket,” Bernice said. “I think he might have the shoulders for it.” She eyed his shoulders critically, and he attempted to cover them up with his hands but realized rather quickly how ridiculous he looked.

“And some boots,” Betty said. “Chaps too. What’s your inseam measurement?”

“Why, I don’t believe that’s any of your business,” Gus said stiffly. Plus, he’d never really measured, so he had no idea. Was that something that everyone was supposed to know? He reminded himself to look it up in the encyclopedia when he got home, but remembered he was only on the letter G, and he couldn’t skip ahead. He was destined to wonder for months.

Bernice looked down at his legs. “He looks like a 32 long.”

“I beg your pardon!” Gus said, hunching over and covering his crotch for reasons even he didn’t quite understand. He didn’t believe an elderly potential lesbian would know anything about how to measure a man. He wasn’t even sure she was right to begin with.

“He’d probably fit in my jacket,” Betty said.

“I can’t wear a pink jacket,” Gus said.

“Someone isn’t secure enough in their masculinity,” Bernice whispered.

“I am so secure,” Gus said. “I couldn’t even be more secure. I’m, like, Fort Knox secure.”

“Okay, princess,” Betty said. “I believe you.”

“The Cannonball Run,” Bertha said, holding up a DVD case.

“Ah, Burt Reynolds,” Bernice said with a sigh. “Lord knows I could never say no to that.”

And… huh. So, sisters, then.

“Don’t forget Farrah Fawcett,” Bertha said. “In all her glory.”

And… double huh. Bisexual lesbian sister-lovers? It was a mystery he had to covertly solve.

“Are there feminist cannibals in this one?” Betty asked. “I don’t know if I can handle any more cannibals. Feminists are okay. Most of the time.”

They all looked at Gus. “No,” he said. “No cannibals. Or feminists.”

Lottie came in. It was ham this time. No tomatoes, either, which meant Lottie didn’t face Gus’s wrath for yet another day. She was lucky that way.

Lottie and the We Three Queens all left together. For a moment, they all stood next to the Vespas, and Lottie was flailing her hands around her. If Gus were any good at charades, he might have been able to figure out what they were talking about. However, charades was one of the few talents Gus had yet to master, and he speculated Lottie was telling them about an encounter with Bigfoot she had when she was twenty-five. Either that, or it was a feminine issue and Gus had no place for those. There was a moment, when all four women looked back into the video store and he swore they all had matching, evil grins on their faces.

That… that didn’t bode well.

Then they parted ways, the We Three Queens driving away on their Vespas and Lottie going back to her shop.

No one else came in that day.

Just the way he liked it.

He closed the Emporium at five.

It was Friday night.

Time to party.

He went home and made a chicken and rice TV dinner. He picked up the encyclopedia and continued on through the wide wonderful world of the letter G.

At seven, he had a beer, but just one. Any more, and he’d be drunk encyclopediaing and that would just be a reckless thing to do. Pretty soon, he’d be skipping whole letters and bending pages and he’d wake up in the morning with a headache and regret, the encyclopedia smashed on his face like it was some common book. The walk of shame to his bedroom would be miserable. No, it was better to just have one while he read his father’s gift in his father’s chair.

It was Friday, so he didn’t turn in until eleven thirty.

As Harry S. Truman made himself comfortable curled up next to Gus’s head on the pillow, Gus took a deep breath and let it out slowly. He said, “Today was an okay day. Tomorrow will be too.”

Then he fell asleep.




Chapter 4

 

 

THE ALARM went off at seven.

He opened his eyes.

He said, “Today is going to be an okay day.”

He rolled off the bed and exercised.

He finished and stood, eyeing the inspirational calendar.

He thought, briefly, of ignoring it today.

But it was part of his routine now.

He tore off yesterday’s message and tossed it in the garbage.

A simple hello could lead to a million things.

“Yeah,” Gus said. “Like herpes or getting fisted.”

Stupid fucking inspirational calendar.

It was Saturday.

He showered and dressed.

His name tag was straight.

Harry S. Truman acted like a jerk.

Gus ate his apple.

The ferret played with his food and chittered happily.

After, he loaded Harry S. Truman into his carrier.

They left the house.

It was raining.

“Motherfucker,” Gus grumbled. He reached back in and grabbed Pastor Tommy’s ancient umbrella from the stand by the door. Pastor Tommy had been of the firm belief to take an umbrella wherever he went, because Gus, old boy, it could rain at any moment, no matter if the sun was bright and beautiful, and he was always going to be prepared, plus his hair tended to get way too curly when it got wet and he always came out looking like a drowned poodle, oh my god.

Gus could relate. It was the Tiberius family curse.

“Sorry,” Gus said as Harry S. Truman complained loudly as rain fell into his carrier. “Don’t yell at me.”

He thought about forgoing his coffee that morning. Just this once.

He sighed and crossed the street.

The bell jingled overhead.

He shook out his umbrella and waited for Lottie’s colorful commentary.

Instead, a male voice said, “Hey, man. Look at you. All wet and wild.”

Gus froze.

Now, it should be said that Gus was not of the… personable sort. He knew he had resting bitch face, he knew he scowled more often than not, was considered grumpy and odd, and the majority of people that he came into contact with would agree he was generally off-putting. Sure, most of the town of Abby, Oregon, would smile and wave at him just as sure as they would whisper among themselves about just how strange Gustavo Tiberius was, just how quiet he was now that he didn’t have Pastor Tommy to speak for him. Pastor Tommy had been the face and the voice of the two-man Tiberius family for as long as anyone could remember. When he died, the voice went quiet and soft, only speaking to a select few, and really even then only when absolutely necessary.

Gus was not a people person. And that was with people he knew.

And this… this was not a person he knew.

He slowly raised his gaze, knowing his eyes were probably wide with something that could possibly be construed as slight terror. His heart was thudding in his chest.

There, behind the counter, stood a man.

He was younger than Gus. Probably. He wore a dark green beanie that was far too large for his head, the top falling over the back of his head. A tuft of dirty blond hair stuck out and rested on his forehead. His dark eyes were framed by thick black frames and rested on a slightly crooked nose. He had a beard, scruffy, but probably made to look so on purpose. It was darker than the lock of hair sticking out from underneath the beanie.

He wore a button-down shirt, open at the throat, revealing miles and miles of pale skin with little curls of hair (darker still, Gus thought, unable to stop himself) on the chest before the shirt closed. His middle was wrapped in one of Lottie’s red aprons, cinched tight around his wiry body, tight and compact.

But it was his arms that Gus got stuck on. The sleeves of his shirt were rolled to the elbows, and almost every inch of skin was covered in tattoos, bright and colorful. He could see birds and names and flowers and sharp lines. He wondered just how far up his arms they went.

He looked back up at the man’s face, aware that seconds had gone by and he’d done nothing but stare.

The stranger had a small smile on his face, the faint hint of white teeth, eyes crinkling along the edges. He was lean and pretty and so very, very sunny, and it was awkward.

Gus could not think of a single thing to say, so he said a simple, “Hello.”

The smile widened. “Hey, man. Raining cats and dogs.”

Gus (being Gus) said, “The first recorded use of that phrase was in the 1651 collection of poems Olor Iscanus by Henry Vaughn,” all the while thinking shut up, shut up, shut up!

The man cocked his head. “That right? Henry Vaughn, you say? Respect.”

Gus swallowed thickly and tried to control whatever the hell was going on with his heartbeat. “Where’s Lottie?”

The man said, “You’re Gus, huh?”

And that didn’t help at all, so Gus said, “No,” rather defensively, because he was off center, it was raining, and there was a stranger with lips and ears that stuck out slightly and that shouldn’t be fucking endearing. Then, “I mean, yeah. Yes. Gus. Gustavo. Gustavo Tiberius. That’s me. That’s who I am.”

“You sure?” the man asked, leaning down over his arms on the countertop, never taking his eyes off Gus. His fingers tapped a staccato beat on the counter that Gus couldn’t help but follow. “You don’t sound sure, man.”

Gus narrowed his eyes. “I’m sure, man. How’d you know?”

The guy gave a lazy shrug. “It’s on your name tag. Gus, anyway. But Gustavo Tiberius? That’s… epic. Like, you should be standing on a hill with a sword drawn and a dragon by your side kind of epic.”

Gus scowled even as he flushed because he was most certainly not epic. “Yes. Well. Okay. Black coffee.” And because he wasn’t a complete asshole, he added, “Please.” And then, “Now.” And then, “Please.”

This, of course, was when Harry S. Truman (finished with being completely ignored, the drama queen) chose to chitter quite loudly.

“What the hell,” the man said, eyes going wide. “Um. Not to alarm you, dude, but the box you’re carrying is squeaking.”

Gus rolled his eyes. “That’s just Harry S. Truman. And I’m not a dude.”

“Harry S. what now?” the man asked, squinting at Gus, and when had Gus taken enough steps forward to see that the guy was roughly the same height as him? Close enough that he could stare into the other man’s eyes and see the dark hazel, little flecks of gold and green and—

“Harry S. Truman,” Gus said, trying to stop himself from rhapsodizing about the pretty man in front of him. “My ferret.”

“Your ferret,” the man repeated.

God, it was so hard to hire good help these days. Poor Lottie. Also, he was going to give her so much shit later for not telling him. The equilibrium was off now and the whole day was probably ruined. “Ferret,” Gus said. “They are things people have. I have one. Like other people. It’s perfectly normal to have a ferret. I should know. I have one. And I’m normal.”

“A ferret named Harry S. Truman.”

“That wasn’t me,” Gus retorted. “That was Pastor Tommy. He said he looked very presidential.”

“Pastor Tommy?”

What the hell was going on? “My dad. He wasn’t a pastor, but everyone called him that anyway, oh my god.”

The man shook his head. “I’m either way too stoned or not stoned enough. God, that’s a flux state to be in.”

“You shouldn’t be stoned at work,” Gus said rather stiffly. “It’s not proper.” He cringed internally as it came out sounding like he was a 1920s debutante. He tried to correct it and add “Man,” and that just made it worse.

“Lottie doesn’t care,” the man said, waving a hand in easy dismissal. “She knows this is me.” His eyes widened. “But no. No, it’s okay. I’m not always stoned. I needed it. Mostly. Nerves, ya know? First day and all. And you’re my first customer! But it’s really medicinal. I have a card and everything.”

“It’s not even eight o’clock in the morning!”

“It’s wake and bake, man. And I helped.”

“I don’t care,” Gus said. He wondered what would happen if he ran in the opposite direction. Would the man follow him? Would he have to leave town? Where would he go? Canada, maybe. He could work in their film industry and make terrible movies.

“It’s a medical thing,” the guy said with another shrug. “I have stigmata.”

Gus stared at him.

The guy grinned back, wide and wonderful and oh so shiny and new.

Gus hated him.

“You have stigmata,” Gus said flatly.

“Yeah,” the guy said, trying to peer into the pet carrier, making faces at Harry S. Truman like he thought the ferret would laugh. “It’s this whole… thing. Grr rawr, little ferret.”

“Your hands and feet bleed similar to the wounds afflicted on Jesus Christ during his crucifixion and that’s why you have a prescription for medical marijuana.”

The guy looked back up at Gus. “Wow. That was heavy. Like. Whoa. Can I take a picture?”

Gus took a step back. “What.”

“I need to Instagram this moment,” he said, pulling a smartphone out of the front pocket of the apron. “No one is going to believe me. You’re like… walking around with a ferret and shit. With your face. The world needs to see this. I need to tell everyone about this. You’re—”

“Oh my god,” Gus groaned, wondering if maybe he’d been drugged during the night and was having a bad trip. “You’re a stoned hipster who thinks he’s a bleeding Jesus. And you have an iPhone. Because of course you do.”

He looked up from his phone. “Bleeding Jesus?” he said with a frown. “Man, you’re, like, badass. That’d be a great name for a band, though. Bleeding Jesus. People would think you’d sing hard-core Christian rock or something, you know, screaming about your love for Christ and how your blood burns for him and shit because fuck the devil, and then you would surprise them by coming out and playing backwoods folk music on the bongos. Man, that’d be awesome. Do you have bongos? I’ve always wanted to—”

“I just wanted coffee,” Gus said, sounding rather desperate, “and you told me you smoke weed because you bleed like Jesus.”

“No I didn’t,” he said before raising his phone and snapping a picture that Gus was pretty sure would show him with the most impressive of glares. “I smoke weed because I love it. And also, I have this thing with my eyes.”

Oh for fuck’s—

“You mean astigmatism?” Because what is even happening right now.

“S’what I said. What filter should I use for your picture? And what’s your Instagram name so I can tag you? We should be friends on it. And in real life. Anyone who has a ferret and your face should be my friend. I’m afraid I’m going to have to insist.”

“I don’t have Instagram, oh my god. I have priorities. And marijuana doesn’t do anything for astigmatism. There is no medical backing that supports—”

“Cool,” the man said. “I used the Valencia filter. Brings out your eyes. And Harry’s eyes.” He started typing on his phone and mumbling. “Hey, followers. Second day in and I met Gustavo Tiberius and his ferret. Check it out. They both have pretty eyes. Blushing smiley face. L-O-L. Hashtag awesome. Hashtag presidential ferrets. Hashtag mountain town adventures. Hashtag—”

“I don’t have pretty eyes,” Gus snapped, flushing miserably because what.

“It’s okay,” the guy said. “You don’t have to think so. I do. Hashtag ferret with merit. And posted.” He put his phone away and grinned at Gus, eyeing him expectantly. “Welcome to Lottie’s Lattes where we sure as fuck like you a lottie. What can I get you?”

“Black coffee,” Gus ground out, trying to hide how sweaty he suddenly was.

“Black coffee coming right up. Can I interest you in a muffin? Lottie just made them this morning. She seemed awfully proud of them. Like lemon poppy seed was her religion. Maybe you could sell them at your Bleeding Jesus concerts.”

“I hate muffins,” Gus said rather savagely. And even if that wasn’t quite true, he certainly felt it at the moment because everything was wrong.

“Ooh,” the man said as he filled a large cup with coffee. “Some muffin-related tragedy when you were young? I get it, man. Trust me. I get it. I had a bad experience with cauliflower when I was, like, eight or something. Can’t even be near it without having flashbacks.” He shuddered. “Cauliflower PTSD, ya know? Gives me the heebie-jeebies. It’s my Vietnam. Therapy helped. Mostly. But we’re all a little crazy, right? Oh, and I just remembered. I don’t have stigmata. It’s glaucoma. And that reminds me of guacamole. Which would be awesome right now.”

“What the hell did you smoke?” Gus asked.

The guy shot a grin over his shoulder. “Pot, man. And none of that scrub brush in the city sold by some WASPy tween from the suburbs that’s all seeds. You got some fine shit up here. The growers know what they’re doing. Legalization works wonders. Maybe we’ll all be Colorado someday and be able to smoke in the streets.” He set the cup on the counter, snapping on a lid and sliding it over. “One large black coffee. Lottie says you don’t get charged for stuff here. Like, that’s cool, ya know? She kinda loves you. I can see why, man. You’ve got this whole… vibe about you.”

“I don’t have vibes,” Gus insisted, trying to not let out any vibes at all. “I’m vibe-less. I’m vibe-free. I’m so devoid of vibes, I’m like the anti-vibe.”

“Sure,” he said easily. “That’s cool. I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“That’s… you just… are you—”

“Hey, you smoke?” he said like Gus wasn’t trying to speak at all.

“I have to go to work,” Gus said, struggling not to snatch the coffee and flee.

“Awesome,” the guy said. “Hey. Hey. I totally forgot. Your muffin.”

“I don’t want one!”

“You sure? Lottie said you love them.”

“Lottie literally lies about a lot.”

He blinked at Gus. “Whoa. Man, good alliteration. That gave me goose bumps. That takes skill. You’ve got skill, Gustavo Tiberius.” He grinned again.

Gus grabbed his coffee and fled.




Chapter 5

 

 

AND IT threw off his entire day.

He was late getting to the store, late dusting the shelves and fixing the movie cases. He was late turning on the computer and by the time he flipped the sign to Open and unlocked the door, Gus was flustered and flummoxed, and for some goddamn fucking reason, he couldn’t stop thinking in alliteration, and it was fucking frustrating for real.

Given that it was a Saturday, he actually had customers. Two of them. Over a three-hour period. And he felt like he wasn’t prepared for them, even though Pastor Tommy had always reminded him that customers were number one!!! and that they were always right, Gus, remember that, and look, look, a couple picking the wrong house on House Hunters International, what a surprise, it didn’t even have indoor plumbing, oh my god.

Martin Handle, an old guy who lived off in the middle of the woods, came in at ten that morning, and Gus was so surprised to see him that he almost told Martin to get the fuck out.

Thankfully, Gus remembered the customer was number one!!! and was able to give a twitch of a smile that, if Mr. Handle’s wide-eyed reaction had anything to say about, came across as more of a I’m-thinking-about-bathing-in-your-blood sort of grimace.

Mr. Handle rented All About Eve and Gone in Sixty Seconds, and Gus wasn’t even in enough of a right mind to mock him silently for that last, given that Michael Bay’s films were the tumor on the skin of filmmaking.

The second person (what was this, go fucking rent a movie day?) came in a little after eleven and wanted to sign up for a new account. Gus, having been trained at a very young age by the indomitable Pastor Tommy, was able to get through the tedious four-minute application process without giving in to the urge to grimace or roll his eyes. It didn’t help matters that his new customer was Mrs. LaRonda Havisham, a housewife who lived in town and whose husband was a long-haul trucker. Rumor on the street was that Mrs. Havisham entertained men in her husband’s absence. Gus never paid such things any mind, but even he couldn’t ignore her rental choices of The Graduate and Unfaithful.

“Welcome to the Video Rental Emporium family,” he said, as he’d been taught to say to every new customer. “In this family, you’ll find thousands of selections at unbeatable prices. Remember, if it ain’t Pastor Tommy’s, it’s most likely bootleg and the FBI will find you. Have an Emporiumajestic day.”

“Well, now,” Mrs. Havisham said, all but purring as she leaned forward, ample cleavage on display. “You’ve grown up, haven’t you? Tell me, Gustavo. What are your thoughts on having an experienced lover?”

“Not many,” Gus said. “In fact, none at all. Also? I came out when I was thirteen. You were there. As was the whole town. Pastor Tommy announced it at the Fall Harvest Festival. On stage. Into a microphone. There was apple pie afterward.”

“Still?” she said with an exaggerated pout.

“Yes,” Gus said, deadpan as he could make it. “Still. Funny how that works.”

“Well, if you change your mind, you know where to find me,” she said, dragging a pink fingernail down his arm. “My door is always open. Like my body.”

“That’s not even remotely healthy,” Gus said with a sniff.

“Maybe that’s why I need your protein,” she said with a wink.

“Nope,” Gus said. “Nope, nope, nope.”

“You sure about that?”

“Maybe you should close that door. And your legs.”

“I tried,” Mrs. Havisham said as she picked up her movies and turned to leave.

“The movies are due back by Tuesday!” he shouted after her. He sighed as the door shut behind her. He blamed the coffee shop hipster for this. All of it. The mad rush to rent movies, the blatant flirtation by a cougar, and the all-around fuzzy feeling that Gus’s brain seemed to have sunk into. It was the hipster’s fault because he existed and existed near Gus.

“I’m going to give Lottie so much shit,” he said to Harry S. Truman. “You just watch. She will pay for her crimes against my humanity.”

Since he was a ferret, Harry S. Truman didn’t reply.

At 11:54, the We Three Queens entered the Emporium and immediately knew something was off.

Because of course they did.

To be honest, though, it really wasn’t that hard to figure out.

“Your face is extra twitchy today,” Bertha said.

“And your upper lip is sweaty,” Bernice said.

“And you also look like you’re about to punch a baby goat,” Betty said.

“I’m fine,” Gus said. It was almost believable. “And I’m not going to punch a baby goat. God. What the hell. Who does that?”

They stared at him.

“I’m fine,” he insisted. “Absolutely nothing is different and everything is the same and I’m fine.”

“Hmm,” Bernice said.

“Indeed,” Bertha said.

“Cadet!” Betty said. “Inspirational message for the day!”

And that was normal. That he could do. “A simple hello could lead to a million things.”

They waited.

He waited too, but mostly because he was thinking about tattoos on forearms and beards—

“Oh my goodness,” Bertha breathed. “Something is definitely different.”

“What?” Gus said, flushing furiously. “Shut up. No it’s not. What are you talking about? Shut up.”

“Hmm,” Bernice said again.

“You didn’t snark,” Betty said, narrowing her eyes. “You snark and today there was no snark. You always snark, especially when it comes to the inspirational messages. Where’s the snark?”

“That’s not even a real word,” Gus said. “Don’t you dare bring your slang into my place of business. This isn’t a YMCA basketball court. We’re not shooting hoops. No slang.”

“There’s the snark,” Betty told her lesbian lovers (sisters?).

“But it seemed so delayed,” Bertha said.

“Hmm,” Bernice said.

Gus tried to salvage what he could. “And a simple hello?” he said. “What’s that even supposed to mean? What if you said hello to someone who then turned out to be worse than Hitler or Michael Bay and unleashed another holocaust or another overstuffed, CGI-heavy excuse for a film starring Shia LaBeouf. Could you live with that on your conscience? Because I couldn’t.”

“Weak sauce,” Bertha said, flipping up the collar on her pink leather jacket, looking very cool, though Gus would never say so.

“Definite weak sauce,” Betty agreed, standing at parade rest. “Possibly the weakest sauce to have ever been sauced.”

“Hmm,” Bernice said, leaning across the counter until her face was inches from Gus’s.

He didn’t flinch. Not even a little bit.

“Tell me your secrets,” Bernice whispered and reached out to touch his eyebrows.

Now he flinched.

The door to the Emporium opened.

Lottie said, “It looks like you’re all about to rumble,” as she entered the store. “Don’t do it. The bloodshed would be terrifying.”

Gus narrowed his eyes. “You,” he said. “I’ve got some words for you.” Because yes, he was about to rumble so hard. And there would be bloodshed.

“Here we go,” Bernice said. “Reveal to me your secrets.”

“And what words would those be?” Lottie asked. “I brought you egg salad today. No pickles or onions.”

Well, that was good. Pickles and onions were things of the devil and should never be anywhere near egg salad, so.

But that was beside the point. “You!” Gus said. “You had a hipster in your store! He—he—he Instagrammed me. I have never felt so violated in my—”

The door opened again.

In walked the hipster. He grinned when he saw Gus.

“Meep,” Gus squeaked.

The We Three Queens turned their heads slowly and gaped at Gus.

“That,” Bertha said, “is not a sound I would have ever expected you to make.”

Gus coughed roughly. “Yes. Well, something in my throat. Allergy season. Quite bad this year. The pollen count is high. It’s global warming.”

“I bet there’s something warming in your throat,” Bertha said, her grin a bit smug.

“Things make much more sense now,” Bernice said. “Secrets revealed.”

“Hey, Aunt Lottie,” the man said as he approached the counter. “Hope you don’t mind that I tagged along. Had to see who our neighbors were. And would you look who it is.” He hopped up onto the counter like be belonged there, like he’d done it a million times before.

“Aunt Lottie?” Gus echoed, feeling something akin to betrayal even as he resisted the urge to punch the hipster in the back of the head to get him off the counter.

“I don’t mind at all,” Lottie said rather innocently, like she wasn’t some kind of diabolical villainess whose sole reason for existing was to bring Gus pain. “The more the merrier. Ladies, this is my nephew Casey Richards. Casey, these are the We Three Queens. Oh, and from what I understand, you already know Gus over there.”

Casey Richards. It had a name.

This was quite possibly the worst day of Gustavo’s life.

Okay. Maybe not the absolute worst, but it was close. Gus wasn’t typically prone to hyperbole, but it seemed to fit the situation. Worst. Day. Ever.

(Almost.)

“Whoa,” Casey said, looking the We Three Queens up and down. “You have to be the fiercest things to have ever existed. You have matching jackets. That’s… man, I don’t even know what that is. Your level of awesomeness literally just blew my mind. I’m speechless. Speechless.”

Gus thought he was speaking quite a bit for someone who claimed speechlessness, but he kept that opinion to himself and remained motionless in hopes that Jurassic Park had been right and that Casey was like a dinosaur and his vision was based upon movement.

“We tend to do that wherever we go,” Bertha said. “It’s kind of our thing.” She looked off into the distance as if reminiscing on all the minds she’d blown.

“And you call yourselves the We Three Queens?” Casey asked. “The fact that you exist and are standing in front of me is seriously a highlight of my life.”

Gus thought that maybe Casey’s bar was set a little low if that was a highlight, but he said nothing because he didn’t just blurt everything out like a commoner would.

“Why thank you, young man,” Bernice said, beaming, and Gus considered her to now be a traitor to the cause.

“We have to do a selfie,” Casey said. “All of us. I have to have a picture of us. Like, you have no idea.”

Gus blurted out, “Oh my god, selfies, fuck my life,” and immediately clapped his hand over his mouth and stood stock-still because they would see him.

“You too, Gustavo Tiberius,” Casey said, glancing back at him. “Don’t think I’ve forgotten about you.”

And because he’d been spotted and the cat was out of the bag, Gus scowled in response and said, “I can’t do selfies. It’s against my religion.”

Casey cocked his head. “The whole Bleeding Jesus folk bongo band thing?”

“What? No. Just. Shut up. I don’t even know you.”

“Oh,” Casey said. “You will.”

“Don’t you threaten me!”

Casey shook his head. “There are a few things we need to discuss.”

That didn’t sound good. “I have nothing to discuss with you,” Gus said.

“Uh, yeah you do,” Casey said. “How about the fact that you work at a video rental store and it’s 2014? That’s… that’s, like. Retro. And shit.”

“Retro and shit,” Gus said. “Wow. Is that your professional opinion? Are you going to go blog about it?”

“Snark,” Betty said. “So much snark.”

“I feel like we should have popcorn,” Bernice, said to her sister-lovers. “It’s like a play.”

“A tragic comedy,” Bertha agreed.

“Indeed,” Casey said to Gus. “Because Netflix and Redbox aren’t actual things that exist in this day and age.”

“People want brick and mortar,” Gus said. “And I give them what they want. I carry high-quality films—”

“Is that a Sharknado display?” Casey asked, pointing at a Sharknado display.

“—for the discerning public who want to come and look at a selection face to face instead of sitting in front of a computer screen to pick out healthy film choices—”

“Wow, that’s a very big Sharknado display,” Casey said.

“It’s supposed to be ironic!”

“Such a hipster,” Casey said, sounding fonder than anyone ever had when speaking to Gus, except for maybe Pastor Tommy. “Doing things ironically.”

Gus gaped because he doubted he’d ever been called anything more offensive in his life.

“So,” Casey said, ignoring Gus’s muttered death threats as he hopped off the counter. “Selfie. Everyone, gather around Gus and smoosh together as much as possible. We all need to fit.”

“What? No! No gathering around Gus and smooshing—”

Everyone gathered around Gus and smooshed together, Casey pressed against his side, their cheeks touching as he raised his phone out in front of them. It was awful, even if Casey smelled like coffee and Altoids and the faintest sweet hint of pot and—

“Perfect,” Casey said, and they all stepped away, Gus not even aware when the picture had been taken. Casey looked down at his phone and started cackling. “Oh man. Gus, your face. I am posting the shit out of this.” He started typing furiously. “Hey, followers. Making new friends. Yes, those jackets are real. Hashtag fierce. Hashtag mountain town adventures. Hashtag ironic video store FTW. Hashtag Grumpy Gus.”

“What?” Gus said, outraged. “I’m not—”

“Hashtag pink ladies. Hashtag rolling stoned smoked up the moss. Hashtag—”

“See?” Gus hissed to the We Three Queens. “He’s Instagramming me. Without my expressed permission. With hashtags! I don’t even know what those are. I’m not a fancy dinner that no one cares to look at!”

Bertha was already on her phone. “Follow us,” she said to Casey. “We’re the WeThreeQueens4Life on Instagram.”

Gus stared at her in abject horror.

“Followed,” Casey said as his phone made a musical little sound.

“Affirmative,” Betty said. “We’re following you now too.”

“Done and done,” Casey said and they all put their phones away.

“Sandwich?” Lottie asked.

 

 

IT WAS while Casey was helping the We Three Queens pick out their daily movies (two this time, as the next day was Sunday and Gus was closed on Sundays) that Gus realized that all of this could be blamed on the inspirational calendar. Because he had said hello, and it had led to a million things happening in the last five hours, all of them difficult and wrong. Gustavo Tiberius was not a man built for things that were difficult and wrong. Everything had an order. Everything had its place. And Casey Richards was ruining it. He was ruining Gus.

“You’re staring at him,” Lottie said.

“I am not,” Gus said as he stared directly at Casey. “I’m watching to make sure he doesn’t steal anything.”

“Yeah,” Lottie said. “Heaven forbid he should steal an empty movie box. Oh no. What is the world coming to?”

“He was stoned on the job,” Gus whispered furiously.

“Did he get your order right?”

“What? Yes! It was—”

“Then what does it matter? I have no problem with it. It’s medicinal. Sort of.”

“He said he had stigmata!”

Lottie grinned. “Yeah, he isn’t always the sharpest tool in the shed when he’s baked. Doesn’t hurt anyone, though. Like an adorable little puppy.”

“It hurt me,” Gus said. “A lot. Mortally, even. And if he’s an adorable little puppy, he’s the kind that shits everywhere.”

“You think he’s adorable?” Lottie asked, arching an eyebrow.

Gus’s mind sort of went fuzzy at that. “What? No! I don’t. Just. He shouldn’t be smoking while working!”

“Because you’re so anti-weed and all,” she said, rolling her eyes. “No son of Pastor Tommy would ever have a problem with pot.”

Which. Sure. Fair point. But whatever. “Why didn’t you tell me he was coming here?”

“Because I wanted to see the look on your face when you saw him for the first time,” she said. “I was hiding in the back and watched everything. It was precious. Your face was priceless. Such feigned righteous indignation. I forgot to get video, though. I had muffins on the brain.”

“Oh my god,” Gus said. “I am evicting you from the coffee shop. Hand in your keys now. Leave town.”

“Landlord-tenant acts,” she taunted him. “I’m protected by law.”

“Who’s a landlord?” Casey asked and Gus absolutely did not squeak again, no matter what Casey’s smile said. And he was standing so close, like he had a right to be behind the counter.

“Gus here,” Lottie said. “He owns the building the coffee shop is in. And the video store. And the hardware store. And the convenience store. Now that I think about it, pretty much all the buildings here. Treats all the tenants real good.” She patted his arm and Gus refused to feel warm at that. He failed miserably.

Casey’s eyes widened. “Whoa. You own everything? Far out, man.”

“No,” Gus grumbled. “I don’t own everything. Just almost everything.” Actually, Pastor Tommy had owned almost everything. He’d bought most of the storefronts in the eighties and nineties, flipping them and lowering the rent for the business owners. When he had died, everything had gone to Gus. But Casey didn’t need to know that because Gus didn’t know Casey. And he didn’t want to. Not even a little bit.

“Well,” Casey said. “Still. Impressive. Hey, you eating that?” And he plucked the sandwich out of Gus’s hand and took a bite, before giving it back and grinning through a mouthful of egg salad. He started to masticate, even as more words fell out of his mouth. “Also, since I’m living the dream here, I’ve decided to sign up for a video membership so I can rent high-end movies like Sharknado. I even saw Leprechaun 4: In Space. Or, you know, the one where the murderous leprechaun goes to space. Lay an application on me, Grumpy Gus.”

“Get out,” Gus said, completely serious.

Casey grinned and didn’t even look remotely offended. Gus was obviously losing his touch. He would have to try harder next time. “Nah,” Casey said. “I’m good.”

“You have to be eighteen,” Gus tried. He hoped it didn’t sound like he was fishing. Because he wasn’t.

Casey squinted at him. “Man, I have a beard.”

Gus tried not to look at said beard and most certainly did not want to touch it. The idea alone was ridiculous and Gus would not entertain it in the slightest. “Congratulations. Maybe you’re a hairy child.”

“I’m twenty-three. And this beard took months to get right, dude.”

“Yes, twenty-three, dude,” Gus mocked.

“You got nothing left, Grumpy Gus. May as well give up now.”

Well, fuck. Gus decided to play his trump card. “You have to be a resident of Abby, Oregon, or the surrounding area. I can’t rent to out-of-towners. They may leave the state with my movies and I would have to call the police and fill out paperwork and there’d be wanted posters, dude.”

“To get your movies back,” Casey said.

“Exactly. Not saying you would, but if I make an exception for you, then I’d have to make an exception for everyone.” And Gus felt good again. Because he’d won.

Casey leaned back against the counter, colorful arms crossing his chest, cool as you please. He said, “Hey, Gus.” He sounded amused.

“What,” Gus said warily. He did not sound amused.

Casey’s lips twitched. “It’s probably good then that we don’t have to worry about that. Though, I’m slightly hurt you’d be okay with having me arrested.”

No.

“But, no worries,” he continued, running a hand through his beard. “Because guess who just moved here?”

No, no, no.

“Yep,” Casey said, as if he could hear the running horror in Gus’s head. “This mountain air is just speaking to my muse, man. Settling in for the long haul. So, how about that application? Something tells me that I’m going to be in here quite a bit as I’ve decided that you and I are going to be friends.”

And then he winked.

That was the moment Gustavo Tiberius realized he was most certainly doomed.




Chapter 6

 

 

GUS DIDN’T know if he believed in God, but he certainly gave thanks as the next day was Sunday, the only day he didn’t open the Emporium. Since he didn’t have to open the Emporium, he didn’t have to go to Lottie’s Lattes and therefore did not have to run the risk of seeing a certain bearded hipster.

“Today is going to be an okay day,” he told the ceiling.

He rolled off the bed and tried to exercise.

Instead, he lay on the floor.

Harry S. Truman peered over the edge of the bed and chittered at him.

“I don’t even know,” Gus told him.

Eventually, he got up.

He ignored the inspirational calendar.

He left the room.

He came back into the room and frowned at the calendar. He didn’t want to know what today’s message said, because yesterday’s was the absolute worst. He’d said hello and everything had turned upside down.

Gus frowned, because he was good at it.

“Ugh,” he said. “Fine.”

We don’t meet people by accident. They are meant to cross our path for a reason.

Gus stared at the inspirational calendar.

“Are you spying on me?” he eventually whispered.

The inspirational calendar did not reply.

Gus left the room.

 

 

HE DEBATED, quite seriously, not going to the grocery store that day. He thought it might be a better idea if he stayed in the house all day. Not to hide, mind you, but rather to not be seen by anyone else. There was a difference, he told himself. An absolute difference because Gustavo Tiberius didn’t hide. He avoided, sure, but he didn’t hide.

But then he realized he was short on TV dinners and apples, and for some reason, he got into his head that he needed string cheese, even though he hadn’t had it since he was twelve years old.

Needless to say, Gus couldn’t just stay at home. It wasn’t feasible. And it wasn’t like he’d actually run into any specific person (hipster) while grocery shopping. The market was in the next town over, a few miles down the road. He’d have to drive to get there, something he only did on Sundays, and there was no chance he’d meet anyone he didn’t want to see (hipster) so it would be fine.

“Yes,” Gus said. “I can do this.”

He showered and dressed.

His reflection looked slightly wide-eyed, so he scowled at it and everything was better.

He loaded up Harry S. Truman into the pet carrier and made sure to pack his leash, because Harry S. Truman absolutely refused to be left behind. Gus paid for days the last time he’d left the ferret at home. Harry S. Truman could be extraordinarily vindictive when he chose to be. Gus didn’t know if it was a ferret thing, or an albino ferret thing, or just a Harry S. Truman thing.

It brought him attention, sure, but most people just cooed and smiled before giving Gus a wary look. He would rather deal with uncomfortable attention than a pissed-off ferret. And as he had that specific thought, he really wondered what his life had become.

“Grocery store,” he said as he locked to door to his house. “There and back and everything will be fine.”

He got into his father’s 1995 Ford Taurus. (“Ah, what a year for the Taurus,” Pastor Tommy had said on a regular basis. “The sleek lines! The torque! The handling, my god, Gus, the way it handles! The men will fall at your feet when this car becomes yours!”) It was lovingly maintained with only 237,000 miles on it. It didn’t like the cold, but then neither did Gus. They were compatible that way.

He turned on the car and it filled with the sounds of NPR talking about paleontologists unearthing what could potentially be the largest dinosaur ever found somewhere in Argentina.

Gus smiled because it was going to be okay.

 

 

IT WAS not okay.

“Fancy meeting you here,” Casey said, coming up beside Gus with his own shopping cart. “I was absolutely convinced you would have groceries delivered so you wouldn’t have to step foot outside Abby.”

“Meep,” Gus said, startled. And then, “What.”

“Oh my fucking god,” Casey moaned and that went places Gus tried very hard not to think about. “He’s on a leash. Gus. Gus. You’re walking your ferret on a leash in a grocery store. I don’t even—this is. What are you even—” He whipped out his phone and took multiple pictures.

Gus, still shocked to find out Casey existed here too, didn’t say a single word. He couldn’t think of a single thing to say. He also couldn’t help but notice Casey wasn’t wearing a beanie today and Gus could see his hair and the sides of his head were shaved, the long strands down the middle pulled back and tied with a thin leather strap at the rear of his head, pulled up into a slightly messy bun. For a horrifying moment, Gus wondered what Casey’s hair would feel like. But since Gus was neither creepy nor interested, he thought nothing of it, except for the fact that he had a bun which just looked stupid and not even remotely attractive, even if it fit him really well and made him look—

Nope. Not even going to go there.

Eventually, Casey got over the sight of a ferret on a leash and put his phone away, looking back at Gus. “Gustavo,” he said, a lazy smile on his face. “How are you?”

Gus said, “I’m buying groceries,” because he was incapable of even the most basic of human interactions. He scowled, but it was more at himself because he was a functioning human being and he should not be this flustered at someone like Casey. Casey was like anyone else Gus had ever dealt with. Even if he was wearing a thin white V-neck shirt where Gus could faintly see the outline of his nipples underneath and even if the sleeves of tattoos were true sleeves and went up his arms and biceps. Yes. Even if. Because he was like everyone else, and Gus should be treated as such.

Which, unfortunately, meant resorting to epic assholery. “Shouldn’t you be at Trader Joe’s?” Gus asked. “I highly doubt there’s anything organic at Billy Hampton’s Shop and Save.”

Casey laughed and it was deep and wonderful and Gus despised it. “No Trader Joe’s up here,” Casey said. “Billy’s is fine. They have black bean hummus, so I’m good.” He glanced down at Gus’s cart. “That’s… a lot of TV dinners.”

“Good,” Gus said. “You can count. I’m happy about that. And black bean hummus is pretentious.” He started pushing his cart down the aisle, absolutely refusing to feel embarrassed by the contents of the basket and the admitted lack of burn to his insult. Sure, there were TV dinners (maybe two or three weeks’ worth, whatever), but that was just who Gus was. That was who Pastor Tommy had been. They’d never learned to cook, never really had any need for it, and Gus had continued that tradition on after Pastor Tommy had died.

They could bake, though. They baked a lot. Only because Pastor Tommy had been partial to pot brownies. And pot cookies. And pot cake and pot pie (marijuana, not chicken) and pot raspberry crumble.

Gus hadn’t baked in a while. He didn’t need it.

(Sure, the idea of it made him sad, but he chose not to think about that part.)

Casey didn’t seem to get it, but then he was a stoner, and it might take a more less-than-subtle hint to get it through his fogged-out skull. He followed Gus, pushing the cart quickly and jumping up on the bar along the bottom, rolling ahead and laughing when Harry S. Truman squeaked and tried to chase after him.

Gus did not laugh or squeak.

“So, Gus,” Casey said, “Tell me more about yourself.”

“Why?” Gus asked, already suspicious. He thought it possible that Casey was a spy sent by a bigger video rental corporation, but then reminded himself that they were all pretty much out of business. Gus then decided he probably worked for some shady land developer and was trying to get an in with Gus to convince him to sell his properties so they could be torn down and made into a parking garage for people with BMWs and no souls.

“Because that’s what new friends do,” Casey said. “They learn about each other so they can grow as people both together and apart.”

“I like that,” Gus said. “Let’s grow apart.”

Casey laughed. “You’re funny. Ooh, organic yogurt. Gus, you said they didn’t have organic anything.” He stopped in front of the cooler and started plucking flavors at random.

“I didn’t know they did,” Gus said. “People here don’t buy that crap.”

“Sure,” Casey said. “Crap. It’s from the earth. It’s why it’s organic. You know, modern processing puts in so many chemicals into the products we use. I don’t want that shit in my body. It’s why I like weed, man. It grows. If it grows, the body knows.”

“Oh look,” Gus said. “I think I hear slow jazz being played outside. You should go listen.”

Casey stopped, cocking his head. “I don’t hear any—” He grinned as his eyes widened. “I see what you did there. Man, you’re good.”

“It’s not that hard to pull one over on someone when they’re stoned,” Gus said.

“Nah, man. I’m not stoned today. Woke up with the muse caressing my face and whispering in my ear. I put it to good use. Plus it’s Sunday, ya know? God and Jesus and shit.”

“Yes,” Gus said. “I’m sure God and Jesus are happy you didn’t smoke weed on this the most holy of days.” Then, before he could stop himself, “Muse?”

Casey glanced at him, teeth flashing. “Yeah.”

And said nothing more.

Now, Gus should have let it end there. He should have. He normally would have. There was no reason for this conversation to continue. He came to get his TV dinners, his two-ply toilet paper, and maybe, if he was feeling really frisky, a package of beef jerky he could have as a dessert after dinner. And his string cheese. He needed it now like air.

However, the inspirational calendar had forced Gus to say hello the day prior, and a million things were happening, and Gus couldn’t stop his mouth from opening and saying, “You paint or something?” It came out aloof and sounding bored, but it was still a follow-up question.

Gustavo Tiberius rarely asked follow-up questions.

And never to hipsters. It was one of the unspoken rules.

“I’m a writer,” Casey said easily.

Gus stopped. “What.”

Casey stopped too, leaning his elbows down on the handle of the cart. “I write.”

That… that did not compute. “You what.”

Casey shrugged. “I write. Words. I am a wordsmith. Wordslinger. I have ideas that fill up pages and create worlds that blossom young minds into—”

Gus suddenly understood. It made much more sense. He felt sort of relieved that the world had a working order to it. “Oh,” he said. “So, like, you write poetry about misogyny and racism in corporate America and perform it live in smoky coffee bars while snapping but achingly wishing you were writing Pablo Neruda romance instead. Got it.”

Casey threw back his head and laughed. Gus did not track the long lines of his neck, did not feel his heart thump a bit strangely when the Adam’s apple bobbed up and down, and most certainly did not feel the urge to stare in awe.

Gus was not prepared to not feel anything like that at all.

“Oh, Gus,” Casey said, wiping his eyes. “You are a delight. I am delighted by you.”

Gus grimaced. “That should not be a word used to describe me.”

“Ah,” Casey said. “But I’m a writer. Words are what I do. And no, I’m not some bohemian rhapsody that you have going on in your head. Pablo Neruda, though. I like that shit.”

Gus scowled. “Then what do you write?”

“Why, Gus,” Casey said, leaning a bit closer. “Are you trying to learn about me? So we can grow together?”

And yes, that is exactly what Gus was doing, but he wasn’t doing it of his own volition. He didn’t even know why he was asking. He was certain then that the supernatural existed, because the only way this conversation could have occurred was if Gus had been placed under some kind of spell. He glared at Casey and hissed, “Witch!” Because really! “Come along, Harry S. Truman,” he said. “We have shopping to finish.”

But of course, Harry S. Truman decided he would rather be a jerk and lay flat on his stomach, not wanting to walk. Gus was not above dragging him through the store, but he did not want to be seen as an irresponsible ferret owner in front of a hipster poet, lest he be the subject of Casey’s next poetry slam:

 

I’ve SEEN

(*dramatic pause*)

Men of my generation

Pretending love and making war

(*pause for raucous applause*)

All the WHILE

Sweet sweet mustard gas child

Dragging ferrets through the store

 

So he stood there.

And so did Casey.

Harry S. Truman did not stand. He lay flopped on the floor as if all his bones had mysteriously disappeared.

Gus started to sweat.

Casey grinned.

Gus said, “I don’t read books, I read encyclopedias,” and desperately wished he’d kept his mouth shut. “There’s nothing wrong with that. A lot of people do that.”

Casey said, “Cool, man. Knowledge is power. Hey, question. How do you get all those movies to your store? They probably don’t have distribution centers for that stuff anymore.”

Gus said, “I go to the mall in Glide and buy them and then put them out to rent.”

Casey said, “That’s great. Epic. Right? Okay. That’s so weird. You do that? Wow. I don’t—”

Gus said, “Once a month. I go on a buying spree,” and then felt ridiculous for saying buying spree, what the hell. “I mean, I just. What were we—”

Casey said, “Oh crap. You’re blushing. Why are you blushing? That’s so unfair. I can’t even—”

Gus said, “I’m not. I’m feeling overheated. The air conditioning must be broken. I’m not blushing and everything is fine. I don’t blush.”

Casey said, “I write books. Novels. Like, full-on books about stuff. And things. Crazy things.”

Gus said. “Oh. I only read encyclopedias, so.”

Casey said, “Yeah. Yeah. Sure. That’s cool, man. Gotta do what you do. Do you like curry?”

Gus said, “No. It’s awful. I hate the way it tastes. Did you really move here?”

Casey said, “No curry, got it. That’s okay. Yeah. Live with Lottie for a while. Clearing my head. Finding my mojo. It’s working. I think it’s working. Being here is working.”

And not once did they break eye contact.

Eventually, Gus left, dragging Harry S. Truman behind him.

If he spent the rest of the day in a dumbfounded fog, well.

No one was there to see it.




Chapter 7

 

 

“TODAY IS going to be an okay day,” Gus told the ceiling the next morning, because it had to be. It had to be okay, because if it wasn’t, Gus didn’t know what he would do. He might literally go out of his fucking mind. He thought how only a week ago everything had been fine. He didn’t even know what it was now. It made him anxious. Gus hated feeling anxious. He also hated warm ketchup, loud people, sunburns, parallel parking, jams and jellies, Instagram, Sarah McLachlan’s SPCA commercials, rubber glue, Michael Bay’s DVD commentaries, Michael Bay’s films, Michael Bay, and that weird feeling that tattooed, bearded hipsters caused in the pit of his stomach that felt like he had tripped down a flight of stairs into a frozen lake that got lit on fire.

He did his exercises. He told himself that he threw in an extra fifty push-ups because it helped him to clear his head. It had absolutely nothing to do with anyone who worked at Lottie’s Lattes and how they might enjoy Gus if his arms looked a bit stronger because that was just ridiculous.

He was sweating by the time he stood. Because everything was fine and it was going to be an okay day, he grumbled when he tore off yesterday’s inspirational message to see today’s. It was what he normally did, and even if he was anxious, he was going to keep up appearances. He was going to handle this the same way he handled everything else: with a scowl and a glower and eventually, it would go away and he would be just fine. He was not a fucking ray of sunshine and he liked it that way.

He looked down to read the inspirational message for his Monday morning.

Let today be the day when you release your inner sunshine for all the world to see.

“Oh come on!” Gus shouted. “Why are you mocking me?”

The inspirational calendar just sat there.

Gus stomped out of his room.

And he most certainly did not spend an extra three minutes in front of the mirror that morning making sure his hair looked okay because that would be just fucking stupid.

 

 

GUS STOOD outside his house, Harry S. Truman stowed away in his carrier, glaring at the door to Lottie’s Lattes across the street. Between the extra workout he did, the angry shower he took, and the time he did not spend in front of the mirror, he was running a bit behind today. Glowering at a coffee shop was not helping the situation.

“Just do it,” he said aloud. “Just walk across the street. Get your coffee. Go to work. It’s fine. It’s okay.”

He told himself his hands were slightly sweaty because it was awfully humid this morning.

He told himself his heart was thumping erratically in his chest because his family had history of arrhythmia, and he should see a cardiologist in the near future.

“It’s just coffee,” he said. “You do this every day. Except for Sundays. Because Sundays are when you go to the grocery store and get stalked by hipsters who write books with protagonists that are probably Holden Caulfield rip-offs that are trying to be existentially deep but are in actuality vapid twentysomethings who don’t contribute anything of value to the literary world.”

He felt a bit better after that.

He stood tall, squaring his shoulders.

His head was held high.

He marched across the street.

He entered Lottie’s Lattes because he was Gustavo Tiberius and he had a goddamn video rental store to open and he needed his coffee.

The bell rang overhead.

He opened his mouth to order (nay, demand) his black coffee and no, he did not want a muffin, thank you very much, he just wanted his coffee, and he would be on his way, that was fine and he.

Just.

Stopped.

Because life… life was completely unfair.

Casey was standing off to the left, at the front window of the shop, wiping against the glass with a paper towel, a bottle of Windex at his feet. His hair was pulled back again, artfully messy, but it was what he was wearing that caused Gus’s throat to constrict involuntarily. Deep red skinny jeans that clung to his hips. A thin white tank top, leaving his arms exposed. And he was stretching up, standing on the tips of his toes to wipe down the top of the glass, and there was more skin, a thin strip of tanned skin above the waist of his jeans. There was hair on his navel, trailing down, growing darker as it disappeared into his pants.

And Gus.

Well.

Gus just stood there.

Staring.

Because for some reason, he couldn’t not.

Casey finally looked over at him, a slightly glazed smile on his face. He said, “Hey, Gus. Glad you finally stopped glaring at the store and came in.”

Gus did what he did best when called out on the truthfulness of his actions.

He sputtered.

“What? I never—it wasn’t like that and—I just was standing there to—don’t even try to—I don’t glare I—”

When Gus got a good sputter going on, when he was really embarrassed, it could last upward of a minute.

This was a good sputter.

A very good sputter.

Casey, for what it was worth, just smiled at him and waited, eyes half-lidded and slightly bloodshot because it was wake and bake and he helped. He leaned against the freshly cleaned window, arms crossed over his chest, and Gus did everything he could to avoid looking at the chest hair that peeked out over the tank top because he was not emotionally equipped to deal with it at the present time.

Eventually, Gus stopped sputtering.

It just sort of… trailed off.

“Hey, man,” Casey said when he fell silent. “Ain’t no skin off my back. Do you not like the architecture or something?”

Gus didn’t really know what to do with that. “The architecture?” He sounded slightly aghast.

“The shape,” Casey said, fluttering a single hand around to indicate the shop. “The design. I thought you were glaring at the building because you didn’t like the way it looked. I don’t blame you. It’s so… square. Like. Square.”

“It’s a building,” Gus said, wondering how he had so quickly lost control of this conversation when all he wanted was coffee. “It’s supposed to be square.”

“Nah,” Casey said. “Not all buildings are square. There are the pyramids and that opera house in Australia and the Eiffel Tower and those houses in hills they have in New Zealand that you can go into on Hobbit tours. Those are circles. Or spheres.” He paused, face scrunching briefly. “Or domes.”

“What is even happening right now?” Gus asked.

“I don’t know,” Casey said, fingers scratching at his beard unfairly. “I was just happy to see you stopped being mad about the building and came over.”

“I wasn’t mad about—wait. Were you watching me?”

Casey shrugged. “S’washing windows, man, and there you were. Gustavo Tiberius, ready to go to battle against the building. You had your grr face going.”

“My what now?” Gus asked, sure his eyebrows were almost at his hairline.

“Your grr face,” Casey said. “You know. Grr.” He bared his teeth in what Gus assumed was supposed to be an approximation of his scowl.

And Gus was offended.

“I don’t have a grr face,” Gus retorted. “I don’t have any kind of face.” He tried not to think how petulant that sounded, but it wasn’t his fault. Casey was wearing a tank top.

“You have a nice face,” Casey said.

“What?” Gus squeaked.

Now, Gus wasn’t normally an anxious person, not really. He had a perfectly ordered world where everything had its place and everything was part of his routine. He did not deviate from said routine because that way lay madness.

The last few days, though, had been a strange sort of amalgam of events that did not occur to one such as him. He was flip phones and encyclopedias before bedtime. Beef jerky as a special dessert and having every day be an okay day.

It was all Casey’s fault. All of it.

Which explained why, when Lottie spoke from behind them, Gus let out a strangled sort of scream.

“Wow,” Lottie said, almost causing Gus to drop Harry S. Truman with how much he jumped. She affected a horrible French accent and said rather breathily, “La passion est incroyable.”

He had finished screaming by the time her terrible French ended, so he was able to catch the gist of it and he immediately made plans to find out if hexes were real so he could put one on Lottie Richards. But since one did not inform a party as to an impending hex, he instead chose to scowl at everyone standing in the shop, a look that was immediately ignored.

“Did I scare you?” she asked mildly and Gus decided it would be a bad hex.

“No!” Gus said. “Not at all. Not even a little bit. I was just testing the acoustics in here. They were terrible.”

“Uh-huh,” Lottie said. “So, what did you learn today?”

“Learn?” Casey asked, and Gus did not shiver slightly when the stoned hipster brushed by him, bare arm touching Gus even though there was plenty of room to avoid such an action.

“The We Three Queens bought Gus an inspirational message calendar for Christmas,” Lottie explained. Like a jerk. “They thought he could use some uplifting sentiments on a daily basis. To make sure he reads them, we have to ask him every day what the messages are.”

“Huh,” Casey said. “Makes sense.”

“How does that make sense?” Gus asked incredulously.

Casey looked confused. “It’s a calendar with quotes. It’s not that hard. Do you need help with it?”

“Oh my god,” Gus said. “No, I don’t need help reading a calendar.”

“Oh,” Casey said, sounding strangely disappointed. “Well, what did it say?”

He didn’t really understand the question, because Casey’s tank top had billowed out slightly under the arms and Gus saw a nipple and everything misfired in his head all at once.

“Uhhh,” Gus said rather poetically.

“Gus?” Lottie asked.

“Uhhh,” Gus said, sounding less poetic.

“He was glaring at the building earlier,” Casey said to Lottie. “I don’t think he likes the shape of it. He has a thing against squares. I don’t even know.”

And that snapped him out of his nipple-induced haze. “I have to release my inner sunshine all over the world!” Gus cried. And holy shit, the acoustics.

Lottie and Casey stared at him.

“Was today’s message,” Gus said, thinking now would be a perfect time to see if he could be a long-distance runner.

Casey’s lips twitched. “Um. You have to what?” Those eye crinkles were back.

“Release his inner sunshine,” Lottie said, obviously struggling not to laugh. “All over the world.”

“Wow, man,” Casey said. “That’s truly inspirational.”

Gus eyed him warily.

“If you’re a Care Bear,” Casey added.

“I’m not a Care Bear!” Gus snapped.

“Didn’t think you were,” Case said. “You’re much taller than a Care Bear is.”

“I think I got a contact high,” Gus said. “I think you’re high and there was contact and now I’m high and that’s why we’re talking about Care Bears.”

“Oh?” Lottie asked innocently. “There was contact?”

Gus flushed horribly.

Casey made a slightly wounded noise.

Lottie grinned evilly.

“Erm,” Gus said.

“He blushes all the time,” Casey said in awe.

“Really?” Lottie asked. “Because this is the first time I’ve seen it.” And then, just because she could, she said, “Gus! Best Adapted Screenplay category, forty-ninth Academy Awards.”

And since Gus couldn’t not, he said, “Robert Getchell, Nicholas Meyer, Federico Fellini and Bernardino Zapponi, David Butler and Steve Shagan. William Goldman won for All the President’s Men.”

“What,” Casey said.

“I really enjoyed that movie,” Lottie said. “Robert Redford is like cheese: he ages well and I want to put him in my mouth.”

“No, but seriously,” Casey said. “What.”

“Oh,” Lottie said. “Gus can list off every Academy Award nomination and winner in every category of every year of the Oscars.”

“Dude,” Casey said.

“It’s just a thing,” Gus grumbled.

“Dude,” Casey demanded.

“Stop calling me dude!”

“Pastor Tommy could do it too,” Lottie said. “Taught Gus everything he knows.”

“Best Documentary,” Casey said. “1967.”

“The Anderson Platoon.”

“Best Musical Score 1952.”

“Alfred Newman for With a Song in My Heart.”

“Best Film Editing 1986!”

“Thom Noble for Witness.”

“Cinematography 1937!”

“Tony Gaudio for Anthony Adverse.”

“Dude,” Casey breathed. “You… you just…. Who are you?”

Gus frowned. “I’m Gus,” he said, though he didn’t know how well that explained it.

“No,” Casey said. “You’re—like, okay, stay with me here, okay? So, if Jesus was still alive and he was totally into movies and could memorize shit because of the way his brain works, that’s who you’d be. Don’t you get it? You’re a cinematic Jesus.”

Well. Gus didn’t know quite how to take that. “Are you… complimenting me?”

“Yeah. Yes. Holy shit, yes.”

“By calling me a cinematic Jesus.”

“Praise be!” Casey said, throwing his hands in the air.

“Contact high,” Gus said. “This has to be a contact high.”

And how Casey smiled.

 

 

WHEN THERE was a knock at his door that night, Gus was slightly confused. He understood the concept of knocking on a door (and had, in fact, done it a few times himself in his life). What was confusing to him, though, was the fact that someone was knocking on his door.

He set down the encyclopedia (halfway through the entry on Greece) and stared at the door from his spot in Pastor Tommy’s recliner.

The knock came again.

“Huh,” Gus said. “So that’s what that sounds like.”

Gus didn’t know if it were odd or not to hear for what was probably the first time someone knocking on the front door. Pastor Tommy always had an open-door policy for anyone who ever wanted to stop by. And people did because people loved Pastor Tommy, who would sit in his chair with a bong in one hand, his other flailing wildly as he told stories about the time he went scuba diving and was accosted by an amorous squid or when he outdrank an Irishman in an Irish Pub in Ireland (though, that last was really drinking with a guy named O’Malley in a pub in Portland). If Gus’s bedroom door was ever shut, it meant he needed privacy and Pastor Tommy respected that. (“You don’t need to be ashamed about masturbating, Gus, everyone does it, your teachers do it, police officers, the mailman, politicians, I do it, everyone seriously does it so stop being all weird about it and just shut your door and turn on music and go to town, oh my god.”)

After Pastor Tommy died, Gus never left the front door open and people didn’t come over anymore. It was easier that way.

Until now.

“Huh,” Gus said again as the knock came a third time. Then he remembered that when one has a door knocked upon, it is customary to find out who is on the other side.

Sometimes when he got home, Gus did not wear pants. He was thankful today was not one of those days. He didn’t think it would have been appropriate to answer the front door in nothing but his tighty-whities.

He reached the door and heard someone shuffling outside on the porch. The door didn’t have a peephole and Gus was not a stupid man, so he said loudly, “If you’re here to rob me, you should know that I have a basic understanding of martial arts and will not hesitate to unleash my fury upon your thieving ways.”

“Whoa,” a voice said on the other side of the door. “Are you serious? Dude. Please don’t karate chop my face.”

Gus sighed heavily and opened the door, flipping on the porch light.

Casey blinked, then grinned at him. “Gustavo,” he said, as if he were surprised to see Gus instead of the other way around. “Hello.” He fiddled with his glasses, pushing them back on his nose, then dropped his hand.

“Casey,” Gus allowed. “What can I help you with?”

“Are those your pajamas?” he asked, eyes raking over Gus.

“Yes,” Gus said, refusing to be embarrassed.

“You have sleep pants with tiny pictures of… is that Yasser Arafat?”

“Uh. Yeah.”

“You have pajamas with a dead Palestinian leader’s face on them.”

“I am aware,” Gus said, trying not to fidget as Casey essentially stared at his crotch. “They’re my Yasser Arapants.”

Casey choked.

Gus waited.

“Oh my fucking god,” Casey mumbled to himself. “You’re like… just… like, this person.”

Gus waited some more.

“Gus,” Casey said, lifting his gaze. “Hey.” His mouth quirked.

“Hi, Casey.” And why did it come out sounding roughly fond? This would most certainly not do at all.

“So. Look.”

Gus waited even more. He wondered if he should invite Casey in, but he didn’t know that he wanted to. It was a very confusing time for him. He blamed the hipster and a society who helped promote them. He probably had a blog dedicated to beard maintenance where he also posted black and white pictures of dilapidated barns because he thought they symbolized postwar Americana and made him feel deep.

“There’s something you should know about me,” Casey said. “Before we continue doing what we’re doing.”

“I’m pretty sure I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Gus said. “We’re not doing anything.”

“Sure, Gus,” Casey said. “Okay. So, hey. I’ve had sex before. With women. And men.”

And… wow. Gus really didn’t want to think about that. But not at all because he was thinking about Casey having sex with other people and getting jealous at the idea of it, but because he didn’t want to think about Casey as a sexual being at all. And he didn’t.

“Okay?” Gus said. “Uh. Thank you. For sharing.”

Casey nodded. “Good, that felt good. You too. You can share. This can be our share space.” He waved his arms around like he was encompassing the entire area.

“Our share space,” Gus repeated.

“Yes,” Casey said seriously. “You can share with me in our share space. It’s a safe place for sharing. Judgment free, that’s you and me.”

“I’m judging you,” Gus said. “You rhymed and I’m judging you.”

“Share space,” Casey whispered, staring at Gus intently.

“Are you stoned again?” Gus asked.

“Nope,” Casey said. “I haven’t smoked since, like, five this afternoon.”

“It’s seven fifteen,” Gus said.

“I know,” Casey said, completely missing the sarcasm. “But I didn’t want to be high when I came to talk to you so you wouldn’t blame it on the weed later. Share space.” He flailed his arms again.

Now Gus was reminded of why he didn’t want people knocking on his door. “Look, Casey—”

“You weren’t a Care Bear earlier,” Casey said. “Even with the whole sunshine all over the world thing. But you can be a Share Bear now. Share space.”

“A Share… Bear?” Gus couldn’t believe those words ever came from his mouth and hoped they never would again.

Casey nodded.

“And we’re sharing about….”

“Sex,” Casey said promptly.

“And then you’ll go away?”

Casey grinned.

Gus rolled his eyes. “Yes. I’ve had sex.”

“With?”

“Guys.” Three, in fact. Once when he was eighteen years old and decided he wanted to rid himself of his virginity and fucked a guy he’d gone to school with in the back of Pastor Tommy’s Ford Taurus. The second when he was twenty-three and wanted to be fucked so he didn’t have to think about it anymore and had slept with a person passing through Abby on his way to Seattle. The third was last year and there was alcohol involved at a bar and Gus didn’t really remember much about it, only that the We Three Queens had given him shit for days, saying they’d never known he was such a floozy. He’d never known he was such a floozy and pretty much thought sex was far too complicated. He only did it because he thought that’s what normal people did. He enjoyed it, or at least his body did. The rest of him wondered if that was all there was to it.

“Good,” Casey said. “My turn. I didn’t like most of it.”

And that…. Gus didn’t know what to do with that. A really, really awful thought struck him and he didn’t know quite how to vocalize it without making it sound bad. “Because it wasn’t… consensual?”

Casey’s eyes widened. “No, no, no! It was all consensual. All the consent was given. Nothing like that. I’m ace.”

“I don’t know what that means,” Gus admitted.

“That’s okay,” Casey said. “I’m asexual.”

And…. Gus still didn’t know what to do with that. “Is that… good?”

Casey nodded. “It took me a long while to figure it out, why I didn’t feel the way everyone else seemed to feel about sex. It doesn’t do a whole lot for me, to be honest. I thought maybe it was women, so I switched to men, but it wasn’t all that much better. It’s… it was mechanical, almost. I was going through the motions but it wasn’t really doing anything for me. I could get off but I didn’t care about it. I thought maybe there was something wrong with me until I figured it out and then it was like a big, fat asexual ray of sunshine fell over me and it was glorious. But it felt better when I figured out that I wasn’t weird and that it was okay to not want sex like everyone else. But I like touching and I like kissing most of the time and I can be there for a partner should the situation… arise. Sometimes, I’ll even jerk off, and I’m told I give really awesome hugs.” He waggled his eyebrows unfairly.

“Sure,” Gus said, trying not to let anything arise because the way Casey said hugs was like someone else saying blowjobs and that shouldn’t be doing it for him. “Okay.”

“We’ll work up to that, though,” Casey said.

“We will?”

“Yes. Just be patient with me. I’m very fragile.”

Gus squinted at him. “What the hell.”

“Share space,” Casey said.

“Right,” Gus said, because he wasn’t quite sure what was happening right now and it made him anxious again. He wondered if that was how he would always feel around Casey. Then he wondered why he was thinking about being around Casey long-term. He wondered many things.

“So you’re okay with that?” Casey asked, and for the first time since Gus had met him (two days ago, a tiny voice in his head supplied), he seemed slightly nervous, as if Gus’s answer was important.

And Gus couldn’t remember the last time anyone had asked him a question that seemed to have weight in its answer. Either people didn’t trust him or Gus didn’t trust himself (more the latter than the former, if he was being honest). He didn’t even know why Casey would care what he thought, but he wondered how hard it was to share something like that about yourself and how much courage it took to admit it. So he answered as honestly as he could. “Yes?”

Casey let out a long breath and grinned at him. “I knew you would be, man. You’ve got those vibes. Lottie says your aura has been brighter these last couple of days. Maybe your aura and your vibes are the same thing because they’re vibing.”

“You believe in auras?” Gus asked, wincing slightly. “Er, vibes?”

Casey shrugged. “I believe in a lot of things. They don’t have to be real for everyone, just as long as they’re real for me.”

“My vibes are real to you,” Gus said, trying to follow along.

And there was that bright smile again. “Yeah, man. I dig them.”

“You dig my vibes,” Gus said.

“Sure,” Casey said.

“But,” Gus said.

Casey arched an eyebrow.

“I don’t know what’s going on,” Gus said helplessly.

“We’re becoming friends, Gustavo,” Casey said, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.

“We are?” Gus said, as if it were the least obvious thing in the world.

“Sure,” Casey said. “It’s okay. We’ll figure it out as we go. I need your phone number.”

“Why?” Gus asked, suddenly suspicious.

Casey rolled his eyes. “So I can text you. That’s what friends do.”

“I don’t text.”

“That’s cool. I’ll show you how.”

“I know how. I just don’t do it, oh my god.”

“You will,” Casey said. “Lottie said your phone is a dinosaur so I can’t send you picture messages. We may have to fix that in the future. I take lots of pictures.”

“The future?” Gus asked faintly.

“Gustavo,” Casey said. “Focus. Phone number.”

Gus focused and gave Casey his number. It was awkward. He’d never given his phone number out before. Part of him hoped he’d messed it up and given Casey the wrong number. “If you text me after nine at night,” Gus said as Casey saved him as a contact, “I will unleash hell upon you in ways you’ve never before witnessed.”

“Whoa,” Casey said. “Dude. Hard-core.”

“I mean it.”

“But what if something amazing happens at nine twenty-six?”

“Save it for the next day.”

“But what if it’s life altering and you must be immediately made aware of it?”

“I don’t need to know your stoner thoughts about how you wish you could taste colors and how awesome it would be to lie in a pile of marshmallows.”

“But—”

“Casey!”

“Fine. Are you going to freak out when I leave? You look like you’re going to freak out.”

Gus was kind of offended. “I’m not going to freak out!”

He was so going to freak out.

“Uh-huh,” Casey said. “Well, don’t not freak out too much, okay? I have plans for you.”

“That sounds… ominous.”

Casey grinned. “Good night, Gustavo Tiberius.”

Then he was gone.

And Gus?

Well.

Gus freaked out.




Chapter 8

 

 

IN FACT, he spent most of the night freaking out.

Harry S. Truman was not amused as Gus paced in his Yasser Arapants up and down the hall from the living room to his bedroom, passing by Pastor Tommy’s closed door. He rarely went into the room, maybe once or twice a month to clean and to air it out. But mostly he kept away because it still hurt to see his father’s things the way he’d left them. Maybe one day it wouldn’t hurt, and memories of his father would be nothing but happiness, but everything was still too fresh in his head and heart.

But that didn’t matter now, because right at this moment, Gus had much bigger problems to deal with.

Namely one Casey Richards and the chaos he brought with him.

At eight fifty-nine that night, Gus got a text from a number he didn’t recognize.

Its b4 9. I haz rspct 4u. Trust4life bcuz YOLO. xx =)

He didn’t understand what any of that meant.

“I don’t speak your slang!” Gus cried to no one in particular, but saved the number in his contacts under HOW IS THIS MY LIFE.

Gus was stressed.

He had problems.

He had to solve said problems.

Then he wouldn’t be stressed.

He went back to the first encyclopedia, but the entry under asexual was relatively short and didn’t provide much information as to why an asexual hipster wanted to work his way up to hugging, and Gus didn’t know what to do with that. For the first time in his relatively short life, Encyclopaedia Britannica had failed him by not providing the information necessary to solve this most vexing of problems.

(But to be fair, he did learn about asexual plant reproduction, given that both homosporous and heterosporous life histories may exhibit various types of asexual reproduction, and wasn’t that interesting?)

He went to bed, sure things would make sense in the morning.

He fluffed his pillow and laid down his head.

He pulled the comforter up and over him.

He said, “Today was a… weird day. Tomorrow will not be weird. Tomorrow will be okay and everything will be fine.”

He stared at the ceiling for a long time.

 

 

HIS ALARM went off.

His eyes felt grainy.

He rolled out of bed anyway.

He did his exercises.

He stood.

Glared at the calendar.

“Don’t you give me any sass today,” he told it. “I am not in the mood.”

He tore off the previous day’s message.

Took a breath.

And read:

In the end, we only regret the chances we didn’t take.

If the inspirational calendar had been a person, Gus would have punched it in the face.

 

 

GUS DEBATED calling in sick to work.

Granted, he was his own boss and didn’t need to call in sick to anyone, but the sentiment remained the same.

He’d never done that before, not even the time he’d been ill with the flu and felt the need to vomit at least once every four minutes. The store had smelled pretty gross that day and the We Three Queens had chided him until he’d gone to the back office and slept in the office chair while they’d watched the store.

But today was Tuesday.

Tuesdays were ninety-nine cent rental days.

He usually had at least four customers.

Excluding the We Three Queens.

It was an absolute madhouse.

But still.

No. He couldn’t let down his customers.

He showered and avoided the mirror, because he knew he probably looked like a crack baby.

He dressed and made sure his name tag was straight.

He ate his apple. Harry S. Truman played with his pellets.

They left the house.

The sun was shining.

He glared at it. It was most certainly not his inner sunshine, that was for sure.

People waved hello.

He scowled at them.

He stomped across the street.

And stopped when he heard his name through the open door of Lottie’s Lattes.

“—just need to be careful about Gus,” Lottie was saying, voice drifting through the door. “He’s not like other people.”

“I know that,” Casey said, and Gus almost felt guilty for eavesdropping. Almost. “He’s abnormal and weird and strange.”

That stung. It shouldn’t have. They were things he’d thought about himself. They were things he knew others thought about him. But to hear it said so carelessly hurt more than Gus had expected. He didn’t know why he cared so much. He wished he didn’t.

“He’s always been like that,” Lottie said. “Even when Pastor Tommy was alive.”

“His dad?”

“Yeah. Sweet man. Sweet, sweet man. Night and day difference between him and Gus. Not that Gus isn’t sweet, I guess. In his own way. It just takes… time, I guess, to see what Gus is made of.”

Ow. Right in the feelings.

Casey chuckled. “Gus does scowl and glare a lot.”

“It’s kind of his thing,” Lottie agreed.

And Gus had heard enough.

He walked away.

 

 

HE TOOK Harry S. Truman home.

He walked back to the Emporium and put a sign on the door: OUT SICK. IT’S NOT EBOLA OR DYSENTERY. WILL BE BACK TOMORROW.

And then he went on a walk.

When Gus was younger, and the problems of the world became too much (school and teachers and lack of friends and things said like Pastor Tommy, maybe he has a social disorder or anxiety disorder because he obviously is disordered, don’t you think? And Pastor Tommy would just laugh it off because no, no, that’s just how Gus is and there’s nothing wrong with him), he would sometimes walk for hours and hours, trying to clear his head from all the clutter. It helped to soothe him. It gave him purpose.

After Pastor Tommy had died, Gus had walked for days.

He’d tried to leave Abby on foot, tried to get past Glide even, but he hadn’t quite been able to make himself leave the only real area that he’d known his entire life. Even when it had felt like he couldn’t breathe, that he too was dying because Pastor Tommy was gone, gone, gone, he couldn’t make himself leave. So he walked in a great circle through the small surrounding towns. On the streets. Through the woods. For days.

Finally, he had stopped because he had obligations that had been passed on to him.

He’d gone home and started his new life.

It was nowhere near as bad this time. Gus was slightly hurt and slightly dazed, but not lost in the tide of grief as he had been before. Nothing could compare to that. Nothing should compare to that.

Still, this was the very reason why he didn’t allow himself to have things. Or people, really. The We Three Queens had wormed their way in regardless, and he couldn’t get rid of them if he tried. He knew (he really knew) that Lottie hadn’t meant it the way it’d sounded, and he couldn’t quite figure out why he cared what Casey thought at all (because of course a hipster had an opinion).

So he walked.

It was maybe an hour before his phone buzzed. A message from HOW IS THIS MY LIFE.

Saw ur note. U Sick???? No bueno. :-( xx

“You are not Hispanic,” Gus said with a frown.

He typed back, slow and methodical.

I am fine. Just the flu. Will be fine.

Kk. Bring u sumthin?

“Christ,” Gus said. “And you’re supposed to be a writer?”

No. I am fine. Just the flu. Will be fine.

Kk. Ur scowlin at ur fone rite now >:{ <--Grumpy Gus

“I am not scowling at my phone,” Gus said as he scowled at his phone.

No. Your spelling is atrocious. You should be ashamed.

LOL. Wuteva.

“What the hell does that mean?” Gus asked. “Lawl? Lole? I don’t speak youth!”

He put his phone away and ignored it for a while.

Now, it should be said that Gus was an overthinker. It was just the way he was wired. And combining that with anxiousness, fear of the unknown, and asexual hipsters, it was really a never-ending spiral of what-the-hell, and Gus wasn’t quite sure he was thinking with his right mind.

Which is why he thought over and over what Casey had said.

He’s abnormal and weird and strange.

Well, yes. Yes he was.

And look where that had gotten him.

He owned a business. Multiple buildings.

The house was paid off.

He had a ferret for a pet.

A 1995 Ford Taurus that ran smoothly when it wasn’t cold.

He frowned a lot. He scowled even more.

He was not really a friendly person.

People spoke at him or around him.

Never really to him.

Aside from the We Three Queens. And Lottie. And Casey.

But even they were trying to better him, weren’t they?

The inspirational calendar.

Asking him every day what he’d learned.

He’s abnormal and weird and strange.

He had to fix this, right?

He had to make a change.

He didn’t want to be abnormal and weird and strange.

He wanted to be like everyone else.

Not abnormal, but normal.

Not weird, but normal.

Not strange, but normal.

Okay.

He had a plan.

He would go home and research it on the Internet. It had to be the best place to start.

He felt better already.

Really.

He could do this.

 

 

GUS ARRIVED home, walked through the door, and realized he didn’t have Internet connected at the house.

Or a computer to connect to the Internet.

Or a smartphone that could connect to the Internet.

“Goddammit,” he muttered.

His phone buzzed. Repeatedly.

Bertha: Sick? Are you getting enough fiber?

Bernice: Being stopped up is never any fun.

Betty: It’s all that jerky you eat. It’s like a plug!

Bertha: Yes, the jerky. Really, Gus.

Bernice: Eat the fiber cookies. They taste gross, but work wonders.

Betty: And I’ll make you an appointment for a colon flush.

Gus growled at his phone. He didn’t know if he’d ever been texted more in his life. It was disconcerting.

(But then he realized that normal people get texts so he responded as politely as he could: I am fine. Just the flu. No colon flush. Seriously. NO COLON FLUSH.)

Okay. He didn’t have Internet.

But he needed Internet.

Conundrum.

“To the library!” Gus said.

 

 

A LIBRARY card was needed to log into the computers at the library.

Gus didn’t have a library card.

“Goddammit,” he said.

“Shh,” the librarian said. Her name was Margo Montana (curse thy alliterative name!). She tended to rent romantic dramas from the Emporium and would bring the DVDs back scratched. Gus was not a fan of Margo Montana. But, to be fair, she was not a fan of his either. He’d never had anyone rent movies more curtly than she. It all stemmed back to when he was fifteen years old and she’d blatantly hit on Pastor Tommy right in front of him, all the while looking upon Gus with disdain. Not only had Pastor Tommy politely turned her down, but Gus might have called her an old cow with a better chance at contracting necrotizing fasciitis than she had of going out with his father.

Pastor Tommy had been amused.

Margo Montana had not been amused.

“I need a library card,” he said.

“Hmm?” Margo Montana said without looking up at him.

“A library card,” he said through gritted teeth. “Please.”

“Oh,” she said, finally looking up from her magazine whose pink cover proudly proclaimed it had 69 SEX SECRETS TO ANALLY PLEASE YOUR MAN and THE BEST MEATLOAF RECIPE EVER on the inside.

Gus didn’t think that was a pleasant combination. He didn’t understand magazines geared toward women.

He also wondered what number Margo Montana was on in anal sex secrets and he was glad Pastor Tommy had never gone out with her because that would have been disgusting.

“Why, Gus,” she said with a smirk on her face. “I didn’t even see you there.”

“Uh-huh,” Gus said. “Okay.”

“What can I help you with today?”

“I need a library card,” he said. Then, “Please.”

“Ah,” she said. “And what do you need a library card for?”

He stared at her. “To do stuff. At the library.” Because it should have been obvious. To a librarian.

“I see,” Margo Montana said. “Like?”

At this point in his abnormal, weird, and strange life, Gus might have growled at her, plotting a quick and swift revenge in his head that he would never act on. But since he was trying to turn over a new leaf as of forty-three minutes ago (for reasons he didn’t quite understand), he instead gritted his teeth and said, “To check out a book, of course. Like normal people do. For research.”

“What book?” she asked with a nasty curve to her smile.

He turned around, stomped to the closest shelf in the nonfiction section, grabbed a book without looking, came back, and not quite slammed it on her desk.

To her credit, Margo Montana didn’t flinch. She glanced down at the book. Her eyes widened slightly. She looked back up at Gus. “Research?”

“Yes,” he said. “I’m researching the hell out of this.”

“Ah,” she said. “Well. I am… surprised. To say the least. I didn’t know you had it in you.”

He didn’t know what she was talking about. She didn’t think he could come into a library? That he couldn’t get a card all on his own? That he was weird and abnormal and strange? Well, he would show her!

“Yes,” he said. “I’m just full of surprises. That’s what I’m doing here. I’m going to surprise everyone and people will say ‘Hey, look everyone. Gus did that. He did that all on his own. He didn’t have help from anyone to do that, even though people offered.’”

Her eyes were wide. “People offered?” she asked, sounding incredulous. “To help you do this?”

He thought of the inspirational calendar. “Yes, but I didn’t need it. I’m doing it all on my own and it’s going to be awesome.”

She handed him a library card application wordlessly. She looked shocked. Gus was proud of himself.

He filled out the application quickly. It was a good start.

She handed him his card.

She checked out his book, though he really didn’t need it. It was just a ploy to get what he really needed.

The Internet.

“I hope you do right by the girl,” Margo Montana said. “God doesn’t take kindly to children born out of wedlock.”

“Um,” Gus said. “What?”

“Lord knows why you think knocking up some poor thing is right,” she said. “And having others… help you do it. The savagery. My word. Why, as I live in breathe Gustavo Tiberius, Pastor Tommy would be rolling in his grave.”

“Um,” Gus squeaked. “What?”

“Your research,” she said, handing him the book. “And those pages better not come back tainted with any… fluids, you understand? The Douglas County Library does not appreciate books covered in… your private business, especially if it’s an affront to God.”

He looked down at the book.

What to Expect When You’re Expecting.

“Oh no,” Gus said.

“Now,” Margo Montana said, “if you’ll excuse me, I need to go make some phone calls. About… a completely unrelated topic of conversation. Good day.”

“No,” Gus said. “No, no, wait just a—”

He looked back up from the book. Margo Montana was gone, a sign left on her desk where a picture of a fluffy cat said I’LL BE BACK IN TEN MINUTES. I AIN’T KITTEN YOU!

Gus hated it instantly.

But he also knew he could never show his face in the library again.

He fled without ever using the Internet.

 

 

HIS PHONE rang when he walked in the door.

He groaned when he saw who was calling.

“Lottie,” he said when he answered.

“Gus,” she hissed. “What the hell is going on?”

“Nothing,” he said. “Still sick. Cough. Cough.”

“Why are you coughing? I thought you said you had the flu!”

Well, shit. “Oh yeah,” he said. “Oh, ow. My stomach. It hurts. Ow. My fever is so high. Oh no.”

“Anyway,” Lottie said. “What the hell are you doing getting someone pregnant!”

“Ow, my intestines, my—wait. What?”

“Tina Marshall said Mrs. Havisham told her that Carol Eckhart told her that Margo Montana said you were at the library checking out books about how to get a girl pregnant through a gang bang.”

“That alliterative wench,” Gus snarled.

“Gus, I don’t know if you’re ready to be a father,” Lottie said. “I didn’t even know you liked women like that.”

“I don’t!”

“Do you really want a baby that badly, then? Because you can always adopt and—”

“No!”

“And then there’s the gang-bang side of it that I just can’t wrap my head around. Like, is it just to increase the chances of pregnancy? Is it a kink of yours? I am never one to kink-shame, Gus, ever, especially when I like wax play and nipple clamps, but there has to be better ways to knock someone up than a seven-way. Just think of all the semen. You wouldn’t even be able to guarantee the baby would be yours!”

“Oh my god,” Gus moaned.

“No,” she said, “no, I just think you need to reconsider this, okay? Just take some time to think on it before you do anything rash. Maybe get another ferret and name it William Henry Harrison or something. Maybe that’s what your biological clock is ticking for.”

And because he was Gus, he said, “Did you know that William Henry Harrison was the shortest-termed president in US history? He died one month into office due to pneumonia and oh my god. I am not getting another ferret. My clock is not ticking and I do not want a gang-bang baby!”

“Oh,” Lottie said. “Well. That’s good. I’m sure Casey will be pleased to hear that. I think he’s moping slightly. He hasn’t even taken his morning doobie break. Poor baby.”

Gus sputtered for thirty-six seconds.

Then he hung up on Lottie.

There was a text from a hipster. Gus wondered what his life was coming to.

U getting pregs??

Gus couldn’t help but CapsLock. This was a CapsLock situation if there ever was one. Gus wondered what his life had become when he needed a CapsLock situation.

NO. I AM NOT GETTING PREGNANT. OR HAVING A GANG BANG.

Kk.

I’M SERIOUS. THERE IS NO GANG BANG.

Kk. babies r sticky. So r gngbngs.

“I don’t even want to know,” Gus muttered.

Feeling bttr?

“You can spell feeling, but not better?” Gus asked. “Jesus.”

YES. THE FLU IS A 24-HOUR THING. I WILL SURVIVE.

Hey, hey! sing it gurl! kewl xx =D

“Yeah,” Gus said savagely. “Kewl. I’m so kewl.”




Chapter 9

 

 

RECORDING OF a customer call taken by Pacific Northwest Cable service representative Mitzi Reniger on 5/20/14 at 2:41 P.M. THIS RECORDING IS USED FOR INTERNAL REVIEW ONLY. DO NOT RELEASE RECORDINGS TO THE PUBLIC.

“Thank you for calling Pacific Northwest Cable, this is Mitzi and this call may be recorded for quality assurance. How may I provide you with excellent service today?”

“Uh. Yes. Hi. Hello.”

“Hello, sir! To whom am I speaking?”

“Yes. Um. My name is Gustavo Tiberius. I would like to buy the Internet.”

“Do you mean you would like to purchase Pacific Northwest Cable’s Super Xtreme Broadband Internet Service with MegaCheck Security?”

“Um. What.”

“Pacific Northwest Cable’s Super Xtreme Broadband Internet Service is the fastest Internet available in Oregon and Washington, and MegaCheck Security will keep your hardware and software safe as you surf the World Wide Web. Doesn’t that sound amazing?”

“Right. Okay. That.”

“Wonderful! Now, before we begin, I’ll just need to confirm some information. Are you already a Pacific Northwest Cable customer? With TV, perhaps?”

“Yes, though I never watch it, really. I like to read, mostly. I turned on the TV once and somehow the channel was on a show about sister wives or something and I turned it off because they were terrifying people.”

“Uh-huh, okay, sir, do you have your Pacific Northwest Cable account number?”

“Yes, it’s. *Edited to protect consumer privacy*”

“Perfect, I do see your account here. And I must say, thank you for being a loyal Pacific Northwest Cable customer for the last twelve years.”

“Oh, uh. You’re welcome? You’re the only cable company here, though, so. Can’t be loyal to anyone else when you’ve got a monopoly.”

“Too right, sir. Okay, can you please verify the address?”

“*Edited to protect consumer privacy*”

“Great, and your date of birth and the last four digits of your social security number.”

*Edited to protect consumer privacy*

“Thank you, Mr. Tiberius. Now, before we set you up with Pacific Northwest Cable’s Super Xtreme Broadband Internet Service with MegaCheck Security, there are a few questions I’d like to ask to get a baseline of what you use the Internet for.”

“Slightly invasive, but okay.”

“Oh, I assure you, Mr. Tiberius, these are just general questions to give me a better idea of what services to offer you.”

“Um. Okay.”

“Great! Now, how often do you use the Internet?”

“Never.”

“Uh. I’m sorry, can you say that again?”

“Sure. Never.”

“You never use the Internet.”

“No.”

“Not at home.”

“Uh, no. That’s why I’m on the phone with you.”

“Not on your cellular device?”

“My phone doesn’t support Internet.”

“Oh my. Not at your place of employment?”

“No.”

“Wow. Um. Okay, I have to admit that’s a first.”

“First what?”

“Oh, it’s no problem, sir! It’s just I haven’t spoken to someone who has never used the Internet before.”

“I’ve used it before. I don’t live in a cave. I went on it once in high school to look up the mating rituals of Pseudobiceros hancockanus—a type of flatworm—because it wasn’t listed in my encyclopedia. They engage in a behavior known as penis fencing when they mate, where they essentially fight each other with their penises as the main weapon of combat. They’re both hermaphroditic, and the winner of the penis fencing becomes the male and the loser is the female who is then impregnated.”

“Oh. That’s… interesting. And you used the Internet one time? In high school. And now you’re almost… thirty.”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

“Nothing. Nothing at all. I can work with this. I know Pacific Northwest Cable’s Super Xtreme Broadband Internet Service like the back of my hand.”

“Oh good. How thrilling for you.”

“Pardon?”

“Nothing.”

“Okay, Mr. Tiberius, what would you like to use the Internet for?”

“I don’t believe that’s any of your business.”

“Mr. Tiberius, I’m not trying to intrude, I’m just trying to get an idea of what type of Internet you’ll need.”

“There’s more than one type?”

“Speed-wise, yes.”

“Just make it fast.”

“How fast, sir?”

“Um. Like, in miles per hour?”

“Oh dear. No, not like in miles per hour.”

“I see. Is it… like, a European thing? In kilometers? I can see the appeal of the metric system. It just makes so much more sense. Leave it to the Americans to try and be diff—”

“Yes, well. Why don’t we just give you the fastest Internet we have.”

“Okay. That sounds like a good idea.”

“Now, it’ll take just a few moments to set this up, Mr. Tiberius. While I’m doing that, I’m noticing you have one of our older cable TV packages. Have you ever thought about upgrading to receive multiple premium movie channels and/or sports channels?”

“No.”

“No? If you’d like, I can tell you the benefits of—”

“I own a movie store and organized sports make me physically ill.”

“I see you’re in Abby, Oregon. That’s only an hour away from Eugene and the University of Oregon. Are you a Ducks fan?”

“A what?”

“The Ducks? At the University of Oregon?”

“Are you talking to me about water-based birds? Or sports?”

“Uh, sports, sir. How about that Ducks football program? You know, with Pacific Northwest Cable’s Premium College Football Package, you’ll never have to miss another one of your team’s games. With crystal clear high-def picture, it’ll feel like you’re at the ten-yard line. Gooo Ducks!”

“What the hell. Are you high right now?”

“I’m sorry, what?”

“Are. You. High?”

“No. No, sir. I am not.”

“Oh. Okay. I was not expecting that answer. I don’t watch football. Or cricket. Or ultimate Frisbee or whatever other sport there is. I read encyclopedias and I need the Internet to research confounding asexual hipsters and how to be a normal person.”

“I… I don’t even know what to say to that.”

“Most people don’t. I’m abnormal and weird and strange and I don’t want to be anymore. So if you could please just sell me the Internet, then I can bid you good day.”

“Okay. I can do that. But I would be remiss if I didn’t tell you about the premium channels such as HBO and Showtime where you can enjoy TV shows such as—”

“Oh my god.”

“Sir?”

“Oh my god.”

“Are you okay?”

“No. No, Mitzi, I’m not okay. This… this is an ordeal. I should have just gone back to the library. After all, Margo Montana can’t be there every day. All I have to do is just wait for the rumors of gang-bang babies to die down and I’ll be just fine. It’ll be okay and I’ll be fine.”

“Gang… bang?”

“I know, right? You can’t trust anyone whose name is alliterative. You can’t because they’ll misconstrue everything you say and then spread vicious rumors based completely on misunderstandings. I don’t even know.”

“Okay. Wow. Well, look at that! I was able to confirm that you are qualified for Pacific Northwest Cable’s Super Xtreme Broadband Internet Service with MegaCheck Security. That’s great news! Now, Mr. Tiberius, we are able to offer you Pacific Northwest Cable’s Super Xtreme Broadband Internet Service with MegaCheck Security at a great introductory price of $39.99 per month for the first six months of a two-year contract. Doesn’t that sound great?”

“What happens the remaining eighteen months?”

“After your introductory price of just $39.99 per month as a welcome to the Pacific Northwest Cable’s Super Xtreme Broadband Internet Service with MegaCheck Security family, your monthly price will have a small increase to reflect the level of entertainment and enjoyment provided.”

“And how much is my eighteen months of contracted entertainment and enjoyment going to cost per month, Mitzi?”

“$79.99.”

“Holy balls. Are you serious?”

“Yes, sir.”

“In what world is that a small increase? The increase is more than the introductory price! I don’t even—what the hell was that beeping noise?”

“Sir, I believe that came from your end.”

“I don’t….”

“Sir, are you on a cell phone?”

“Yes.”

“Is it possible you have another call coming in or received a message?”

“I don’t know. I don’t even know how to work this damn thing.”

“What kind of smartphone do you have?”

“I have a flip phone from 2004.”

“That… explains so much.”

“Excuse me?”

“Nothing, sir. Nothing. Look at your screen on the phone. Do you see a little envelope icon?”

“Yes.”

“You got a text.”

“Oh. I didn’t know you could get texts when you were on the phone. That’s rude. What if the conversation I was having was important? I wouldn’t want to be interrupted! How do I access it now?”

“Sir, if we could just—”

“Never mind, I figured it out. I put you on speaker and I can hit the message button. Oh god. He texted me again. What the hell. I don’t have any idea what’s going on. Mitzi. Mitzi! Can you hear me!”

“Yes, Mr. Tiberius.”

“You sound like a young person. You are probably all hip to the lingo the kids use these days.”

“You and I are the same age, Mr. Tiberius.”

“Do you take pictures of your food and post them online?”

“Uh, sometimes?”

“Then you’ll do just fine. What does lawl mean?”

“Lawl?”

“Right? I don’t even known what he’s doing. It says ‘You are funny,’ but it’s spelled with less letters than it should be. And then it says lawl. L-O-L.”

“Oh. That’s an acronym. For laughing out loud.”

“An acronym? Why don’t you just type it out, for heaven’s sakes?”

“It’s… shorthand, I guess?”

“And what does it mean when he finishes almost every text with a double x?”

“Oh boy.”

“What? Is it bad? It’s bad, isn’t it? Goddamn asexual hipsters!”

“No. No, it’s not bad. It’s….”

“Mitzi!”

“It’s more shorthand, I guess. It means kiss.”

“What.”

“Kiss? Like… kiss.”

“….”

“Mr. Tiberius.”

“Mitzi, I really need that Internet now.”

“So you agree to the contract? There will be additional equipment charges and service fees, but we can bundle that into your cable bill and—”

“It’s fine. All of that is fine. Charge me. Contract me. Bundle me. The sooner the better. In fact, today would be good. Let’s do this now. Send someone out now so I can figure this out.”

“I don’t think I can get someone out there today, Mr. Tiberius. But I do have an appointment tomorrow I can set you up with. A Pacific Northwest Cable technician will come to your residence and install the necessary hardware and software to get you up and on the World Wide Web.”

“Tomorrow. You sure you have absolutely nothing available today? Because I really, really need to research things.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Tiberius. I don’t have anything until tomorrow.”

“Gods. Fine. Tomorrow. Morning would be best.”

“Actually, Mr. Tiberius, we have a window of time that we assign the technician to you as he does have other jobs.”

“I own a business, Mitzi. Where people rent movies. Mitzi. Who is going to rent them their movies if I can’t be at the store?”

“I… didn’t know people still rented movies at stores, to be honest.”

“What? How could you—that’s beside the point. I have a business to run.”

“I can maybe get someone out there this weekend, if that would help?”

“Weekend? Oh my god, it’s only Tuesday! Who knows what other alarming texts he’ll send me! Maybe I can have the shop open a half day, then. Okay. Is the technician coming tomorrow morning or afternoon?”

“Actually, the window available for the technician to arrive is from 7:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m.”

“….”

“Mr. Tiberius?”

“….”

“Mr. Tiberius, are you still there?”

“How is that a window? That’s an entire day! That’s not a window. That’s like a garage door! A garage door of time!”

“Yes, sir.”

“Oh my god.”

“Mr. Tiberius—”

“Oh my god.”

“Sir? Are you okay? You sound like you’re hyperventilating.”

“I am not hyperventilating. I’m breathing heavily and regretting all my life’s choices.”

“Oh. Isn’t that kind of the same thing?”

“Mitzi! Set up the technician!”

“Done and done. He’ll be out between seven—”

“Yes, yes. I got it. He’ll be out tomorrow in a span of ten hours, you don’t know when, I got it.”

“Mr. Tiberius, if I may.”

“Why not.”

“Do you… even have a computer?”

“Oh shit.”

“Mr. Tiberius, I can—”

“No, wait! Pastor Tommy bought a laptop right before he died, because he wanted to keep track on a spreadsheet all the different types of pot he consumed. I know his password and everything.”

“That’s… good. Did you have any questions, sir?”

“No. Yes! Hypothetically. How does one… respond to a kiss double x text to an asexual hipster that doesn’t say you’re interested but it doesn’t say you’re not not interested either?”

“Um. I’m not sure I’m qualified to answer that.”

“Mitzi! If this were an asexual hipster with a beard who gets stoned that wrote you a text kiss and you didn’t want to show too much interest until you could research being normal, how would you respond?”

“Um. With… a winkie face?”

“A winkie face.”

“I think so?”

“Mitzi. What the hell.”

“I don’t know!”

“Winkie face. That’s what you come up with.”

“I’m not very well versed in flirting with asexual hipsters. My husband is an accountant.”

“Oh. Is there someone there that is?”

“I don’t… know.”

“Ugh. Fine. I’ll figure it out myself.”

“That’s good, Mr. Tiberius. Is there anything else I can—”

“Hypothetically, how does one send a winkie face?”

“Um. Semicolon. Dash. Right parenthesis.”

“Right. I knew that. Thanks.”

“You’re welcome.”

“This is all hypothetical.”

“Of course it is.”

“I’m going to hang up now.”

“Okay. I hope you have a Pacific Northwest Cabletastic day!”

“Oh my god. What are you even talking about? What the—”

*Customer disconnected phone call*

 

 

RECORDING OF a customer call taken by Pacific Northwest Cable service representative Mytzy Holland on 5/21/14 at 5:01 P.M. THIS RECORDING IS USED FOR INTERNAL REVIEW ONLY. DO NOT RELEASE RECORDINGS TO THE PUBLIC.

“Thank you for calling Pacific Northwest Cable, this is Mytzy and this call may be recorded for quality assurance. How may I provide you with excellent service today?”

“Oh thank god, it’s you! Listen. It is now after five and your technician still isn’t here. I have waited all day, and you told me he would be here before five and now it’s after five and he’s still not here and I’ve gotten more texts!”

“I am so sorry to hear that, sir. To whom am I speaking to?”

“It’s me. Gus. We spoke yesterday. You sold me the Internet? You made me do a winkie face back to the asexual hipster. Which, by the way, was absolutely not the best idea you’ve ever had because now he won’t stop texting me. He said he was worried when I didn’t show up for coffee again this morning. I had to lie and say I was still sick because it was easier than saying I wasn’t sure what to do with him as I hadn’t had a chance to research how to be normal as the technician didn’t bring me my Internet yet. He asked me if this was still me freaking out and I said no it wasn’t because it’s not. I am not freaking out. I just need the Internet.”

“Sir, you may have been speaking with a different representative. There are two of us with the same name here. I think you probably spoke with Mitzi two i’s. I’m Mytzy with two y’s.”

“What.”

“You spoke with two-i Mitzi. I am two-y Mytzy. Isn’t that just a hoot?”

“A hoot? No, that’s not a hoot! Why would your parents do that to you? I just don’t—oh. Wait. Someone is knocking on the door.”

*Customer disconnected phone call*

 

 

NOTE FROM Pacific Northwest Cable Technician C. Rodriguez

May 21st, 2014 18:12

Employee ID# 126341

Broadband Installation Order # BOATK08122011

Customer Gustavo Tiberius

Technician Note: I apologized for being a few minutes behind schedule as the customer seemed a bit on edge. The installation went relatively smoothly. I explained each step I was taking to ensure he had a Cabletastic experience. He said, and I quote, “Never say that to me again, what the hell.”

After a successful installation, Mr. Tiberius asked me how, hypothetically, one would use the Internet to research “asexual hipsters that cause confusing feelings.” I advised Mr. Tiberius that I wasn’t trained to answer something so specific. Mr. Tiberius then inquired as to what exactly I was trained to do. I advised the customer that I was trained to install his broadband and make sure his Internet connection was up and running. Mr. Tiberius asked if I had an Instagram account. I advised the customer I did. Mr. Tiberius asked if I liked the Transformer movies. I advised I enjoyed them. Mr. Tiberius invited me to leave his premises and indicated that I should never return because “Michael Bay is the devil, are you insane, get out, you cretin.”

As a side note, I am requesting an immediate vacation for the next three days. I’m not paid enough for this.

 

 

AT SIX fifteen in the afternoon on May 21, 2014, Gustavo Tiberius connected to the Internet in his home on his own for the first time.

Two minutes and fourteen seconds later, he’d somehow gotten trapped in a black hole on a site called Tumblr that led to porn of a most enthusiastic variety, if the faces of the six people on the screen had any measure. Gus may have shrieked slightly when one of the pornographic actors, a large Caucasian male with exuberant-looking nipples, glared at one of the females, gave a cocky smirk, and said, “I’m gonna get yo mouth pregnant.”

Gus slammed the computer shut just as the large pornographic actor began to do just that. For the next four minutes and seventeen seconds, he stood in his kitchen, rocking back and forth, moaning, “But you can’t get her mouth pregnant, you just can’t.”

Harry S. Truman was not impressed with Gus and his theatrics and huffed once or twice before curling back into a ball in his cage, closing his eyes and ignoring his owner’s meltdown.

Eventually, Gus went back to the computer, typed in Pastor Tommy’s password (CANNIBUS4CANNIGUS). He quickly clicked off the devil site known as Tumblr, vowing never to go there again.

He didn’t know where to start.

With encyclopedias, it was easy. You knew the topic you wanted, you picked the volume that contained information on the topic, you researched the topic, and then you put the volume back.

The Internet was vast and had men with disproportionately large testicles.

Gus wasn’t stupid. He didn’t have a simple mind. He couldn’t even necessarily be called naïve. If he was sheltered, it was because of his own doing. Pastor Tommy was all for anything that Gus wanted to do, and Gus loved him for it. Gus was not simple, but he liked it when things were. He liked routine. He liked order. He liked things in their places so he could find them when he needed them.

Maybe it was a little lonely. But it worked for him.

Because he was abnormal and weird and strange.

And it wasn’t normal.

And he needed to be normal.

So, for the first time in his life, Gus asked the Internet for help.

In the search bar on the top right of the screen, he typed six words.

How to be a normal person

He hit Enter.

There were over a billion hits.

Gus almost died.

A billion.

He looked at the first one.

It wasn’t Tumblr, so he figured that was a start. He didn’t want to see what it looked like after the large pornographic man tried to get the woman’s mouth pregnant.

And if it was the first out of the billion, then it had to be the best, right?

That’s what he told himself. It was logical, and Gus was nothing if not logical.

He clicked on the first link.

 

Are you tired of being unique? It can be exhausting standing out in the crowd. You may have to see and do things that you just don’t have the time or energy for. Oftentimes, even if you do nothing at all, you are still considered an “individual” merely by existing. And it’s okay to not want this. It’s okay to want to be like other people.

If someone has ever called you strange or weird or, worse, abnormal, it’s okay! You just need help stifling your more quirky qualities. If you follow these step-by-step instructions, you’ll fit in just like everyone else in no time. Are you ready to be normal?

 

“Yes,” Gus said reverently. “Fuck yeah. Yes, I am.”




Chapter 10

 

 

HOW TO Be a Normal Person

Step 1: Dressing like a Normal Person

For many, what clothes you wear helps to advertise what kind of person you are and what social class you belong in. For example, if you wear drab and dark colors all the time, you may be considered a “Goth” or “Repressed Suburban White Kid.” If you wear sports shorts and tank tops everywhere you go, people might assume you are a basketball player or a lazy college student. Men in suits or women in power suits all the time tend to make people believe they are a very important businessman and/or woman going to a meeting or quite possibly just a douchebag.

It’s best to not attract attention to yourself clothing-wise. For men, a little color never hurt anyone, but try matching a pair of sensible shoes with a pair of jeans and a nice button-down shirt. Nothing says “normal” like button-down shirts….

 

Gus looked into his closet and groaned. “I’m a Gothic Repressed Suburban White Kid.” He didn’t know what was worse, the fact that he was a Gothic Repressed Suburban White Kid or the fact that he didn’t know he was one. All his clothes were dark and muted colors, from the uniforms he wore to the Emporium to the slacks he wore when going shopping. Even his underwear and socks were black and gray. The only bit of color he could see was his Yasser Arapants, and he couldn’t wear a dead Palestinian leader’s face out into public. They were pajamas, after all. Pajamas had no place outside of a home.

Even the button-down shirts he had were black. Gus didn’t know when he’d made the unconscious decision to become a Goth, but he hoped he could reverse the trend before it was too late.

There wasn’t much he could do right now. It was getting late and he had to work in the morning, no question. The We Three Queens were starting to make noise about coming over and checking on him, and he knew he couldn’t push them off for a third day.

(And maybe just a little part of him realized he hadn’t seen Casey since Sunday night and maybe he wanted to see him. Maybe, but probably not really. It was all very convoluted.)

He could probably try and go shopping next Sunday. Or even better, he had the Internet now and he could order clothes online.

(That got him thinking that he could order groceries online now too, and if he hired someone to run the Emporium, he would never have to leave his house again. He recognized rather quickly that this was a dangerous train of thought and that knowing his luck, he would probably end up some kind of hoarder, probably of either cats or calendars from the 1970s.)

He didn’t want to be a Gothic Repressed Suburban White Kid tomorrow, not now that he knew how to start making changes to his life to become more normal. He had to start now before he spent too much time thinking about it. If he did, he’d never—

Holy shit.

Pastor Tommy.

He still had all of his dad’s clothes.

(Was that creepy? He didn’t know if that was creepy.)

He debated for a few seconds.

He and his father had been about the same size. Well. At least before Pastor Tommy had gotten sick and started to shrink away until he was nothing but a faded shell of who he used to be. His eyes, though. They never faded. Neither did his smile, even at the very end when he’d—

Gus took in a great, shuddering breath. When he exhaled, it sounded almost like a sob.

He didn’t move until his breathing evened out again.

It wasn’t always like that when he thought about Pastor Tommy.

Only sometimes.

Sometimes it hurt like it had happened yesterday.

Sometimes it was just a faint buzz at the back of his head.

But he was okay. He was fine.

Pastor Tommy would kick his ass if he wasn’t.

(The day before he died, Pastor Tommy took a hit off his coal-fired clay pipe that Gus had snuck into his hospital room. He grinned up at his son from his hospital bed, eyes bright, and said, “Thanks, Gussy. That really hits the spot. Hey, open the window so we don’t get shit from the nurses. Did I ever tell you the story of this pipe? I think I have. Probably a million times. Things are a little fuzzy for me right now, ha-ha. I made this myself. This pipe. In New Mexico. 1979, on the Jicarilla Apache Indian reservation. Nicest people you could ever meet. They made the most beautiful works of art out of clay and there was a man. Jimmy, I think. Jimmy. He showed me the art of pipe-making. He was my friend and I loved him a lot. You would have liked him. I know you would have. Gus. Gus. Don’t cry. Please don’t cry. You can’t be sad forever, okay? You can’t. You just can’t because I can’t bear the thought. So don’t be sad. Maybe smoke a little, drink a little, cry a little if you have to, and remember me a lot. But be happy. You promise me. That’s all I ever wanted for you was to be happy forever. You make me happy, Gustavo Tiberius. You make me the happiest I’ve ever been. Because as much as I love this little clay pipe, you will always be the greatest thing I have ever created.”)

It could be a start, maybe.

He went to his dad’s old room, into his dad’s old closet, and looked at his dad’s old clothes. There was definitely more color here than Gus ever had. But then Pastor Tommy had always been more colorful than Gus. It was just who they were.

It only took a moment for him to find what he was looking for.

And it was perfectly normal.

 

 

HE LOOKED absolutely ridiculous.

This was why Gus wore dark colors.

He looked like a traffic cone. From Hawaii.

You see, Pastor Tommy had very specific tastes when it came to clothing.

Namely, a never-ending fascination with short-sleeved floral-print shirts in a variety of bright and offensive colors.

Today, Gus had decided on the nice orange one, adorned with white flowers.

“What the hell,” Gus said, grimacing at his reflection. “I look like I have Hep C.”

But the Internet had told him this was normal. He’d even found a pair of jeans with holes in the knees and some worn Birkenstocks. And if the Internet told him this was normal, he was going to have to trust it, even if it had initially led him to porn.

He could do this. It was the start of a brand-new Gus.

A normal Gus.

(Granted, he was in a bit of a pissy mood as he fretted all night, wondering about everything he’d learned so far. He had tried to research asexuality later into the night, but it might have intimidated him a little, given how much contradictory information there seemed to be. All he could really figure out was that there was no one way to be asexual. And that answered absolutely none of the questions he had. It also didn’t help that he somehow ended up on a dating site for Wiccans and witches, and he realized that maybe his problems weren’t so big as compared to others.)

(And maybe he was a bit pissed off because the inspirational calendar had said Don’t change yourself for anyone. Be happy with who you are. It was like the calendar knew what he was trying to do and Gus reminded himself to look up if there had ever been a record of a calendar turning sentient. If there was, he hoped it also said how to kill it.)

“Today is going to be an okay day,” he told himself.

But then he thought about it. Isn’t that what he always used to say? The old Gus said that. Not Hep C Gus. Hep C Gus wore Hawaiian shirts and Birkenstocks. Hep C Gus didn’t want things to just be okay.

He squared his shoulders, scowled at the mirror, and said, “Today is going to be super.”

He grimaced because that sounded fucking awful.

But whatever.

Hep C Gus didn’t care.

He straightened his name tag.

He left the bathroom.

Ate his apple in the kitchen.

Harry S. Truman played with his pellets.

Once they finished breakfast, they left the house and prepared to have a super day.

 

 

“HOLY MAGNUM, P.I.,” Lottie breathed when Gus stepped into the coffee shop, trying to act as if nothing were amiss. Gus was not disappointed that Casey wasn’t behind the counter. Not at all. Not a single smidgen of disappointment.

“Yes,” Gus said, determined not to blush. “Hello. Good morning.”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “Do you have a fever? Are you still sick? Come here and let me touch your face.”

“That doesn’t sound like something that’s going to happen,” Gus said.

“Gus.”

“What?”

“Are you feeling okay?”

“Oh yeah. Never better. Today is going to be super.”

“Super,” Lottie repeated.

“Super,” Gus agreed.

“You stay right here,” Lottie said and disappeared into the kitchen in the back.

Gus fidgeted. Should he order his usual black coffee? Or should he try something a bit more adventurous? He didn’t know if he was ready for a complete overhaul just yet, and asking for a latte with steamed nonfat milk sounded outside of his comfort zone. (It also sounded absolutely disgusting and Gus could never understand how people could drink something so ostentatious.)

He didn’t have to think on it long, because Casey burst through the door to the kitchen, being shoved by Lottie. He was wearing a flannel shirt, sleeves rolled up. The collar was open at his throat, and the shirt was missing the top two buttons. Underneath, he wore a black tank top. His hair was pulled back again. His glasses were perched on the top of his head. He was looking over his shoulder, saying “—what’s the rush, man, I just lit that joint, it’s not as if—”

And then he saw Gus and the smile that split over his face caused Gus’s heart to stumble in his chest. “Gustavo,” he said warmly. “Up on your feet, I see. Welcome back to the land of the well. Man, are you a sight for sore eyes. Do me a favor, all right? Can you put down the ferret with merit for just a moment?”

Gus, lost in a light fog of Casey, put Harry S. Truman’s carrier on the floor.

And then, before he could even begin to process, Casey was in front of him, wrapping his arms around Gus, hooking his chin over Gus’s shoulder and… what? What. He was—

Hugging.

Gus was being hugged.

By Casey.

(If Gus were to be asked the last time anyone had hugged him, he would be able to tell you the specific date and time. It was the day Pastor Tommy died, March 16, 2011, at 3:47 in the afternoon, and his father had gripped Gustavo’s hand weakly, pulling him down until they were chest to chest. His thin arms had come up around and he’d held Gus close. Gus had felt his heart thrumming weakly in his chest, and he’d known. He’d known right then what that moment had been. He’d held on as tightly as possible and four hours later, Pastor Tommy was gone and Gus had sat in a plastic hospital chair, his head in his hands.)

So it’d been a while since he’d been hugged. He wasn’t exactly the sort to invite people up into his space. Even the We Three Queens had only gotten as far as touching his arm or hand, and he’d known them for years.

But here was Casey, stoned, confusing Casey who was hugging Gus like they did it every day, and he wasn’t even put off by the fact that Gus had yet to hug him back. And Casey had been right, he was good at hugging. Their bodies were perfectly lined up with each other, barely a space between them. Casey’s arms were under Gus’s, hands clasped at the back. Gus could feel Casey’s breath on his neck, and it wasn’t sexy, it wasn’t arousing, it was just… it was good. It was sweet and kind, and Gus hadn’t realized how much he’d missed being hugged.

Before he could hug back (and it had gone on at least a minute), Casey pulled away, stepping out of Gus’s immediate space, and Gus missed it, for fuck’s sake, missed the goddamn touch like he’d been starving for it.

This… this was not good.

Mostly. Mostly not good.

Casey said, “That was great, man. That was real great.” He grinned that lazy smile that Gus was starting to recognize. “I felt it. Right down to my bones. It always feels good to get that first hug out of the way. Makes it easier for follow-up hugs.”

Gus said, “Yes. Well. I suppose. It was all right.” His hands were sweaty and he felt slightly dizzy, but his treacherous mouth still managed to say, “I’ll be ready next time.”

If anything, Casey’s smile grew wider. “Good to know. Feel better?”

“Uh, yes? Yes.”

And Casey was amused. “Not freaking out or anything?”

“This is happening right in front of me,” Lottie whispered feverishly somewhere in the background.

“I don’t freak out,” Gus said with a glare. “I didn’t freak out. There was no freaking.”

“Uh-huh. So, gang-bang babies and I saw an Internet truck in front of your house yesterday.”

“Completely unrelated topics,” Gus said. “You stalker. They aren’t related at all. Not that there were gang-bang babies. That was a lie spread by someone with an alliterative name, so she obviously can’t be trusted.”

“Obviously,” Casey agreed. “And the Internet truck?”

“I am researching the Philippine flying lemur,” Gus said and Jesus Christ, he was supposed to be normal. He was wearing a Hawaiian shirt, for fuck’s sake.

“Why does the video recorder not work on my phone?” Lottie hissed.

“You like the Philippine flying lemur?” Casey asked.

“As much as anyone,” Gus said. “No more and no less than a normal person would.”

“Huh,” Casey said. “Black coffee, Gustavo?”

And so Gus said, “I’m okay with you. Being who you are. It’s okay. For me. And the future. Or whatever.”

Casey’s eyes widened and something that Gus couldn’t quite make out crossed his face, and he said, “Good, that’s real good.” His voice was rougher than it’d been before.

And Gus thought about saying I hope you can say the same for me, but he remembered that Casey had called him abnormal and weird and strange, so maybe he couldn’t quite say that, not yet. Some part of Gus, some part ingrained deep inside him, placed there by life and Pastor Tommy, whispered that he shouldn’t have to change for anyone, that if someone didn’t appreciate him as he was, then they had no place in his life. But Gus ignored that voice, because he wasn’t quite convinced he was doing this because of Casey. Or, rather, not just because of Casey. Maybe he wanted to do this for himself, too. It might work. It might not. But Gus had the Internet now, and he would never know unless he tried.

Only then did Casey seem to realize what Gus was wearing. He looked Gus up and down, and while there was no heat to the gaze, nothing that quite resembled lust, there was a fondness there. He said, “New threads? Kickass sandals, man. Retro. You sure you’re not a hipster? I bet you have a couple of fingers of rye whiskey every night before you go to bed while you listen to old jazz records.”

“Oh my god,” Gus said. “What the hell. I don’t even remotely do anything like that. That’s ridiculous. Nobody should do that.”

“I’ve done it,” Casey said. “I still do it.”

“Well, yes,” Gus said, “but you’re a stereotype, so.”

And Casey laughed.

 

 

HE WAS feeling okay about it.

Mostly.

Yeah, the Birkenstocks were stupid, and his kneecaps were cold from the holes in the jean, and he really hated the shirt with a passion, but it was a start.

Gustavo Tiberius had made a start.

He should have known it would not have gone unmentioned.

At 11:54, the door to the Emporium opened.

In walked the We Three Queens.

And they just stopped.

And stared.

Gus, for his part, knew that change was hard for some people to accept. He also knew he didn’t need to justify anything to anyone if he felt like this was right for him. Gus could change all he wanted and didn’t owe anyone an explanation.

(Granted, he realized the irony of such sentiments that he of all people could make changes when and how he wanted to. Gus was almost friends with a hipster, therefore his life was mired in irony already.)

“Huh,” Bertha finally said.

“Hmm,” Bernice said.

“Heh,” Betty said.

Gus ignored them. “Welcome to Pastor Tommy’s Video Rental Emporium. Can I make a recommendation for an Emporiumarvelous film?”

“What,” Bertha said.

“Whoa,” Bernice said.

“Okay,” Betty said. “What the hell is going on? This can’t be because he ate too much jerky, got stopped up, and needs a colon cleanse.”

“Gross,” Gus muttered.

“Maybe we should have bought him that enema kit,” Bernice whispered to the other two. “Just as a precaution.”

“Grosser,” Gus muttered.

“Do you think he realizes he’s wearing orange?” Bertha asked. “Can not having enough fiber and being stopped up cause you to go color blind?”

Gus sighed, because this was his life. Voluntarily.

“Just ask him.”

“You ask him!”

“Butter my biscuit,” Betty said. “I’ll do it.” She marched forward until she stood in front of the counter. She flipped the collar to her pink jacket, looking cooler than Gus ever would. She said “Gus, good morning” like he hadn’t heard every single word they’d said since they had arrived.

“Good morning,” Gus said. “Enjoy your films?”

“Cannonball Run II was unnecessary and redundant,” she said. “The second was Cape Fear with Gregory Peck and Robert Mitchum. The sexual chemistry between them was off the charts.”

“The sexual what now?” Gus choked out. “He was trying to kill him.”

“Exactly. Now. Gus. Why are you dressed like every single white person who has ever gone on vacation in Hawaii?”

“That’s offensive,” Gus said. “And racist. I think. Somehow. And I will not even dignify that with a response.”

Bertha and Bernice peered over her shoulders.

Gus glared at them.

They stared back.

The front door opened.

“Ladies,” Casey said cheerfully. “I was hoping to see you again. Man, you guys got my followers on Instagram salivating. You’re Internet famous now.”

“Huh,” Betty said as he came to stand next to them, Gus resolutely not thinking about hugging, what the hell. “I wondered why we suddenly got four thousand new followers in two days. I just thought we were that amazing and wonderful.”

“You are,” Casey said. “Why are we having a stare-off? Can I play?” He turned and stared at Gus.

Gus, of course, flushed slightly and averted his eyes.

“Ooh,” the We Three Queens said.

“Now I get it,” Betty said.

“Holy crap,” Bernice said.

“This is so awesome,” Bertha said.

“What’s going on?” Casey asked, still staring at Gus.

“Yes, Gus,” Betty said. “Care to tell us what’s happening?”

Desperate to have any and all attention directed anywhere else, he said, “Why do you have so many followers?”

Casey shrugged. “I told you. I’m a writer.”

“What does that have to do with followers? And also, that sounds slightly cultish.”

Casey blushed slightly and Gus thought about hugging him some more. “Eh. It’s not that big of a deal.”

Gus frowned. “What’s not?”

“Holy shit,” Bertha said, looking down at her phone. “You’re C.S. Richards.”

“Surprise,” Casey said, looking rather embarrassed.

“Who?” Gus asked.

The We Three Queens stared at him.

Casey grinned like Gus was the greatest thing to exist. “Awesome.”

“C.S. Richards,” Bertha said. “He’s written a series of extremely popular young adult postapocalyptic vampire/werewolf novels.”

“Postapocalyptic vampire/werewolf novels,” Gus repeated. “What… what is… that?”

“It’s a lot more convoluted than it sounds,” Casey said. “I even have to keep notes on it.”

“I’ve read all of them,” Bernice said. “Three times. That’s why you’re here, isn’t it? To work on the fourth. Tell me. Tell me what happens. Now. Does Desmondo end up with Catarina or Martindale? Do they find the Nexus of Power and take down Count Vladimite?” Her eyes were wide and she was slowly advancing on Casey.

“Desmondo?” Gus said, grimacing. “Martindale? These are names of people? They sound like abandoned Greyhound bus hubs from the seventies.”

“Says Gustavo Tiberius,” Betty muttered under her breath.

“You know the story, Gus,” Bertha said. “They made the first book into a movie. We made you go see it last year, remember?”

And he did remember, because the We Three Queens had forced him to go with them to the theater twenty miles away, saying they would not take no for an answer. He’d ended up riding behind Bertha on her Vespa, arms around her waist, a pink helmet on his head that proclaimed him to be a We Three Queens Groupie. It was the worst experience of Gustavo’s life. Well. One of them, anyway.

“You wrote the book that The Hungering Blood Moon was based on?” Gus asked, staring at Casey. “But that movie was terrible!”

“I know!” Casey said, cackling gleefully. “They completely butchered what I’d written. It was amazing. I saw it sober and spent the entire time wishing I was stoned and anywhere else.”

“I liked it,” Bernice breathed, standing only inches away from Casey now. “I liked it so much. You have to autograph something for me. Like my dreams.”

“Eep,” Casey said.

Gus made a strangled noise because it was not adorable when Casey did that. And what the hell was the word adorable doing in his vocabulary?

“Bernice,” Bertha said. “Pull it back, just a little. You’re going to scare him off and then Gus will pout.”

Gus glared at her. “What part of me suggests to you that I’m capable of pouting?”

“Your lips,” Betty said. “You’ve got pouty lips.”

Gus wished he’d never been born with lips at all. Especially since everyone seemed to be looking over at them to either confirm or dispute such a notion.

“Totally does,” Bernice said.

“Completely,” Bertha said.

“I want to Instagram them,” Casey said.

Gus groaned and put his head down on the counter and realized it was too late to dispute the fact that he would pout. But he wouldn’t.

“Casey, now that we know you’re super famous,” Bertha said, “and will most likely be stalked by Bernice—”

“So much stalking,” Bernice whispered. “You should live with me and write the stories I breathe in your ear.”

“—inquiring minds will want to know what you’re doing in Abby?”

Casey shrugged and tapped his fingers on the counter, near Gus’s face. For a moment, Gus focused on them and only them and it was nice. He didn’t know why. “Trying something different,” Casey said. “Los Angeles was getting too crowded for me, and I couldn’t think. I thought maybe some mountain air would do me good.” He glanced quickly at Gus before looking back at the We Three Queens. “Seems I was right.”

“Very interesting,” Bertha said. “And what are you doing here in the Emporium?”

“Bringing Gus his sandwich,” Casey said. He reached into the small messenger bag he carried at his side and pulled a wrapped sandwich and placed it on the counter. “It’s turkey and Havarti.”

“What the hell is Havarti?” Gus asked.

“Semisoft Danish cow cheese,” Casey said. “You’ll love it.”

“That… sounds disgusting,” Gus said. “You should have just called it cheese. I don’t know if I can eat cheese from a semisoft Danish cow.”

Casey laughed, throwing his head back. Gus felt inordinately pleased with himself.

The We Three Queens were staring at him again.

“What?” Gus snapped.

“Did he just tell a joke?” Bernice whispered to her sisters and/or lovers.

“It’s like he’s Bizarro Gus,” Bertha said.

“Have you been brainwashed by the enemy, cadet?” Betty demanded.

“What are you talking about?” Casey asked. “Gus is funny all the time.”

They turned slowly to gape at him.

Gus ignored them. “Maybe not all the time.”

Casey rolled his eyes. “You still want to watch a movie?”

Because, somehow, Gus had found himself inviting Casey over that afternoon to watch a movie on one of the Emporium’s TVs that were scattered around the store. He hadn’t turned them on in so long because they typically played a loop of previews and commercials that Pastor Tommy had cut together himself.

But that’s what normal people did, right? They hung out. And Gus was normal.

“Sure,” he said. “That sounds groovy. Or whatever.” And immediately realized he should never ever talk again.

“Groovy,” Bertha mouthed at the other We Three Queens.

“Groovy,” Casey said cheerfully. “I’ll go pick one out.” He moved off into the store, humming quietly to himself.

“Gus,” Bertha said.

“Seriously,” Bernice said.

“Groovy,” Betty said.

And Gus absolutely refused to acknowledge any of them.




Chapter 11

 

 

HOW TO Be a Normal Person

Step 2: Have Healthy Body Habits like a Normal Person (Male Version)

Now, it might go without saying, but having good hygiene is definitely normal. Unruly hair and facial hair is an indicator of not being normal. People can often make snap judgments based upon appearance, and if your hair is too long or if you have pungent body odor, it can be off-putting and will not allow you to find your sense of normalness. Make sure to brush and floss your teeth and schedule regular proctological exams to ensure you smell clean from both ends.

In addition to having a healthy outer personal appearance, make sure to take care of your inner you. After all, eating nothing but cake and cheese and burritos will cause your inner you to expand your outer you, thus affecting your appearance. Avoiding gastric inflaming foods will help to alleviate any potentially awkward situations. Stick with fruits and vegetables, and food with healthy fats and carbs. If someone says to you, “Hey, let’s go have a meat-lovers pizza with beer and cheesy bread and just have no respect for ourselves or our bodies,” suggest an alternative. For example, you could say, “Hey, bro, I have a better idea. Let’s go try that heart-healthy vegan restaurant that just opened over on Main Street. I hear their crispy kale and tofu salad is the bomb!”

 

Gus could do this part.

It was easy.

He already took care of his body.

Well, mostly.

His hair was a little long, sure, but he didn’t have “unruly facial hair” (or really any facial hair at all, much less unruly). He didn’t necessarily think much of his personal appearance, flexing in the mirror aside.

He hadn’t had a zit in weeks, thank god. And he had strong teeth and gums and his tongue was a little short, but there wasn’t much he could do about that. He didn’t think he was particularly pungent, but he supposed he’d better check just to make sure.

He called Bertha on the phone the next night. She sounded surprised, but she quickly recovered. “Gus! What can I do for you?”

“Yes,” he said. “Hello. I am calling for advice.”

“Shhh,” she snapped, sounding slightly muffled. “I’ll put it on speaker, just be quiet. Did you hear what he said? He needs advice. He’s totally going to do it! Casey will be so—ahem. Hello, Gus. Nothing is going on here at all. It is just me and no one else. What sort of advice are you looking for?”

Gus could do this. It wasn’t that hard. They were friends, of a sort. And friends asked each other for advice. “Yes,” he said, ready to get this over with. “Advice. Well. It has come to my attention that I need to check if I am pungent or not. Who is your proctologist, and do you recommend them?”

Dead silence.

Gus didn’t know if he should repeat the question. He pulled his phone away from his ear and saw the call was still connected.

Finally, Bertha said, in a rather choked voice, “You want me to recommend a proctologist.”

“Yes,” Gus said, suddenly very glad they were not having this conversation face to face.

More silence.

Then, “Dr. Wong is very… thorough.”

“Good,” Gus said with a resolute nod. “I would like to hire his services.”

“Oh my god,” he heard someone moan in the background.

He heard more muffled whispering before Betty’s voice came on the line. “Gus, who told you that you were pungent?”

“No one,” Gus said. “I just need to make sure.”

“You’re not pungent,” she said. “You always smell nice. Like autumn leaves and gingersnaps.”

“Huh,” Gus said. “I use a body wash called Fall Cookies. That might be it.”

“Yes, Gus,” Betty said. “That might be it.”

“So, no pungency.”

“None whatsoever.”

“Well,” Gus said. “I suppose that makes things easier.”

“Gus, what brought this on?”

“Oh nothing. Nothing at all. Just… thinking. About stuff. And things.”

“Really.”

“Yes.”

“Well, this wasn’t the advice we were expecting to give, I guess.”

“What were you expecting?”

She laughed. “We thought you were going to ask us how to woo Casey.”

Gus sputtered for one minute and thirty-six seconds. It was a new record for sputtering, at least for Gus. By the time he’d finished, his hands were sweaty and he wished the We Three Queens had never heard of Abby, Oregon.

But much to his surprise, he said, “I can figure out how to do that myself.”

And hung up the phone.

 

 

THE NEXT morning, Gus made sure he had excellent hygiene before he left the house for the day. It was Saturday, and Casey had made mention of possibly coming over again at lunch to watch another movie. Gus wanted to tell him he would read his book, but since he had no interest in young adult fiction, postapocalyptic fiction, werewolf and/or vampire fiction, and bisexual love triangles, he was probably not going to. He just needed to figure out how to say it without it sounding rude. He was happy for Casey that he’d found such success (well, maybe not happy, because Gus couldn’t really parcel out a specific feeling he had toward Casey other than vague unease) but such things were not for him. He’d tried to look down the next steps in his how to be a normal person list, but there was nothing in there to assist in telling an asexual hipster that you weren’t going to read their book.

The Internet had failed Gustavo Tiberius.

But he was in a two-year contract with it now.

It was like a loveless arranged marriage.

God, his life was hard.

He left the house, this time wearing a green Hawaiian shirt and a pair of khakis, a brown belt, and a pair of flip-flops he’d found in his own closet from a couple of years ago when he’d decided to be daring during the summer.

The bell rang overhead as he walked into Lottie’s Lattes, and once again, Lottie stood in the front next to Casey, as she had been the last few days, eyeing him suspiciously. Casey had told him the day before that Lottie was sure that the Gus before them was a doppelganger, and that his aura was shifting into multiple colors. Gus had replied that he most certainly was not a doppelganger for heaven’s sake, and that Lottie should not be staring at his aura so hard.

“Gus,” Lottie said, eyes narrowed. “Best Supporting Actor winner 1961.”

“George Chakiris for West Side Story.”

“Best Documentary Short, same year.”

“Project Hope.”

“Hmm,” she said. “I’ll make your coffee, Gus. If that’s your real name.”

“Actually,” Gus said, remembering what he’d learned about being normal. He needed to take care of his body better, and the amount of caffeine he’d consumed over the last fifteen years was frightening. “Can I order the… oh for fuck’s sake, really? I have to say that? Ugh. The Bombastic Berry Blast fruit smoothie.” And then, “Please.” And then, “Thank you.” It was perfectly normal.

Of course, Lottie just glared at him.

“Good choice, man,” Casey said. “It really is bombastic. Just when you think you’ve gotten past the blackberries and raspberries, there’s this boom of acai that just hits and it’s… man, I don’t even know. It just hits right.”

“Yes, exactly,” Gus said, even though he had no idea what acai was and why it should hit anything at all.

“Dig the shirt,” Casey said, looking him up and down.

“Oh,” Gus said. “Thank you. I dig you.” Oh fuck. “I mean, your shirt. Er. And your… tattoos. And your bracelet.”

Lottie started coughing quite loudly.

Casey smiled shyly at him. “Thanks, man.” He reached up and ran a hand through his messy hair, pulled back and held loosely with a leather strap. His glasses were folded and hanging off the collar of his shirt, which announced he was a member of the Kearney, Nebraska Elks Lodge #984. Gus almost wanted to know where he’d gotten the shirt, but figured it was a hipster secret and he wasn’t privy to such information. He wondered if there was an entire hipster underground where they got together and compared ironic situations.

“Hey, I was thinking,” Casey said. “If you didn’t have any plans tonight, we should do something when you get off of work.”

And Gus was not prepared for this.

He had not read anything on his normal list to deal with this.

He had not even thought about this.

This… he didn’t know what this was.

So he said, “Er. Um. Ugh.”

And Casey said, “We could go get a pizza and a beer, maybe? If you wanted to.”

And this. This was on the list. Gus was prepared for this. And before he could think it through, Gus said, “Hey, bro, I have a better idea. Let’s go try that heart-healthy vegan restaurant that just opened over on Main Street. I hear their crispy kale and tofu salad is the bomb.”

Lottie dropped the smoothie she was making. It exploded as soon as it hit the ground, berry juice spraying all over her. “Sorry,” she exclaimed. “So sorry! It just slipped!”

Gus didn’t pay much attention because he was in the throes of realizing two things at once: first, no new heart-healthy vegan restaurant has opened in Abby, much less on Main Street. And two, being normal was a lot harder than it looked because what the hell had he just done?

“Really?” Casey asked him, handing Lottie a towel to wipe off the smoothie on her face and in her drag queen hair. “I didn’t know something like that had opened here. That sounds great.”

“Uhhh,” Gus said.

“You close the video store at five, right? We can go then. Try your bomb crispy kale and tofu salad.”

“Uhhh,” Gus said.

“It’s in my eye,” Lottie said. “There’s so much berry in my eye.”

“Uhhh,” Gus said. “I will see you later.”

And no, he didn’t run out of Lottie’s Lattes, Harry S. Truman squawking at his side. It just looked like he did.

 

 

“I NEED help wooing!” Gus hissed as soon as the We Three Queens walked into the Emporium.

They stared at him. Then, “This is what we expected in the first place,” Bertha said. “What do you need?”

It couldn’t be that bad, right? “I may have accidentally made up a vegan restaurant on Main Street and invited him to it.” Okay, it sounded bad. “But, to be fair, he started it by asking me to pizza and beer.”

The We Three Queens winced.

“And you countered with a fake vegan restaurant,” Betty said.

“Oh dear,” Bernice said. “You didn’t do very good at all.”

“What do we need to do?” Bertha asked, and Gus decided she was his favorite.

“Go and rent a storefront on Main Street and turn it into a vegan restaurant so that we can pretend. You’ll have to play the waitstaff, but if we disguise you, he shouldn’t know the difference. You’ll also need to learn vegan cuisine.”

“Okay,” Betty said. “By the level of detail and complexity, I am assuming you set the date for some time next month.”

“It’s not a date!” Gus said, sounding slightly horrified, because what if it was? “And it’s tonight!”

“Oh, son,” Bernice said, rolling her eyes. “You done fucked up now.”

“Bernice,” Bertha said. “Don’t be crude. Just because Gus fucked up doesn’t mean you need to call him out on it.”

“Yeah, Bernice,” Betty said. “He fucked up. He doesn’t need to hear it. He knows he fucked up. Big time. Don’t you, Gus. You know. You know you fucked up.”

Gus said, “Hrmph.”

“Yeah,” Betty said. “He knows.”

“I have solved all of your problems,” Bertha said, looking down at her phone. “I found a vegan restaurant on Main Avenue.”

“Main Avenue?” Gus asked. “There is no—”

“It’s in Eugene.”

“That’s an hour away!”

“Or you could just be a liar,” Bernice said. “Start a relationship built on lies. You liar.”

“I’m not starting anything!”

“Odd,” Betty said. “I could have sworn he just asked us for advice on how to woo.”

“Actually,” Bertha said, “he didn’t just ask us for advice on how to woo, he frantically asked us for advice on how to woo.”

Gus tried to put his fist in his mouth and screamed around it.

“Wow,” Betty said. “Feel better?”

“No,” Gus said. He dropped his hand. “I’m angry and wearing a green Hawaiian shirt.”

“About that,” Bernice said.

“Not the time,” Gus growled.

“Ah,” Bernice said. “Understood.”

“I already made you a reservation,” Bertha said. “For seven tonight. I am texting you the address and directions.”

“Now remember,” Bernice said, “don’t come on too strong. You don’t want to overwhelm the conversation. Unless it’s about his books. Then you goddamn better find out every single detail, I swear to god, Gustavo Tiberius, I will murder you if you don’t—”

“Um,” Betty said, trying to stem Bernice’s crazy eyes. “Bernice is partly right. Talk about him. Ask him his interests. Make sure you’re listening and ask follow-up questions. Gus, you hate follow-up questions, but you have to ask them. That’s how conversations work.”

“Also,” Bertha said, frowning slightly, “don’t try to get into his pants tonight. Keep it above the clothes until at least the fifth date. You don’t want him to buy the goods right away when he could be having little samples first to get hooked.”

Gus could only say “He’s asexual.”

Silence.

Then, “Give us a moment, Gus.”

They walked to the opposite end of the store where they proceeded to have a whispered conversation while glancing back at him occasionally. Gus glanced down at his phone and saw a message from HOW IS THIS MY LIFE.

muse werkin ovahtime can’t bring sammich. Want lottie 2?

Gus didn’t even try to think what it meant that he could pretty much understand Casey’s gibberish now.

No. I’m fine. Please continue writing your original young adult dystopia book as no one has ever written one before.

LOL! totes hyster. grumpy gus, comedian. chat late xx

He stared at those little double x’s for far too long.

“What are you smiling at?”

He looked up. The We Three Queens stood in front of him again, identical smirks on their faces.

“I wasn’t smiling,” he said. “I was doing lip stretches.”

“Gus, we’ve changed our strategy of wooing,” Bertha said, and if Gus was the type of person to spout such frivolous things, he would have told each of them how much he loved them.

“The fact that he is asexual and you’re interested speaks volumes about the both of you,” Bernice said. “You are a lovely man, and he would be very lucky to have you in any capacity. I hope you know that. I’m sure he does too.”

“You need to make sure he’s comfortable,” Betty said. “Let him set the pace for anything that might happen. But don’t go into this thinking anything will happen, Gus. You can’t change someone else to fit how you want them to be. I don’t think you’d do something like that, but even having expectations of something unrealistic can be detrimental.”

But Gus thought he could change himself and maybe that was enough.

“The fact that he’s already told you of his asexuality also shows how comfortable he is with you,” Bertha said. “We knew a lovely asexual woman back in the nineties who told us only after we’d known her for close to a year. It’s not a secret, nor is it meant to be, but it shows a sign of trust and comfort to be told.”

Gus was quiet for a moment. Then, “He gives really good hugs.”

The We Three Queens sighed.

“Ah, to be young again,” Bernice said, hands clasped over her heart.

“Hugging is wonderful,” Bertha said.

“We should hug more,” Betty said.

“This is not a date,” Gus said, just because he felt like it needed to be repeated.

“Of course it’s not,” Bertha said.

“It’s just two guys hanging out,” Bernice said.

“Getting to know each other,” Betty said.

“Maybe you catch each other’s eyes and stare for a little too long,” Bertha said.

“And maybe he touches the back of your hand,” Bernice said.

“And maybe you sigh just a little bit,” Betty said.

“And have fulfilling conversation,” Bertha said.

“And it’s like you’re in your own little world,” Bernice said.

“Where no one else exists,” Betty said.

“Oh my god,” Gus moaned. “Please stop. Please.”

They laughed and he thought it wasn’t the worst sound he’d ever heard.

God, he was getting soft.

 

 

GUS WASN’T nervous.

No, Gus was terrified.

He thought the We Three Queens would have helped. And they did. In their own way.

But as he watched the clock drag on through the afternoon, he realized he was so far out of his depth as to be rather alarming. Gus did not like alarming situations. They made him uncomfortable. And when Gus was uncomfortable, he started shutting down.

Rather than risk it, he decided to close down the Emporium early to head home and prepare for battle.

“I can do this,” he told Harry S. Truman as he put him in the carrier. “I am pretty certain I can do this.”

Harry S. Truman didn’t seem to have an opinion one way or another about Gus’s capabilities to have a social outing with an asexual hipster. Gus didn’t know whether to be relieved or insulted.

No. That was a lie.

He was insulted.

 

 

THERE WAS no entry titled How to Go Out as Friends with an Asexual Hipster so that It Leads to Something More.

This was troubling to Gus.

He would have thought that more people would have run in to this situation.

He scrolled down the page.

If he wanted to do this right, he would have to skip a few steps.

He figured he was allowed.

He hoped there would be no ramifications for going out of order.

This was an emergency, after all.

Besides, what was the worst that could happen?

 

How to Be a Normal Person

Step 17: Acting like a Normal Person

Wow! Congratulations for making it this far! Hopefully, you haven’t skipped any steps to get to this point. The consequences could be somewhat dire if so. Reading things out of order is definitely not something normal people do. It’s a good thing you didn’t do that, though, right?

 

“Well fuck,” Gus said succinctly.

And yet he read on.

He would not be deterred.

 

Now that you know how to dress like a normal person (step 1), have a clean and healthy body like a normal person (step 2), and know how to kill and skin an elk like a normal person (step 11), it’s time to put all that information together for the next big step: acting like a normal person.

Following these next easy steps will have people around you saying “Wow! When did you get to be so normal?”

 

“That’s exactly what I want,” Gus said. “Wow, Gus! When did you get to be so normal? Oh, I don’t know. I’m just doing what I normally do. You know. S’cool. It’s all good in the hood. Chillax, man. Too legit to quit.”

He had this.

 

 

STEP 17A: Having a confident attitude isn’t for everyone. It can be hard to appear self-assured, especially if you have confidence issues. While it may be difficult to actually be confident, you can still appear confident. As the great humanitarian and philosopher Mahatma Gandhi once said, “Fake it until you make it.”

People tend to gravitate toward those that are confident. It also helps that confident people also tend to be in positions of power, such as the CEO of a Fortune 500 company or a twentysomething from old money who has never had to work for anything in his life but will most likely always have a full head of hair, no matter how much others wish he would go bald because there should be at least something faulty about him.

You may not always feel confidence, but others can smell weakness like sharks can smell blood on the water. So while you may be meek and mild, let your inner lion roar and take charge of the situation. Using power phrases like “I’ve got this” or “Yes, I’ve been yachting before and I had a marvelous time, thanks for asking” or “Don’t worry, we can just charge this to my black Amex card that I have which carries an egregiously high spending limit and a reasonable rate of interest” will do wonders for you. Avoid phrases like “Maybe we should…” or “If you think that’s a good idea…” or “My grandmother sets my curfew and I can’t be late or she’ll lock me in the broom closet again,” as they could potentially make you look weaker. Appearing weak is definitely not normal and you should avoid it at all costs.

 

 

AT EIGHTEEN minutes past five in the afternoon, there was a knock on the door of the residence of Gustavo Tiberius.

Gus, dressed in the finest button-down shirt he could find in his house (plain white—Pastor Tommy had worn it when he was trying to infiltrate a Young Republicans meeting, only to have been found out, as he was neither young nor a Republican). He also found a bright pink tie to be his splash of color. He wore his slacks from work and a pair of loafers that he hoped would be considered sensible.

“I look like a gay Mormon missionary,” he lamented in the mirror. “Pardon me, have you heard the word of the Lord? It’s fabulous!” He scowled at his reflection.

He wasn’t exactly radiating confidence, so when the knock on the door came, he was sure he was as far from normal as he could possibly be.

Gus would never be confused for an optimist, but he told himself that it was possible that asexual hipsters had a weakness for pseudo-gay pseudo-Mormons, and so he was essentially like catnip. He would open the door and Casey would feel the urge to ravage him (platonically, of course, with the possibility of another hug or two that Gus would absolutely roll his eyes at but accept gladly).

“Radiate confidence,” he muttered as he walked the long walk to the front door. “Radiate confidence. Radiate confidence.”

He opened the door, radiating as much as he possibly could.

Of course, Casey just had to be standing on the other side, that same soft and lazy smile on his face. And he just had to have his hair pulled back again, a couple of strands falling around the thick rims of his glasses. And he just had to be wearing a checkered black-and-green sweater-vest over a white collared shirt. And if that wasn’t bad enough, he wore a matching green bow tie that, up until that moment, Gus hadn’t realized would be one of his greatest weaknesses. If you had told Gus even a week ago that a bow tie worn by a bearded guy who could pull off a man bun, for fuck’s sake, would be the beginning of his downfall, most likely he would have glowered at you until you returned to the pit from which you had crawled with the sole purpose of saying something ridiculous.

Now, though.

Well.

Now he didn’t have many words at all aside from adorable and gorgeous and all other manner of offensive things that made Gus want to gouge his eyes out with a dull and rusted spoon.

“Hey, Gus,” Casey said, looking amused. “Great tie, man. Really fits you.”

“Yes, well,” Gus said, radiating as much confidence as he possibly could. “I try.” He decided a confident person would cross their arms over their chest and lean against the doorway. He started to do just that, but misjudged the distance he had to lean and promptly fell against the wall. “Ha, ha,” he said confidently as he pulled himself back up. “How’d that get there.”

Casey squinted at him. “The wall? I think it got there when the house was built.”

“Yeah,” Gus said because he was nothing but confident. “Cool, man. Cool.” And then, much to his horror, his hands became independent of his body and made finger guns, pointing them at Casey. His mouth, unable to resist, abdicated control to the power of the finger guns and said, “Pew, pew, pew.”

He quickly came to the conclusion that finger guns could never be brought out with confidence, no matter who the person was. They did nothing to add to the conversation (aside from making it extremely awkward) and made the user of said finger guns almost unable to resist the urge to slam the door in an asexual hipster’s face and go bury himself under the blankets on the bed and wait for the sweet relief of inevitable death.

He put his finger guns away. He should not be allowed to carry weapons of mass humiliation.

“Right on,” Casey said. “I can get behind that.” Then he made his own finger guns and he looked so fucking stupid that Gus’s heart tripped all over itself in his chest, what the hell.

He was confident. He had this. “Your bow tie is really rad,” he said and struggled not to wince because who the fuck says rad?

Casey perked up. “Yeah? Thanks, man. I saw it at the store and was like, yeah. I gotta have that. It’s just so… like. I don’t even know. I just had this feeling about it. So I bought it.”

“Yeah,” Gus said. “Totally. I can totally see that. Great story. Right on, brotha.”

Casey grinned. “You okay, man?”

“I’m epic,” Gus said. “I’m so epic, I’m like the Lord of the Rings musical score by Howard Shore, ya know?”

“Cool,” Casey said. “I never saw those movies.”

“They’re epic,” Gus said. “Just… boom.”

“Yeah,” Casey said. “I saw the commercials. I was, like, ten years old.”

Well, if that didn’t make Gus feel old as fuck.

“So,” Gus said, trying not to think of his pending mortality or gray hairs that would grow out his ears, “you ready to go?”

“Sure,” Casey said. “I gotta try that kale and tofu salad. You said it’s the bomb. I need to see what a bomb is to Gustavo Tiberius.”

“Yeah,” Gus said. “Totally.” Because Gus didn’t know what a bomb was to Gustavo Tiberius either. He didn’t think it would be kale and tofu salad.

“I just don’t know where it is,” he said. “Lottie didn’t know of a new vegan restaurant that had opened on Main. I didn’t see one walking over here.”

“Yeah,” Gus said, scratching the back of his neck. “About that. By Main Street, I meant Main Avenue. In Eugene. Surprise.”

“Dude,” Casey breathed. “Road trip.”

“It’s just an hour,” Gus grumbled and locked the door behind him.

 

 

STEP 17B: Normal people are known to moderate the amount of information they give out about themselves. While it can be thrilling to meet new people and make new friends, revealing intimate information much too soon can make even the most normal of people uncomfortable. You don’t want to alienate potential new friends by saying the wrong thing, such as discussing your latest dermatological appointment to address your flaking skin or that time in college where you got so drunk you threw up on a cat, felt bad, adopted said cat, and renamed it Chunks McBurger. Maintain a careful distance until such time both parties are receptive to hearing such personal information.

Now, I know what you’re thinking. “If I can’t talk about things that have happened to me that might be offensive to others, what can be discussed?” Have no fear, for now you will learn the joys of small talk.

Despite the name, there is nothing small about small talk. Small talk allows two or more parties to make the most of what might otherwise be an awkward conversation. The willingness to engage in small talk shows how normal you are and how approachable you can be. Maintain eye contact and make sure to appear interested. If you are adept at humor, consider telling a clean, nonoffensive joke. Don’t overtake a conversation and make it about yourself. Small talk is like tennis, there is a back and forth, and sometimes, the rules make absolutely no sense.

Now, let’s look at some examples of small talk and/or conversation starters:

 

—Hello, friend! Do you know how Moses made his tea? Hebrewed it!

—What do you think about (local sports team)?

—Were you planning on attending the office Christmas party?

—Those are some nice shoes! Tell me where you got them.

—How did you do on the history quiz?

—Do you have a map? I seem to have gotten lost in your eyes.

 

 

GUSTAVO TIBERIUS wasn’t one who needed to fill silence. He was perfectly content with not talking and having people not talk to him. It made things easier, prevented situations from getting awkward, and allowed everyone (read: Gus) to not have to worry about saying anything embarrassing to someone they might consider being friends with (and possibly have developed a little bit of a crush on—key word little, the tiniest thing, so small that it might as well be negligible).

Casey Richards did not like silence apparently.

Casey, after getting over his excitement of taking a road trip with Gus, offered to drive. Gus, curious as to what kind of car a hipster would drive, agreed immediately. Gus was positive it would be an ironic Volkswagen Beetle or an electric SUV or some other such nonsense.

He was not prepared for Casey’s soccer-mom minivan.

“Seriously,” Gus said, coming to a stop in the coffee shop parking lot.

“Yep,” Casey said with no hint of shame whatsoever as he unlocked it with the key fob.

“Seriously.”

“I can fit a lot of people in it,” Casey said, shrugging slightly. “And it hotboxes like a motherfucker.”

“That should not be a qualification for buying a car,” Gus scolded.

“Or should it be the only one,” Casey said.

“No,” Gus said. “It shouldn’t.”

“Or should it,” Casey whispered, eyes wide.

Gus had lived with Pastor Tommy for over twenty-five years. He had learned early on it was pretty pointless to argue with a stoner, even if said stoner wasn’t stoned. You would never win, so it was better not to try. It just made life easier.

They climbed into the minivan and Casey looked over at him expectantly.

Gus was slightly nervous. Was he expected to start the small talk already? He tried to remember any of the conversation topics he’d read before leaving the house and, for the life of him, couldn’t think of a single one.

He was doomed.

Casey said, “So. Where to?”

“Oh,” Gus said. “Um. Eugene.”

A smile tugged at Casey’s lips. “Yeah. I got that much. Where in Eugene? I can just plug it into the GPS.”

“Right,” Gus said. “Just plug it into the old GPS. Exactly.”

Casey waited.

Gus said, “Oh. You need the address. To use the GPS. Um. I have that.”

“Good,” Casey said. “We might need it.”

“Ha-ha,” Gus said, trying to radiate confidence. “Good one. Do you know how Moses made his tea? Hebrewed it!”

Casey burst out laughing. “What the fuck?”

Gus nodded, his armpits sweating. “I know, right? Wordplay. Gets me every time.” He felt relief that his first attempt at humor tonight had not fallen flat. The website had told him he had to be careful with humor, because if it failed, it could lead to the worst part of small talk: Awkward Silences.

Gus felt more confident. He fumbled with his phone and pulled up the last text from the We Three Queens. He read off the address to Casey, who plugged it into his phone. The GPS acknowledged the address and announced it would take one hour and thirteen minutes to arrive at the destination. Gus thought that sounded like the longest stretch of time known to mankind. He felt less confident.

Then Casey sang the song of his people, four words that struck fear in Gustavo’s heart.

“Okay,” Casey said. “It’s selfie time.”

Gus said, “How did you do on the history quiz?”

Casey said, “What.”

Gus said, “Sorry, I thought you were someone else,” and prayed it was enough to make Casey forget about the selfie.

However, Casey was the first hipster that Gus had had prolonged exposure to, and he was learning that they did not give up lightly.

“You’re funny,” Casey said. “Bring it in, Gustavo. I am going to press my face against your face.”

And Gus said, “Meep,” but could not stop Casey from pulling him over and pressing up against each other until they were cheek to cheek. Casey’s beard was as soft as Gus thought it would be, though he adamantly refused to admit he had spent any time at all thinking about it. He smelled good, that hint of pot and mint and something that was just undeniably Casey.

“Smile, Gustavo,” Casey said, bringing his phone up in front of them.

Gus sort of smiled.

“Almost,” Casey said. “You’re almost there.”

Gus bared his teeth a little bit.

“Too far,” Casey said. “Bring it back just a little.”

Gus covered his teeth.

“Hey, Gus,” Casey said, as if they weren’t pressed together in a minivan trying to take a selfie. “Knock knock.”

“What?”

“Knock knock.”

And because he was ready to not be so up in Casey’s vicinity anymore before he did something awkward like kiss his cheek, he said, “Who’s there?”

“A shark.”

“A shark who?”

“A shark who just ate your whole family and is now going to eat you.”

Gus couldn’t stop the smile even if he tried because that was so stupid.

“Got it,” Casey said, sounding smug. He squeezed Gus’s neck briefly before pulling away.

“You tricked me,” Gus said. “That was a terrible joke and you’re a terrible person.”

“I feel real bad about it,” he said, looking down at his phone. “Hey, followers. I got him to smile. Isn’t it awesome? Hashtag the evolution of Grumpy Gus will be televised. Hashtag mountain town adventures. Hashtag men in ties. Hashtag first hangout jitters. Hash tag four twenty is a frame of mind. And posted.”

Gus gaped at him.

“What?” Casey asked as he started the minivan.

“Um,” Gus said. He’d misheard, obviously. He hadn’t said first hangout jitters, because that sounded almost like it was a date. He’d probably said burst bangout quitters, which was an Instagram thing like LOL. Yes. That was exactly it. Time to move on. “So. Casey. Please. Tell me more about yourself.”

He told himself that was a good start.

“What do you want to know?” Casey asked.

Motherfucker. That wasn’t how small talk worked. Gus reminded himself that he needed to keep it distant. Play it cool. He shrugged. “Whatever’s clever, y’all,” and wondered why he was even allowed out in public.

Casey snorted. “How about this. I’ll ask you a question and then you can ask me a question and we can go back and forth.” He pulled out of the parking lot and onto Main Street, heading toward Interstate 5. “You have to answer honestly. If you don’t want to answer, just say so and we can think of a different question. Remember: share space.”

That sounded doable. And dangerous. Gus said, “Ain’t no thang.” He coughed. “I mean, yeah. Sure. Sounds good.”

“Okay. You want me to go first?”

Gus thought that sounded awful, but he hadn’t thought of a question yet. “Yes.”

“Okay. Have you ever smoked weed?” No hesitation, like he’d been waiting to ask that question. Gus wondered how many more questions he had saved up.

“Uh,” Gus said. “Yeah. I have.”

“With who?”

“I think it’s my turn to ask a question,” Gus said.

Casey narrowed his eyes. “Hmm. I’m onto you, man. Go ahead.”

Small talk. Small talk. He could do normal small talk. “What are your hopes and dreams for the future?” And… fuck his life.

“Whoa,” Casey said. “That’s deep.”

Gus wished he had a rewind button. Or an eject button.

“I suppose… I dunno, man. I guess I just want what everyone else wants. I want to be happy. I want to do something that matters. I want to make others happy. I want to roll the world’s fattest joint and smoke it for weeks. I want to hike the Appalachian Trail. I want to adopt a bird and name it Falcor. You know, the usual.”

“Nothing about that is usual,” Gus said. “Falcor? What the hell.”

“Yeah,” Casey said. “But doesn’t it sound awesome? My turn. Who did you smoke weed with?”

And Gus should have known Casey wouldn’t drop it. He wondered if he should pass this question off. He opened his mouth to do just that when he said, “Pastor Tommy. He… uh. My dad. He loved smoking. Had done so for years. At first it was just pleasure. Because he wanted to. And then it was to help with the pain.”

“He sounded like a good dude,” Casey said quietly.

“Yeah,” Gus said, trying to keep his voice level. “The best, really.”

“You’re lucky to have had that, you know?”

“I know,” Gus said. Then, “Didn’t you?”

Casey shrugged, not taking his eyes off the road. “For a while,” he said. “Grew up in Yakima. Parents didn’t like that I slept around. Didn’t like that I slept with men. Didn’t like that I really didn’t want to sleep with anyone. Didn’t like that I smoked weed. Didn’t like that I found success without going to college. Didn’t like that I moved to LA. It was a shit show, man. For a little while. I got out to clear my head. Haven’t really been back since.”

“Do you want to?”

“Go back? Sure. One day. Not now. I like what I have now. My turn. Favorite movie of all time?”

“Creature from the Black Lagoon,” Gus said. “Hands down.”

“No shit? I can respect that. I saw that when I was a kid. Righteous.”

“What’s yours?”

“Oh man,” Casey said. “You’re going to bring out the Eyebrows of Judgment.”

“What?” Gus asked, barely stopping himself from reaching up and covering his eyebrows. “I don’t have that.”

“Yeah you do. They’re gnarly.”

“Is it Michael Bay?” Gus demanded. “Is your favorite movie one by Michael Bay? If it is, you need to pull over and let me out now because that’s awful and you should be ashamed of yourself and I can’t be seen in public with you.”

“It’s not Michael Bay,” Casey said, rolling his eyes. “But you have to admit, The Rock was pretty good.”

“I don’t have to admit anything,” Gus hissed. “And that movie was passable at best, the only reason being Sean Connery stooping himself to the lowest levels in order to pick up a paycheck.”

“Yeah, yeah. Okay, you ready?”

“Go,” Gus said. “And remember, I own a video store, so my opinion matters more.”

“Right. It’s from the last decade. Hmm. Maybe eleven years ago.”

“Okay. But if you say any movie with Jennifer Lopez, you’re fired from life.”

“Nah,” Casey said. “Ensemble cast. Billy Bob Thornton and—”

“Love Actually,” Gus said immediately. Then, “Really? Really, Casey?”

“Hey! I can’t help it if I love love.”

“Gross,” Gus muttered. “That was the worst sentence ever. I’m embarrassed for you.”

“There’s the Eyebrows of Judgment. I knew they’d make an appearance.”

“Well, yeah. I can’t not judge.”

“I see right through you, Gustavo Tiberius,” Casey said. “Don’t think I don’t. You front with this cool and stony exterior, but deep inside, you’re nothing but a big old teddy bear with a heart filled with sunshine he wants to release up on the world. Remember, I know your secret. You’re a Share Bear.”

Gus glared at him. “Nothing you just said should be used to describe anyone ever,” but he wondered just how much Casey could see him. Or, rather, how much he wanted to show to Casey. Not in a Share Bear way, of course, because what the fuck. But other ways?

Maybe. Maybe a lot.

And god, if that didn’t scare the shit out of him.

 

 

STEP 17C: Socializing in public settings can be difficult for those that aren’t prepared. And if you’re not prepared, chances are you will not be acting normal.

The first thing to know is that it’s impossible to please everyone, so you shouldn’t even begin to try. Opinions are like sphincters in that most people have them, just some are louder than others and can be terribly messy if not handled correctly. The less you worry about other people’s opinions of you, the better you’ll be. Normal people tend to not spend time worrying about what others think. However, chances are you’re here because of opinions of others, and that’s okay too. It may seem confusing and that it doesn’t make sense, but it will all even out in the end. Try not to worry so much about being normal. That being said, continue reading on to learn how to be more normal!

Secondly, be mindful that any interests and/or hobbies you may have may not be shared by everyone. In fact, something you do for fun may be considered “extreme” or “off-putting” by others. Make sure you are aware of the people you are surrounded by and get a feel for the room before you make any announcements that you are a budding taxidermist and you just stuffed an armadillo that you found on the side of the road or that you are a Satanist and you are looking for your first sacrifice to take place during the new moon when the world is at its darkest. People may not share your interests and it isn’t polite or normal to force them on anyone.

And this brings about the third point: making sure to have good control on your emotions. There might be people out there who are not normal and who will go against everything you’ve learned so far. It can be difficult to find an appropriate emotional response when someone comes up to you and says they support something you are so adamantly opposed to, like free-range beef or wearing rubber bracelets for every single charity known to mankind. Learning to suppress your emotions is certainly normal and will create a positive and safe environment.

For example, Billy is invited to a dinner party where he is unfamiliar with most of the other guests. While waiting for hors d’oeuvres, an acquaintance of Billy’s, a woman named Rhonda, approaches Billy and requests angry sex because she hasn’t forgiven him for some slight from years ago that Billy can’t even be sure actually occurred. Billy’s opinion is that Rhonda is crazy, but he keeps it to himself, reins in his own anger, declines her demand of rage sex, and instead suggests they play a round of canasta and possibly go out for chocolate malts the next day.

Guess what?

Twist ending.

Billy marries Rhonda one year later.

 

 

DURING THE first “hangout” (and honestly, Gus was probably going to obsess about that word for the rest of time), he learned the following things about Casey and himself:

Casey could fold his tongue, and he had a freckle on his forehead that was almost shaped like a heart.

Casey started writing his postapocalyptic werewolf/vampire books on a dare and four years later, he had an agent, books on the New York Times Bestseller list, and a deadline he was probably going to miss for the last book because “I can’t quite figure out how to resolve the bisexual love triangle and I’m thinking of just making it a threesome, but my agent said my average reader is a sixteen-year-old girl and I don’t know if I have it in me to corrupt them like that.”

Casey liked watching Gus when he talked, which made for a scary driving experience.

Gus liked it when Casey watched him, which made for a scary life experience.

Casey had a large network of friends back in LA that absolutely did not understand why he moved to Abby, Oregon, a place none of them had ever heard of. They’d tried to talk him out of it, but he wouldn’t be deterred because “LA’s awesome, man, except when all it does is drown you.”

Casey smoked weed almost daily, but he didn’t today because he wanted to make sure that Gus didn’t think Casey was under the influence at any point during their first hangout because “I don’t want you to overthink anything,” which caused Gus to start overthinking everything.

Gus told him about how he’d met the We Three Queens, about making fun of Lottie for her alliterative shop name, about the inspirational message of the day (Every day is a first chance at something new) and how he believed that either the calendar was sentient, or that the We Three Queens broke into his house every day and changed the message in order to fuck with him because they were getting to be way too on-point to be coincidence.

“Oh?” Casey said. “So today is your chance at something new?”

Gus blushed horribly.

Casey said, “There it is.”

 

 

KALE AND tofu salad turned out to be disgusting.

But Gus was monitoring his opinions because the Internet told him to. He was controlling his emotions because it was the normal thing to do. He was also choking down something that tasted like a leafy green asshole.

Casey took a bite of kale and tofu, made a face, and said, “This shit is disgusting.”

Gus, normal as all get-out, said, “Hmm,” as he chewed through the pain.

“Seriously, man,” Casey said. “It feels like I just got punched in the face with every sad feeling I’ve ever had.”

“Interesting,” Gus said, thinking this was possibly small talk, which he was now a master of. “Tell me more.”

“I want to send this back,” Casey said, scowling at the bowl in front of him. “And I want to tell anyone coming in here to save themselves from a fate worse than death because it’s far too late for me.”

Gus felt bad, but he kept his emotions under control. “Fascinating. Cool beans.”

“Do you like it?” Casey demanded.

Gus knew he could lie, and he hadn’t read anything about whether or not normal people lied, but he wasn’t quite sure that normal people ate kale and tofu salad and enjoyed it. It honestly didn’t feel like something normal people did. Gus sighed because his life was so complicated. “No,” he said. “It’s not the bomb.”

“Right?” Casey exclaimed. “It’s like the opposite of the bomb. It’s the anti-bomb.”

Gus winced. So not a good first hangout. “I’m sorry,” he mumbled, looking down at the mess before him.

“Hey,” Casey said, reaching over and briefly squeezing Gus’s hand before letting go. “This wasn’t your fault. You did not birth this abomination. Dude. I don’t even want to Instagram this, that’s how bad this is.”

“Oh no,” Gus said. “What is the world coming to.”

“Seriously. We need to find pizza. And beer. We can even make it a microbrew if you feel like being so fancy.”

The waiter appeared at their table. “How is everything?”

“Gross,” Casey said seriously. “Your salad offended my taste buds and I would like to leave the premises.”

“I’m sorry, sir,” the waiter said, slightly taken aback. “I’m sure I can bring you something else that would—”

“Do you have sausage pizza?” Casey asked.

“Um. No. This is a vegan restaurant. We don’t eat anything here that had a face.”

“Then you cannot bring me anything I want. Aside from the check.” He looked back at Gus. “I tried, man. I’m sorry. But I need meat to live. I’m a carnivore. I want to eat things that have faces.”

Gus choked, but somehow managed to nod.

Casey was a loud, opinionated asshole who did not keep his emotions in check.

Gus thought that might be slightly awesome.

 

 

THEY FOUND a pizza place halfway back to Abby, a little hole-in-the-wall place where the floor was sticky and the food greasy.

Casey loved it and Instagrammed the whole thing.

Gus thought that was a little excessive, but kept that opinion to himself.

Throughout the rest of the night, Gus had a weird feeling in his chest as he watched Casey, as he talked with him. As he did his best to make him smile. To make him laugh. Especially to make him laugh because Gus was convinced it was the nicest sound he’d heard in a very long time.

It wasn’t until the night was ending that he could figure out what that feeling was.

Casey, for some reason, felt the need to walk Gus to his door after parking the minivan. Gus thought this was slightly uncomfortable and awkward, but was determined not to make it more so. The best way to do that, he knew, was to let Casey take the lead, because Gus was sure to fuck it up somehow and do something abnormal or weird or strange.

It didn’t stop him from having a mini internal freak-out as they stood on the porch. How did they end this? Did they shake hands? Did they kiss? Casey said he was mostly okay with kissing, but Gus thought it might be too soon for that. For the both of them. Did they make plans to go out again? When would he see Casey next? Monday at the coffee shop? Next week sometime? Was this just a friends thing or was it actually a date? Did Gus even want it to be a date? Did Casey? And why were Casey’s eyes so fucking bright and pretty and why did Gus want to stare into them longingly like they were the only thing in the world?

“Have you got a map?” Gus said. “Because I seem to have gotten lost in your eyes.”

Casey gaped at him.

“Oh crap,” Gus groaned, wishing for death. He hoped Casey wouldn’t take it the wrong way if Gus told him he could never see him again because he would have to move to the farthest corners of the globe to escape his own idiocy. It would only be—

“Can I hug you?” Casey asked instead, like he was nervous and was worried Gus would say no.

Gus didn’t even have to think twice. “Yes please,” he said and wanted to bash his head against the wall for not sounding infinitely more badass than that.

“Awesome,” Casey said, a smile pulling on his lips. “Bring it in, Grumpy Gus.”

Gus didn’t even scowl at that. He figured normal people wouldn’t. And he was well on his way to becoming normal. Nicknames were normal, and Casey had given him a nickname.

There was a brief, awkward moment where Gus was unsure of where to put his hands. It seemed important, the placement. It was his second hug from Casey, but it would be his first time responding, and he wanted to get it right. He’d messed up their first time, at least a little bit, but the inspirational calendar had told him it was a new day and a first chance at something new.

They were almost of the same height, Casey maybe a little shorter. Gus tried to maintain eye contact, but he couldn’t quite get there, because this was as close to anyone as he’d allowed himself in a long time. It felt claustrophobic, almost. Unbearably intimate. Maybe it was too soon. Maybe it was too much and—

Casey leaned in first. His arms wound their way around Gus, going under his arms again, just like the first time. Gus wondered if this was how he always hugged, wonder if this was how he would always hug. That thought, that he knew part of Casey, that he knew how he hugged, made that strange feeling in Gus’s chest burst just a little bit more.

Casey’s chin hooked on to Gus’s shoulder, and he turned his face slightly into Gus’s neck, his nose pressed into his throat.

And Gus?

Gus manned the fuck up.

He brought his arms up and around Casey’s shoulders, wrapping them around Casey’s neck, pulling him close. Casey made this happy little noise in the back of his throat, caught somewhere between a sigh and a groan. Gus liked that sound. Gus liked that sound quite a bit.

He’d never really had this, not before. Not with someone who could potentially be a romantic partner, in at least some sense. He worried for a moment if some level of arousal on his part would ruin this, if his dick would be the Benedict Arnold of dicks and betray him.

But it didn’t happen. There was arousal there, Gus could feel it bubbling below the surface. However, it was a low thing, a negligible thing, outweighed by that bright, damning feeling in his chest. As his fingers brushed against the hair at the back of Casey’s neck, Gus understood if for what it was.

Happiness.

It was happiness.

Gus was a little dumbstruck with the idea that he couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt happy. And why was it that it would be happening now.

Simple answers, those.

He hadn’t been happy since Pastor Tommy died.

He was happy now because of an asexual hipster.

He was so fucking screwed.




Chapter 12

 

 

HOW TO Be a Normal Person

Step 18: How to Have a Normal Social Life

Congratulations! You’ve made it this far in your journey to becoming completely normal. You should feel proud of yourself. It can be hard to hold back those pesky eccentricities that make you stick out like a sore thumb, but as long as you continue to follow these steps, people should be commenting on how normal you are in no time!

Now it’s time to take all that you’ve learned and apply it to what can be a risky situation: having a social life. It can be difficult to feel comfortable in a social setting, given that you will be expected to respond and communicate with others in what could potentially be an undisciplined setting. There are no specific guidelines on how each social event can go. It will depend upon the people involved, the setting, the reason for the gathering, and many other variables that should be assessed before you make a decision on how to act accordingly.

For example, if you walk into a room and people are wearing black and crying or whispering discreetly, chances are you’ve walked into a wake or a funeral, and you should not ask anyone in the room if they would like to go play a round of miniature golf because this party is way lame. For more information on how to act at a funeral, please click here to be redirected.

Another example of avoiding awkward situations can be a person’s exuberance. Say that you are interested in someone and would like to get to know them better. What more perfect time to do so than in a social setting surrounded by others? Instead of standing in the corner and staring at the object of your affections like a crazy person, go over and talk to them. Tell them an interesting, normal fact about yourself as an icebreaker. You could say, “Hi, I couldn’t help but notice you like white zinfandel. One time, I smashed a bucket of grapes with my feet and then drank it after it fermented.”

However, and this is more directed toward men out there, it can be difficult to avoid certain instances where your body is more ready for “interaction” than the rest of you is. For steps on how to hide an erection, please click here to be redi—

 

 

HOW TO Hide an Erection

This can be a tough situation, right, gentlemen? Here you are, minding your own business when a pretty girl or a handsome fella walks by or you see that actress on a movie poster or that meat counter guy at the grocery store asks if you want a sample of tube steak or a breeze blows absolutely the wrong way and you find yourself in one of the most awkward situations a man can find himself in: an erection in public.

By following these simple and easy tips, you can learn how to avoid, hide, or disguise your public erection so that no one will be the wiser!

Step 1: Plan Ahead

If you know your erection is going to be a problem, it’s best to plan “a head.” Try to avoid restrictive clothing such as spandex or leather chaps. It is harder to conceal an erection if your pubic region is constricted.

For example, instead of wearing skinny jeans, consider wearing khaki cargo pants. Also consider wearing a long shirt or a fanny pack that can sit low on your waist. These can act as cover in case your erection interrupts at an inopportune time.

Step 2: Uh-Oh, Now What?

So, you’ve got an erection. And you’re in a public place such as an opera or an ethnic food festival. The shame you feel must be extraordinary. But stop! It’s not your fault! Your body has natural reactions to stimuli, and sometimes, you have no control over what your body decides to react to. There are several options you have at this point:

—Pretend your hands are cold and put them in your pockets. Once done, make your hands into fists so that the front of your pants rises from your member, creating less friction.

—If you are at the library, take a book from the shelf and place it in front of your crotch. Act casual when you do it so as to not draw attention to your actions.

—Do math. Nothing gets rid of erections like performing algebra in your head. If you are not math-oriented, consider listing off all fifty states in alphabetical order or humming your favorite church hymn. When people hear a man humming “What a Friend We Have in Jesus,” they won’t be thinking he has an erection.

—Try watching television. Remember, avoid television programs that will potentially prolong erections like Baywatch or Golden Girls. Stick with something basic that is guaranteed to kill any and all arousal like Fox News.

Step 3: The Object of Your Affections

Say, guys! Are you out on a date with the gal or fella of your dreams? There is nothing worse than trying to have meaningful and stimulating conversation only to find that you’ve been overstimulated and now are faced with one heck of a problem. If it doesn’t look like it’s in the cards that you’ll be getting lucky, you may be stuck between a cock and a hard place. If you’re out having drinks, consider crossing your legs and placing your ice-cold drink in your lap. Or, carefully make your way to the restroom to give your member some much-needed air. However, be careful doing this in a public restroom. Make sure the stall door is locked and if someone taps your foot underneath the stall or you see a hole in the wall, ignore it because that could only lead to further problems like prolonging your erection or jail time. Either way will most certainly not impress your date!

“Oh my god, who the fuck wrote all of this?” Gus groaned, banging his head against the computer keys.

 

 

IT HAD been weeks since their first hangout (he both loved and hated that word), and Gus was pretty sure he sort of had a not-really boyfriend of some kind. He’d never been in the position before, and he was unsure really of what to do next.

Granted, he could just ask Casey, but that way lay danger (because what if Casey laughed at him? Or what if Casey said no thank you? Or what if Casey said that it was nice while it lasted but he’d found an even more normal person than Gus could ever be and they ran off to live in platonic happiness for the rest of their lives?).

It was all very confusing for Gustavo Tiberius. And if there was one thing he hated more than Michael Bay, it was to be unsure about something. Unfortunately, his encyclopedias were of no help and Gus was starting to get slightly afraid of the Internet (seriously, how were there ads on websites for things he was just looking at three minutes before? Gus wasn’t paranoid by nature, but he was pretty much convinced the NSA was onto him and his browser history was something he most definitely didn’t want released to the public).

So he went with the next best source of information he had on a warm Thursday in June.

He waited until they were inside the door before he looked at them and said, “Welcome to Pastor Tommy’s Video Rental Emporium. Did you enjoy Casablanca? Please help me because I think I have a boyfriend but I don’t know for sure.”

The We Three Queens stared at him.

Bertha said, “I think Casablanca is overrated, to be honest. And what do you mean you think?”

Bernice said, “Ingrid Bergman was all woman, let me tell you. And how do you not know?”

Betty said, “The romance was certainly passable, if I say so myself. And can’t you just ask him if he’s your boyfriend?”

Gus scowled. “You think you’re being logical, but you’re really not. And I’m pretty much convinced now your inspirational calendar is alive and it’s going to murder me because it knows everything that is going on in my life.”

“How so?” Bertha asked.

“I’m having a mental crisis about the state of my romantic life,” Gus said, aware of how ridiculous that sentence sounded and vowing to say nothing of the sort ever again. “And the damn calendar’s message today was that I’ll get the answers I seek as long as I know the questions to ask.”

“Ooh,” the We Three Queens breathed.

“Prescient,” Bertha said.

“Ominous,” Betty said.

“I knew we shouldn’t have bought it from that traveling gypsy,” Betty said.

“You bought it from where?” Gus said, already planning on closing the store and going home to research gypsy curses on the Internet.

Betty rolled her eyes. “Calm down, Esmerelda. We bought it at Walmart on the clearance rack.”

“Oh,” Gus said. “That… that doesn’t really make me feel any better.”

“It shouldn’t,” Betty said. “It was $1.99.”

“Boys are dumb,” Bertha said. “All you have to do is ask and you will have all the answers you want.”

“Well, yeah,” Gus said as Harry S. Truman gnawed gently on his finger. “But what if the answer isn’t the one I want to hear?”

“Then you buck up and move on and don’t forget the lessons you learned,” Bernice said.

“See?” Gus said. “That’s sounds awful. I don’t want to go that direction. I’d rather it be frustratingly vague or ignore it all together.”

“You won’t have to because it won’t go that direction,” Betty said. “Anyone can see that boy is ass over elbows for you.”

Gus grimaced. “That doesn’t sound like a good thing.”

“It’s a good thing,” Betty assured him. “What do the kids say these days? Blast it all. Oh! He like likes you.”

“Ew,” Gus said. “Never say that to me again.”

“The point is,” Bertha said. “You’re telling yourself you’re going to get hurt when it’s most likely quite the opposite.”

“Or you could just kiss him,” Bernice said. “That usually works too.”

“Why do I have to do anything?” Gus muttered. “Maybe he should have to do it.”

“Yeah,” Betty said. “Because he’s the one asking us for advice on how to get a boyfriend.”

“Oh burn,” Bernice whispered.

“Hey!” Gus barked. “I’m trying over here!”

“You should get some cream for those burns,” Bernice whispered.

“We know you are,” Bertha said. “And it’s been just lovely to watch. I don’t think I’ve seen you smile before Casey came to Abby.”

“I don’t smile,” Gus retorted, even though he’d caught himself smiling just two days ago for absolutely no reason other than Casey sending him a text that said I thnk ur supr. He took it as Casey thought he was super and not supper, because one way was nice and the other promoted cannibalism.

“You should probably go to the burn unit for those burns,” Bernice whispered.

“Oh my god,” Gus said. “Bernice. What the hell.”

“Where is your maybe boyfriend?” Betty asked.

Gus rolled his eyes. “I made him stay at the coffee shop to finish up the chapter he’s working on. He needs to turn the next portion in by the end of June and he’s been procrastinating. I told him he can’t come over here until he’s done.”

Almost quicker than he could follow, Bernice was standing in front of him, liver-spotted hand curled in the cuff of his red Hawaiian shirt, pulling him down until they were face to face. “He’s working on DesRinaDale?” she demanded. “Speak, boy. Tell me of the secrets he writes within his pages lest I bloody your nose in glorious retribution.”

“Lest you what?” Gus squeaked.

Bertha sighed. “She really does love those books.”

“A little too much if you ask me,” Betty said.

“Uh,” Gus said. “Guys? Some help?”

“They can’t hear you,” Bernice hissed. “Tell me what I want to know!”

“I don’t know what DesRinaDale is!”

It’s Desmondo, Catarina, and Martindale!” she all but shrieked. “It’s how I ship them!”

“I didn’t understand anything of what you just said,” Gus said, struggling to get away.

“Bah!” she shrieked, shaking him a little. For being an elderly lady, she was frighteningly strong. Gus made a mental note to increase his workout regimen to ensure he could take Bernice in a fight if he had to. He was not looking forward to that day.

She let him go and took some deep, calming breaths. When she opened her eyes again, they were free from fandom rage and she resembled the sweet old lady he’d known for years. “Sorry about that, dear,” she said sweetly. “Sometimes I forget myself when I Hulk out. I take DesRinaDale very seriously. I can’t promise it won’t happen again, but just know I apologize in advance.”

“That is not as comforting as you think it is,” Gus said. “And maybe Casey doesn’t even want to date me. He’s asexual. He doesn’t like that sort of thing.”

Bertha frowned. “Now you’re generalizing and that’s not fair. Sex and romance don’t always have to go hand in hand, Gustavo. And there’s a difference between being asexual and aromantic. Asexuals experience little to no sexual attraction. Aromantics experience little to no romantic attraction. They’re not the same. And you can be one without the other. Or both. Or neither.”

“You just have to decide what you want,” Betty told him. “And decide what he wants. If they’re both mutual, then it goes somewhere. If it’s not, at least you have a new friend out of this.”

She was right, of course. Gus was just trying to pawn off his own insecurities on Casey when he should be dealing with them on his own. He wasn’t quite as normal as he wanted to be, but he was getting there. He figured he would just need to try harder.

“I could invite him to the Strawberry Festival next week,” he said begrudgingly.

“You mean that festival you say is the worst thing in the world?” Bertha asked.

“That festival where the town gathers to interact and the only day every year you actively try to leave Abby?” Bernice asked.

“The festival where you said, and I quote, ‘I would rather burn on the surface of the sun than ever be caught dead at because oh my god, a strawberry festival? Seriously? This is not the nineteen fifties and we don’t live in Mayberry. Shoot me in the face.’ End quote. That strawberry festival?”

“Your impression of me is terrible,” Gus said. “I don’t sound anywhere near that dramatic and what was with your face? Are you having a stroke? Do I need to call 911?”

“That’s what you look like when you scowl,” Bertha explained.

“I regret ever having talked to any of you,” Gus grumbled.

“Well,” Bernice said. “This has been lovely. So, since you will be in attendance to the conveniently timed festival, the only thing that remains is the easy part, which is to formally invite him as your date.”

Gus never understood what true terror was up until that moment.

 

 

HOW TO Ask a Guy on a Date

So! You’ve got your eye on someone, do you? Congratulations! It’s a great feeling to find someone you connect with. And now, you’re ready to take that next step and ask him on a date. It can be nerve-racking, sure, but with these easy-to-follow steps, you’ll have that guy of your dreams on your arm in no time!

Step 1: Set up the Scene

When you are ready to ask the guy out, make sure to avoid high-pressure situations. If you are both police officers, don’t ask him out in the middle of a drug bust of a Colombian drug cartel. If you’re a video store owner, make sure it’s not on a day when you have reduced-price rentals as those days tend to be the busiest.

“What,” Gus said, staring at his computer. “No. Seriously. What.”

Make sure the object of your affections is comfortable. Don’t force an answer and don’t put pressure on him to answer right away. Make sure to act calm, cool, and collected. Don’t get upset if the answer is no. Sometimes, these things happen. And it’s okay if it does! That just means that the timing wasn’t right or the guy sees you as more of a friend than anything.

 

“Hi,” Gus said as he walked into the coffee shop the following week.

“Hey, man,” Casey said, looking up from his laptop. “That time already?”

“Sure,” Gus said, trying to radiate confidence. He glanced at Lottie, who was doing a shit job of pretending she wasn’t listening in, which meant the We Three Queens had already gotten to her. Damn them. And damn her too.

“Cool, man. I got some good word count out today. I think I’ve—”

“Can I talk to you?” Gus blurted.

“Sure,” Casey said, cocking his head. “You know that. Anything, Gustavo.”

“Okay,” Gus said. He looked around, scoping out the scene before looking back at Casey. “Are you comfortable?”

“In this chair?” Casey asked, sounding confused.

“With your surroundings,” Gus clarified.

“Um. I think so?”

 

Good, now that he’s comfortable, make sure you maintain eye contact. It shows that you are confident in your ability to ask someone out, and will help put the guy at ease. Try to show in your eyes that you are paying attention to him and only him so that there is no misunderstanding at what you want.

 

Gus stared at Casey, barely blinking.

“What are you doing?” Casey asked, squinting at him.

“Making sure you understand,” Gus said. “Do you feel at ease?”

“Oh my god,” Lottie moaned in the background.

 

Make sure that if the guy should say no, you have a way to leave quickly and safely. Don’t be rude about it; it’s possible that the timing just wasn’t right. If he should say no, have a planned reason for needing to leave, like you just remembered you left a cake in the oven or you are taking a business trip to Uruguay and the plane leaves in forty minutes.

 

Gus looked at the door to the coffee shop. If Casey said no, he’d remember to tell him he’d left a business cake in Uruguay (or whatever it was, Gus couldn’t really think clearly right now), before running as quickly as he could out the door.

 

It’s okay to be slightly flirty! If you do decide to flirt, keep it clean and low-key. Don’t make overtly suggestive comments as they might make him uncomfortable. Complimenting a person is a great way to flirt, but don’t overdo it.

Also, don’t wear revealing clothing because you are trying to ask a guy out, not hook up in the back of a bar where the techno music is too loud. Keep it sexy, but also keep it classy. Make him work for it!

 

Gus looked down. He was wearing jeans that were frayed slightly and a purple Hawaiian shirt. He’d undone the top button and hoped that it wasn’t too revealing. He didn’t know how sexy it was, but he didn’t think Casey cared about that part too much. He just hoped he didn’t look like a club whore.

And flirting! He could do this. He had practiced in the mirror in the bathroom at the Emporium. He looked up at Casey, cocked an eyebrow in such a way as to hopefully be considered slightly provocative, and said, “Hey. I like your hair and your tattoos and your face and your personality.” And then he winked.

Lottie wheezed something fierce.

“Thank you,” Casey said, visibly struggling not to grin. “I like those things about you as well. I also like your nose and your eyes and the way you scowl at Girl Scouts when they try to sell you cookies but you end up buying them anyway.”

“Cool,” Gus said. “That’s real cool.”

 

Have an event or date already in mind. It will help when the guy you’re asking says yes and you’re not left floundering for ideas. This will be especially helpful if he asks right away what you’ll be doing or if he wants to know what the date will entail before he says yes. Make sure the date is something pleasant and able to be enjoyed by all. You should not be asking a guy on a first date to your parole hearing or to pick you up after having a growth removed from your back. Make it something fun like a lecture on Mesoamerica or a pottery class that you both can make clay plates you will never use.

 

Okay, the flirting was out of the way. He’d botched it a little, but Casey had blushed the tiniest bit, so Gus considered that a win. He’d expected to go down in flames, but so far, he was doing reasonably well, no matter how much Lottie seemed to be choking in the background.

“So,” Gus said. “You’re comfortable. You feel at ease. I winked at you, which honestly, I might be starting to regret. Do you know the Strawberry Festival?”

“You mean that festival that the chamber of commerce has literally covered the town in flyers for?” Casey asked, leaning toward Gus.

“Yes,” Gus said. “That one.”

“No, man,” Casey said. “I have no idea.”

“Oh,” Gus said. “Well, it’s a festival. For strawberries.”

“Really?” Casey asked, not even trying to hold back the smile. “You don’t say.”

“Really,” Gus said. “There is food and music and games. And strawberries.”

“Huh,” Casey said. “And you enjoy that?”

“Not in the slightest,” Gus said. “Er. I mean. Yes. It’s a wonderful event that promotes a sense of community.”

“Okay, you want to go, then?” Casey asked. “It’s on Saturday, right? You could close the Emporium early and we can go together.”

“Yes,” Gus said. “I want that. That sounds nice. Yes please.”

“Cool,” Casey said, sitting back in his chair and looking satisfied. “Then it’s a date.”

“Cool,” Gus echoed. Then, “Wait. What?”

“We’re going on a date,” Casey said. “To the Strawberry Festival.”

“What? But… that’s not… oh my god… you weren’t supposed to… I was going to ask… why did you just take my picture?”

“I have to document this moment,” Casey said. “The world needs to know that this just occurred.” He started typing furiously. “Hey, followers. Just asked Gustavo out on a date. This is his reaction while saying yes. Winkie face. Blushing face. Heart eyes face. Hashtag took long enough. Hashtag Grumpy Gus has leveled up. Hashtag mountain town adventures. Hashtag what will I wear. Hashtag strawberry festival. Hashtag leave no stoner unturned. And posted.” He put the phone down and looked up at Gus expectantly. “You’re very popular with my followers. They ship us and call us Tibards, for Tiberius and Richards. It’s awesome.”

Gus didn’t really know what to do with that. He didn’t really understand what shipping was. And he thought Tibards sounded like tuberculosis. “That’s bodacious,” he said. “Or whatever the kids say these days. I don’t even know.”

Casey demanded, “We need to hug now.”

And who was Gus to argue with that.

No one, that’s who.

And besides, he was getting really good at hugs now, given that this was their ninth one. He thought about looking up how to give better hugs on the Internet, but he didn’t think normal people did that. Because that was just weird.

He didn’t need it, anyway. From the way Casey held on, he was doing good.

And he was almost able to ignore Lottie behind them while they hugged, giving Gus two thumbs-up and winking.

Almost.




Chapter 13

 

 

NOW, IT should be said that Gus had never been on a date before. Not necessarily because he didn’t want to go on a date; the opportunity had just never really presented itself. The few interactions with people he’d been attracted to in the past usually led to him fumbling through his words, a red heat of embarrassment washing over him, or a quick sexual one-off that left him feeling slightly hollow and confused as to why it didn’t mean more than it did to him.

Maybe the “hangouts” he’d had with Casey could have been construed as dates, but now that there was an actual Date on the table (capitalized and everything in Gus’s head), there was a feeling that this held monumental importance and he needed to treat it as such.

Sometimes, Gus didn’t understand how he found himself in the situations that he did. Even if he was the common denominator, he obviously was not at fault. There had to be some other cosmic power that lorded over him. That made sense. Well, a lot of things made sense now that he was high.

Anyway.

It had started out good. Great, even. Well, as great as one can expect a locally produced, cheaply funded small-town festival to be. Which is to say not that great.

But they were making the most of it!

Gus did his best not to glare at the people walking by the video store that day. He even went so far as to put up in the window one of the large paper strawberries the chamber of commerce parceled out to all businesses. His happened to be a cartoon strawberry with big eyes and a smiley face with a word balloon saying IT’S TIME TO GET OUR STRAWBERRY ON.

Gus was never the type of person to get his strawberry on, whatever the fuck that meant. In fact, in years past, he’d done all he could to avoid getting his strawberry on in any capacity. Anytime part of the town’s Fun Committee would stop by (god, how he hated the person that came up with that term with a fiery passion that burned like a thousand suns), Gus would conveniently be closed and unable to take their meetings.

(Read: he saw them coming, locked the door, and hid behind the sci-fi movie shelves.)

But now.

Now he had a date and when Mrs. Leslie Von Patterson had approached the morning of the festival, her high heels clicking on the cement sidewalk, he swallowed his pride and stood behind the counter, waiting for her to enter. After all, normal people helped to celebrate Strawberry Festivals. And he was almost normal now.

She seemed surprised when she tried the door, but quickly schooled it into the sunny, fake smile that all people on the Fun Committee seemed to have to make sure everyone understood they were fun. She pushed her way in, carrying the large cardboard strawberry that Gus knew was coming and dreaded with every fiber of his being. Especially since she was wearing strawberry earrings, a white blouse with little strawberry prints on it, and a red skirt. It was slightly vomit-inducing how into Strawberry Festival she was. And most likely how everyone was going to be.

She said, “Gustavo! How lovely to see you.”

He said, “Let’s just get this over with.”

Mrs. Von Patterson’s smile slipped into more of a shark’s grin. “I see you are actively participating this year. My, how things change.”

He nodded stiffly. “I figured it was time to show my support for an event such as the aptly named Strawberry Festival. And what charity are the proceeds being donated to this year?”

“There are two this year,” she said, glancing around the video store, the distaste evident on her face. She hadn’t rented a movie in years, but Gus remembered her propensity for everything eighties fantasy and disliked her for that alone. “It was my turn to choose both of them. The first is for Save the Narwhals.”

“Narwhals,” Gus repeated.

“Yes.”

“The medium-sized toothed whale primarily found in Arctic, Russian, and Greenlandic waters.”

“They look like unicorns,” she breathed.

Gus barely stopped himself from banging his head on the counter. “And the second?”

“Resources for battered women,” she said.

“Oh,” Gus said. “That sounds—”

“Who believe in unicorns,” she rushed to finish.

“—like a misappropriation of charity money. Are you serious?”

“My turn to pick,” she trilled. “I get that once every five years, Gustavo, and this is my year to shine. I love unicorns. They’re not real. At least not anymore. Ergo, I find charities that are as close as I can get. Also, I brought you a strawberry that you will put up in your window this year, so help me god.”

He folded his arms over his chest and glared. “And if I don’t?”

That shark’s grin widened. “Why wouldn’t you? Word on the street is that you’ve got yourself a date with that tattooed boy of Lottie’s. Surely you want to impress him? Haven’t you watched television? There is no better way to impress a hippie than to save women and narwhals.”

Gus rolled his eyes. “He’s a hipster.”

She waved her hand dismissively. “Same thing. Lord knows that’s why California is the way it is. I heard it’s legal there to marry your cousin, even if she’s a goat.”

“I’m not even going to touch that,” Gus said.

“Plus,” Mrs. Von Patterson said, “Pastor Tommy would do it.”

“Ugh,” Gus said. “Playing the dead father card. That was low, even for you.”

“Anything for narwhals,” she said. “Strawberry?”

“Fine,” Gus grumbled. “I’ll put one up.”

“I knew you would see it my way,” she said. “Also, we have levels of donations this year. If you donate a thousand dollars, you can adopt your very own narwhal. Isn’t that wonderful?”

“That sounds awful,” Gus said. “I wouldn’t even know where to keep it.”

“Ha,” she said. “I like it when you attempt humor. It makes me feel better about myself. Also, we’re setting up booths in front of your store so you’ll probably need to close early today. And good job getting in the strawberry spirit by wearing red. Have a strawberry day! Toodles!”

He looked down as the door closed behind her. Sure enough, he was wearing the red Hawaiian shirt. Either it was a coincidence or his subconscious was a bastard.

And Gustavo Tiberius didn’t believe in coincidences.

(Pastor Tommy did. Pastor Tommy believed in a lot of things. He believed in coincidences because he thought they showed the universe had a sense of humor. He believed in Bigfoot, because no one had been able to say it didn’t exist. He believed in the power of the dream catcher he kept above his bed to chase away nightmares. He believed 87 percent of the people on House Hunters International were complete and utter morons, “because really? They really decided to pick the shack in the woods over the chateau on the sea cliff? What the hell is wrong with them, oh my god, this show has to be fake, I don’t know why I’ve been watching it for the last five hours.” He believed in the Strawberry Festival because he thought it brought the community together (granted, he also believed in the Fall Festival, the Winter Carnival, the Halloween Extravaganza, the Christmas Pageant, New Year’s Eve Spectacular and Hey, Hey It’s Arbor Day! where a group of people went into the forest to plant trees and sing old Grateful Dead songs). And three days before the last time he went into the hospital and thirteen days before he died, he said, “I believe in you, Gus. I believe that you’ll take care of things after I’m gone. I believe that you’ll be strong and brave and that you’ll be so good. I wish I could be here to see everything you’ll accomplish, but just know that wherever I am and wherever you are, I’ll always believe in you.” Gus’s hands had shook and his voice had gone away but he’d nodded, and for Pastor Tommy, that had been enough. For Pastor Tommy, Gus had always been enough.)

Twenty minutes after Mrs. Von Patterson had disappeared to wherever Fun Committee members went when they weren’t spreading misery and cheer, people began to gather on the sidewalk outside of his doorway, setting up tables and booths.

Gus glared at them.

They waved back, laughing at his strawberry in the window, the one with the sordid tale.

By the time the We Three Queens strolled in (decked out in brand-new matching red leather jackets that proclaimed them Strawberry Queens), Gus could barely see across the street between all the booths. He would most certainly not be renting any movies today, aside from those the We Three Queens selected. He was strangely conflicted about that. On one hand, nobody would be experiencing the joy of cinema. On the other hand, he wouldn’t have to deal with people.

He decided to take it as a win.

“Happy Strawberry Festival Day,” Bertha said.

“The most strawberry day of them all,” Bernice said.

“Cadet!” Betty said. “Message for today!”

Gus sighed because he no longer questioned the inspirational calendar. “It said that the seeds we plant today will blossom into the fruits of our labor tomorrow.”

“Spooky,” Bertha said. “Because of what today is.”

“And also because Gus is a fruit,” Bernice said.

“Jesus Christ,” Gus muttered.

“Well,” Betty said, “be that as it may, it’s good advice to follow. And given that you are going on your first official date with Casey, it’s time that you plant your seed in him so you can pick his laborious fruit tomorrow.”

“That was quite unfortunate phrasing,” Bernice said as Gus began a good sputter that would last just under two minutes.

“Indeed,” Bertha said. “Especially given their romance.”

“Quite,” Betty said. “I should have thought ahead before I spoke. I feel badly that I might have put undue pressure on Gus’s expectations in relation to his future with Casey.”

“Anyone could have made that mistake,” Bernice said, patting her sister-lover on the arm. “Just as long as Gus understands that he should not expect sexual exploits from Casey, they should be just fine.”

“My life,” Gus said as he held his head in his hands. “My life.”

The door opened again as Gus continued to moan. He didn’t look up until he heard Casey say, “You all right, man? The Queens break you?”

He was sure his face was red when he looked up, if the sound Casey made was any indication. “No,” he said. “I’m—” and then his words died in his throat as he really looked at Casey.

He was wearing dark red skinny jeans, a white V-neck shirt that clung to his arms and chest, and a red and black vest cinched tight just above his hips. His hair was messier than usual, half hanging on his shoulders and around his face. His beard had gotten longer since Gus had known him, the end of which was almost in line with his clavicles.

In other words, he was by far the hottest thing Gus had ever seen in his life.

And for some unknown reason, Gus had a date with him.

Casey grinned at him as if he could read Gus’s mind. “Strawberries, man,” he said. “Gotta get in the spirit, ya know?”

Gus could only nod, having just enough awareness to keep from drooling. He really wanted to hug Casey right now, but wasn’t sure if he had the balls to ask for it yet. Any hugging they’d done in the past had always been initiated by Casey. Gus never said no, but he didn’t know how to be the one to start.

But when he figured it out, he was going to hug him so hard.

When he focused back in on the conversation, he heard Casey telling Bertha that she needed to take their picture so they could commemorate this day, man. “That way Gus will always remember the awesomeness that is Strawberry Festival.”

Gus thought to remind him that there was positively nothing awesome about Strawberry Festival and he did not want yet another picture of him ending up online, but for some reason, he decided to let it go. Just this once, of course. Because he could.

(But that would be it. He didn’t want any more pictures of himself on the Internet, as Casey’s fans had started “shipping them hard”—whatever the fuck that meant—and Casey said they were writing stories online about the two of them. Gus hadn’t believed him until he accidentally stumbled across one—meaning he’d searched for it—and it started out okay, but then Gus read a line in the story where his character told Casey, “I want to sit on your face and have you tongue-fuck my asshole” while he scowled and glared, and Gus knew that the Internet was a terrifying place filled with way too many horny people that should be focused on more important things like narwhals and battered women who believed in unicorns.)

Casey pulled him out from behind the counter and wrapped his arm around Gus’s shoulder, his hand dangling against Gus’s chest, fingers pressing lightly. Gus hesitated, but then put his arm carefully around Casey’s waist, making sure he moved slowly so Casey could pull away if he wanted to. Gus respected Casey and didn’t want to make him uncomfortable. He never wanted Casey to be uncomfortable around him, and he didn’t know when that had started, only that it had.

But Casey didn’t move away at all. In fact, he pulled Gus tighter. He leaned over and whispered in Gus’s ear, “Hi, Gus.”

Gus rolled his eyes, but it was mostly for show. It should have bothered him more than it did. “Hi, Casey.”

“What’s the difference between a strawberry and a prostitute?”

Gus choked a bit. “I have no idea.”

He could feel Casey smiling. “The strawberry isn’t as messy when you eat it.”

Gus burst out laughing. He couldn’t stop it even if he tried.

Of course, that’s when Bertha took the picture.

As his laughter died, he caught the looks the We Three Queens gave him. He felt almost self-conscious, like he’d done something wrong, but they were looking at him with something akin to awe.

“What?” he asked, still hearing the laughter in his voice, noticing how Casey hadn’t moved away.

“Nothing,” Bernice said, recovering first. “It’s nice. You know. Hearing you laugh. It’s just nice, is all.”

“It is, isn’t it?” Casey said, briefly touching his forehead to Gus’s temple.

Gus wondered if this was what Pastor Tommy had meant by having belief.

 

 

“FULL DISCLOSURE, man,” Casey said as Gus locked up the Emporium. The noise on Main Street was deafening, and Gus was already dreading the idea of mingling. Harry S. Truman was on his leash, squeaking happily as he scented the air.

“What?” Gus asked.

“I’m slightly stoned,” Casey said, sounding almost sheepish. “Not a whole lot. Just a little bit.”

Gus snorted. “I feel like you want me to act surprised. Is your stigmata acting up?”

“My eyes?” Casey said. “Nah, that’s—oh. Oh. I see what you did there. Bleeding Jesus, right? Man, you really need to start that bongo band. I could be your groupie. Throw my underwear onstage or whatever.”

Gus was thankful they hadn’t started walking yet because he was sure he would have tripped over his own feet had he heard Casey say that.

“Please don’t throw your underwear at me,” Gus said.

Casey shrugged. “It’s cool. I’m not wearing any.”

Somehow, Gus tripped over his own feet. And he wasn’t even walking.

Casey grinned at him. “You all right, Gustavo?”

“I’m fine,” Gus managed to say. “Also, shut up with your smugness. You know I don’t care if you smoke, right?”

Casey searched Gus’s face for something, and Gus didn’t know what he was trying to find. Eventually, he said, “Just not when I’m working, huh?”

“You got my coffee right. All that matters.”

Casey rolled his eyes. “Yeah, because black coffee is so easy to fuck up.”

“You’d be surprised.”

“I was nervous,” Casey said, rubbing the back of his neck and averting his eyes.

“Pouring the coffee?”

“Ha. No. Well, yeah, because it was my first day, but that’s not what I mean.”

“What were you nervous about?”

“You’re going to make me say it, aren’t you.” He bit his bottom lip.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Gus said. He thought about reaching out and touching Casey somehow, but didn’t know if it would be welcome. Then he realized that he was on a date with him, that normal people when on dates, and normal people touched, so why the fuck not?

He reached out, ignoring the way his hand shook slightly. He dropped his hand on Casey’s shoulder and squeezed once before letting go. Harry S. Truman wanted in on the love too and rubbed up against Casey’s battered Converse, winding between his legs.

Casey sighed, the smile coming back. “Yeah. I know. I was nervous about our date. So I might have smoked to calm my nerves a bit. Apparently, I was very nervous because I’m pretty stoned. To be fair, I didn’t mean to smoke the whole joint. Or the bowl after. It just sort of… happened.”

Gus thought he hadn’t heard quite right. “You were nervous? About me?”

“You can be quite intimidating when you want to be,” Casey said. “And I like you. And I want this to go okay because even though we haven’t even gone on our first date, I already want there to be a second one. And a third. So. I got stoned.” He grimaced. “My bad.”

Gus gaped at him, synapses firing all at once, his brain short-circuiting. Which provided the plausible explanation for why he said (through no volition of his own), “Me too, I want that too, I think you’re so cool, oh my god, and a fourth date where we go to a botanical garden with a butterfly exhibit or eat spicy chicken wings. Or we eat spicy chicken wings at a botanical garden butterfly exhibit.”

“Yes,” Casey said as he nodded furiously. “All the dates. Like, so many dates. You’re not even going to believe how many dates.”

“There aren’t even numbers for how many dates we’ll go on,” Gus said, pretty sure he could smell the burning that must have been pouring from his ears as his brain broke down. “They’ll have to make up new numbers just to quantify how many dates we’ll go on.”

“I can’t even count that high,” Casey said. “I don’t even know if I can count right now.”

“Oh my god,” Gus choked out. “You’re so fucking stoned.”

“Fuck yeah,” Casey said decisively. “Let’s go eat some fucking strawberries.”

 

 

“WHAT DO you mean you’re allergic to strawberries?” Gus said after they’d taken five steps.

“I totally forgot!” Casey said, eyes wide. “I didn’t even think about that until I saw that booth over there that is selling strawberry pizza and thought, man that sounds good. But then I remembered that one time, when I was, like, six or something, I went to a birthday party for Timmy Marino and he had this piñata, man. This fucking piñata, and it was shaped like Darth Vader, man. I was so mad when people started hitting it because it was so cool. Like, you have no idea. But then they started hitting it with the stick and I got mad. I ran over to Tommy Marino and grabbed the stick from his hand and told him he couldn’t hit it, because it was so perfect. He told me that he could do whatever he wanted because it was his birthday. I didn’t even like Tommy Marino, but my mom made me go because he’d invited me and she said it was rude to not show up. I even had to get him a present, man, a fucking present, but whatever, you know? It was fucking Darth Vader. So then he started crying and I started crying and everyone else started crying and we were all crying because of fucking Darth Vader, man. It was one of those first moments of clarity I could remember having when I knew that I was different than all the other kids. That I knew I wasn’t like everyone else, you know? Fuck, man. That’s some deep fucking shit I’m laying out for you. I don’t even know. Hey, Gus. What were we talking about?”

“What,” Gus said, “the hell. What does that have to do with strawberries?”

Casey frowned. “What does what have to do with strawberries?”

Gus sighed. “You’re so stoned.”

Casey nodded. “Yeah. Seriously. Oh hey, look! They have strawberry jam over there. I wonder… oh wait. Gus. Gus.”

“Yes, Casey?”

“Dude,” he said. “I’m fucking allergic to strawberries.”

“Yes, Casey.”

“I’m allergic to strawberries and our first date is to the Strawberry Festival!”

“Yes, Casey.”

“Oh, man,” Casey said, shaking his head. “This is going to be one of those stories we talk about when we’re reminiscing as old men, sitting in our rockers on the porch holding hands. Memories, man. It’s all about the memories.”

Gus didn’t know quite what to do with that. Sure, they’d somehow agreed to go on an infinity amount of dates, but now Casey was talking about being old men together? Either Casey was fucking insane or that was some really good weed.

“It’s both,” Casey said and only then did Gus realize he’d been speaking aloud. “I am fucking insane and it was a strain called Origami Star Fucker. The guy at the dispensary said it was awesome. I had it in a cookie to start. Guess what. It’s awesome.”

“And that’s why everyone takes marijuana so seriously,” Gus said. “I mean, why wouldn’t they with names like Origami Star Fucker.”

“Exactly!” Casey was beaming at him.

“Will you die if you stand near strawberries?”

Casey shook his head. “No. I just can’t eat them. It’s not that bad of an allergy, but my tongue gets swollen and my face turns splotchy and I can’t breathe and have to go to the hospital.”

“You’re right,” Gus said. “It doesn’t sound that bad at all.”

“Man, I’ve got the munchies,” Casey said, linking his arm through Gus’s. Gus didn’t even know what to do with that, so he just rolled with it. Why the fuck not. “Think they’ve got something here to eat?”

“Yes,” Gus said. “Strawberries.”

Casey made a face. “I was thinking like a gigantic turkey leg or some quiche.”

“I don’t think they sell quiche at the Strawberry Festival,” Gus said. “Or any festival, for that matter. It’s not really a festival food.”

“Hey, Gus,” Casey said. “What’s that sign say over there on that booth? My stigmata is acting up and the words are blurry.”

“Um. Which one? Oh. It says…. Cup O’Quiche. Buy Some Quiche in a Cup.”

“Wow,” Casey said. “I bet you feel awkward right now.”

“For more reasons than you could possibly know,” Gus said.

“Do you want some quiche in a cup?”

“No,” Gus said. “That is not something I want.”

“What do you want?” Casey asked, pulling him toward the quiche. Gus tried to ignore the smirks from the people around him, townspeople, tourists, everyone he probably knew somewhere around him, watching as a stoned asexual hipster pulled him toward a food that should not be available at the Strawberry Festival. Or any festival, really. Harry S. Truman kept up, little legs pumping as his eyes darted everywhere.

“Seriously?” Gus said. “I have no idea.”

And all of a sudden, Casey just stopped in the middle of the street. Gus yelped as he bumped into him. The crowd milled around them. Casey turned slowly toward Gus, mouth curving up in what was probably the most evil smirk Gus had ever seen on his face. If he was being honest with himself, it sort of turned his insides to mush and he was this close to hugging Casey all on his own.

“I know what you need,” Casey whispered, eyes glinting.

Gus was quite sure he didn’t mean it the way it sounded, and he had to remember all he had learned about how to hide an erection. He berated himself silently for forgetting his fanny pack at home. What good did it do him there?

“And what might that be?” Gus asked, not sure if he really wanted an answer.




Chapter 14

 

 

“STONER SCRABBLE,” Casey said, sitting cross-legged in front of Gus’s coffee table. There was a small pipe on the table, next to an old, beat-up He-Man lunchbox and a Scrabble box that Casey had grabbed from Lottie’s house before they went back to Gus’s. “A tradition passed down for hundreds of years.”

“Scrabble started out as game called Criss-Crosswords by an American architect named Alfred Butts in 1938,” Gus said, trying desperately to not get sucked into something called Stoner Scrabble, for fuck’s sake.

“Right,” Casey said. “So, hundreds of years. Time immemorial. One day, man made fire and then stuff happened and there was Stoner Scrabble.”

“I don’t think you quite understand the concept of time,” Gus said. “Either that or the Yakima public school systems seriously failed on all levels. I weep for you and the other children.”

“Hey!” Casey said. “You don’t knock the Yakima Yaks!”

“Because that’s not a terrible school mascot at all,” Gus said.

“You love alliteration,” Casey said. “Don’t front, man. I see the look on your face when you do it. It’s begrudging euphoria.”

“You tell anyone and I’ll deny it,” Gus said. “They won’t believe you because all I have to do is frown and people believe I don’t like anything.”

“It is a gift, man,” Casey agreed. “It’s a good thing I know that beneath that grumpy exterior beats the heart of a Share Bear.”

Gus groaned. “God, how I wish you would forget that.”

“Never,” Casey said. “I will never forget it.”

“That feels like a threat,” Gus grumbled.

“It is,” Casey said. “Now that you know the history of Stoner Scrabble—”

“That was it?” Gus said, arching an eyebrow. “You really didn’t teach me anything.”

“—now that you know, it’s time to play. The rules are very simple. You have to be stoned. And then we play Scrabble.”

Gus’s lips twitched. “What.”

“The name is pretty self-explanatory,” Casey said. “I will admit it’s probably not the most unique, but it gets the point across.”

“I am still trying to figure out if there is a point at all.”

“Eyebrows of Judgment,” Casey said, wiggling his fingers at Gus’s face. “We meet again.”

“Don’t talk to my eyebrows,” Gus said and wondered what his life had become that such an utterance wasn’t all that out of the ordinary. “And there is a fatal flaw in your plan. I’m not stoned.”

“Which is why, by the power of Grayskull, you can be,” Casey said. “Gus, ask me what’s in the He-Man lunch box. Say it. Say, ‘Casey, tell me what secrets you have in He-Man.’”

“Yeah,” Gus said. “I’m not saying that.”

“Say it,” Casey whispered, leaning over the table and closer to Gus. “Come on. Say it. You know you want to.”

“Is this what peer pressure feels like?” Gus wondered aloud. “Am I about to learn A Very Valuable Lesson on how to say no?”

“I would never pressure anyone to do anything they didn’t want to do,” Casey said seriously. “That’s whack, man. Say it.”

“I feel like you just missed the point of your own words.”

“Nah,” Casey said. “Because you want to say it.”

Gus sighed. “Hey, Casey?”

“Yes, Gustavo.”

“Tell me what secrets you have in He-Man.”

“I am so glad you asked,” Casey said. “Behold! Feast your eyes upon the glory of the coming of the Lord. If the Lord was made of pot.”

He opened the lunch box, turning it toward Gus. Gus was immediately struck with the sweet scent of good weed, something that he hadn’t smelled since Pastor Tommy had died. It reminded him of his childhood, of thick smoke curling around Pastor Tommy’s head, of the weight of his dad’s hand on his shoulder and—

(Gus was seventeen the first time he smoked with his dad. Pastor Tommy had wanted to wait until he was eighteen, but Gus pointed out that pot was illegal regardless then, and it didn’t really matter if he was seventeen or eighteen or eighty-three. Pastor Tommy had smiled that sweet, sweet smile of his, running his fingers through his son’s hair.

“Yeah, Gussy,” he’d said. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”

Gus wanted Pastor Tommy’s water bong first, but his dad said they’d have to work up to that. “Besides,” he’d said. “My first taste was off a joint, so maybe that should be yours too. It could be tradition, maybe. Passed down from me to you, and if you ever have kids and they want to try it in a safe environment, free from pressure or judgment, maybe you can show them how too. Drugs can be bad, Gus. All that synthetic and manufactured crap that creates addiction and destroys your life and body. You stay away from shit, you hear me? Left-wingers will whisper in your ear that marijuana is a gateway drug, but it’s not. It’s all about choice. You can choose to hurt yourself. You can choose to put a gun to your head or a needle in your arm. Pot isn’t going to make you do either of those things. As long as you are safe and keep it within the privacy of your own home, marijuana will never hurt you.”

And he’d sat next to Gus on the very couch Gus was leaning against now. The coffee table was different then, an old pine thing that Pastor Tommy had said was a family heirloom, but Gus believed was probably just something his grandfather had once owned. Pastor Tommy had taught Gus to parse through the seeds, separating them from the buds. He taught him how to roll a joint, the papers tearing at first, then holding together the second time he tried.

That first joint was an ugly thing, somehow fatter on the ends than it was in the middle. But Pastor Tommy had grinned at him, saying it was good. “It doesn’t have to be beautiful to do the job. Hell, just look at me. I ain’t anyone’s definition of beauty, but I get shit done.”

The first puff had burned, as had the second and the third. Gus had coughed harshly, eyes watering as Pastor Tommy rubbed his back. “You’re doing okay,” his father had said. “It’ll go down smoother in a bit.”

And it had.

At first, Gus hadn’t felt anything and he wondered if he’d done it wrong. If something was wrong with him. If Pastor Tommy would be disappointed in him and wouldn’t be proud of him anymore.

But then his thoughts had slowed down, and his heartbeat evened out, and he took a breath and all of a sudden, he wasn’t the guy who worried about his dad being alone. He wasn’t the guy worried that he didn’t have many friends at school. He wasn’t the guy not planning on going to college because that meant leaving Abby and Pastor Tommy. He wasn’t the guy, the weird and abnormal and strange guy that people whispered about because he scowled a lot and he glared a lot and he wasn’t really anything like Pastor Tommy at all. He wasn’t any of that.

He just was.

“All right?” Pastor Tommy had asked.

“Yeah,” Gus said. “Yeah. Dad, yeah.”)

And now, here Gus was, in the living room that was now his, in the house that was now his, with the couch that had once belonged to Pastor Tommy, with the coffee table that they’d gotten when the other had started to splinter (“My old man would be pissed,” Pastor Tommy had said with a shrug. “That was a family heirloom. At least I think it was.”). Here was Gus, in this house, in this place, inhaling the smells that reminded him of growing up, of becoming a man, of losing something so fucking precious in such a nonsensical way that it burned like that first hit off a joint he’d taken when he was seventeen years old.

But this wasn’t about Pastor Tommy, at least not completely. This was about Gus and Casey. This was about Casey wanting to share part of his life with him. A stupid part, sure, but a part nonetheless. Gus didn’t have to say yes. Casey wouldn’t think of him less if he did. Gus hadn’t smoked since Pastor Tommy had died because the ache in his chest carried too much weight to it. It was always something they’d done together. Maybe he hadn’t smoked as much as his father had, maybe one or two times a month, but it’d always been fucking special, okay? It’d always been special because it was theirs.

Gus wondered if normal people carried their grief like he did. He wondered if normal people carried it for the rest of their lives like he thought he would. It didn’t hurt as much as it once had, but sometimes the scar broke apart and it was all he could do to breathe through it.

He looked down into the lunchbox. There was a Tupperware container of cookies. A container of thick, green buds. A glass pipe, swirls of green and blue and red mixed in. A square silver lighter with the initials CJR carved into the side. A small orange packet of rolling papers.

Gus touched the lighter first, picking it up carefully from the lunchbox. It felt heavy in his palm. He ran a finger over the lettering.

“A friend of mine gave that to me,” Casey said quietly. “My initials. Casey John Richards. He hated that I kept using those cheap Bic lighters and was always losing them. Said if I had something nice, I’d keep it. He was right, I guess.”

“I haven’t done this since Pastor Tommy died,” Gus admitted, rolling the lighter between his fingers.

“And you don’t have to do it now,” Casey said lightly. “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do, Gus. I would never make you.”

“I know.”

“Can I ask you a question?”

“Yeah.”

“Why did you smoke with Pastor Tommy?”

Gus shrugged. “He was my dad. I never had much in the way of friends or family. But I had him. We had each other and it’s just something we did.”

“I wish I could have met him,” Casey said.

“Oh god,” Gus groaned. “He would have adored you. The conversations you two would have had would have driven me up the walls. Everything would have been dude this and man that and oh my god.”

Casey grinned. “So, essentially like things are with you and me.”

“Oh my god,” Gus said and then winced. “Well, maybe. But I would hope you wouldn’t have taken my dad on a date to a festival where you were allergic to almost everything they were serving.”

“Not the quiche,” Casey said promptly.

“Not the quiche,” Gus agreed. “What about you? When did you start smoking? When you first got stigmata?”

Casey laughed. “Nah, man. I went through a lot of shit trying to figure out who I was. For a long time, I thought there was something wrong with me. My parents made me go to a therapist and we were told I was disordered. Anxiety. Social. Whatever you want. They wanted me on pills. To alleviate my anxiousness. I didn’t want them. I was sixteen and terrified because I didn’t know who I was. I didn’t want to be a pill popper too. I was at a party and this guy I knew had a bong. He asked if I wanted to hit it. I said sure and forty minutes later, my mind was as clear as it’d ever been. That was really it for me, I guess. Never really needed anything else. I’m a marijuana success story, man. I was disordered and now I’m ordered.”

Gus watched him. All he saw was earnest sincerity, not that he expected anything less from Casey. He wondered what his life would have been like if Casey had never moved to Abby. He didn’t even want to think about it. “I’ll have a cookie or two,” he decided. “I’m not ready to smoke yet. And I might not ever be.”

Casey nodded. “Do you mind if I do?”

Gus hesitated before shaking his head. “No. It’s fine.” He thought about showing Casey the old clay pipe of Pastor Tommy’s, but he didn’t think he could do that yet. Maybe someday. And maybe someday sooner rather than later. Which was a terrifying thought in and of itself.

He could do this. He trusted Casey. And he knew that if Pastor Tommy could see him, he’d be laughing his ass off.

So, while Casey began to pack a bowl, Gus opened the Tupperware container, pulled out a cookie, and ate half of it in one bite.

 

 

GUS FORGOT that when he got stoned, he tended to laugh like a hyena.

He’d also forgotten that when he got stoned, he tended to laugh a lot.

It wasn’t his fault. Certain things were just funnier to him when stoned. And when he found something funny, he couldn’t help but laugh.

When sober, he could moderate the type of laugh he had, if he even laughed at all. If he did laugh, it was always a low, guttural thing that was more of a rumble than anything else. If something was really funny, he might even crack a smile while he rumbled. Casey’s jokes were evidence of that.

But when he was stoned?

Sweet Jesus, he yipped.

“What in the name of all that’s holy was that noise?” Casey asked him, bloodshot eyes widening.

Gus clapped his hand over his mouth, trying not to let the ai ai ai abomination that was his stoned laughter come out again.

“Did you just laugh?” Casey asked. “Like full-on, no bullshit laugh?”

Gus scowled at him.

“Why are you smiling?” Casey demanded. “I’ve never seen you smile that big before.”

Okay, so he fucking sucked at scowling when he was stoned. He didn’t know why he thought he was ready to reveal his secret that he was a happy stoner. It was a secret he should have taken to the grave.

But those damn cookies were good. The right amount of sweetness, with just enough of the underlying tang of pot that just edged along bitter. Before he’d stopped himself, he’d eaten two of them and discovered two things.

First, Origami Star Fucker was good fucking weed.

Second, he was fucking stoned.

“I’m stoned,” he told Casey. “Your cookies had pot in them.”

“Yeah, man,” Casey said, caching out his pipe and setting it back down in the He-Man lunch box. “I should hope so. I bought them at the pot store.”

“The pot store,” Gus said, trying to stifle a giggle, for fuck’s sake. “Where they sell pot.”

“Yeah, great job, huh? Growing shit and helping people. Making sick people feel better. Cures all the maladies, even those in the mind.”

“Mind maladies make me mad,” Gus said.

“Dude,” Casey breathed. “Your alliteration game is sick. Have you ever thought of writing a book?”

Gus glared at him (read: he smiled dopily). “Nah. M’not much of a writer. I tried to write a screenplay once, because I thought if Michael Bay could make movies, then so could I.”

“You wrote a movie?” Casey asked, sounding like that was the most impressive thing in the world. “I wanted to write my book into a movie, but they hired some dude who just didn’t understand my postapocalyptic vampire/werewolf dystopian prose.”

“Yeah,” Gus said. “Your movie was awful.” He blanched. “I mean, it wasn’t very good. Oh fuck. I mean, I am sure someone enjoyed it. Like teenage girls.”

“S’cool,” Casey said. “They ruined my vision. I’ve made peace with it. Meditation helps. And weed. Now, tell me about your screenplay.”

“No,” Gus said. “You wouldn’t get it. It was… I don’t even know. It was deep and ahead of its time. It was some Terrence Malick shit.”

“Whoa,” Casey said. “I don’t know who that is.”

“This… this guy. He makes movies that make no sense, but they’re so deep that it doesn’t even matter if they make no sense.”

“Just tell me the name of it,” Casey said, reaching over and touching Gus’s arm. “Just the name. I bet it was an awesome name.”

Gus looked down at Casey’s fingers on his arm, thoughts a little fuzzy, and thought maybe of having another cookie. “It was called….”

“Yeah,” Casey breathed.

“It was called….”

“Yeah!”

Gus opened his mouth to lie and make up some awesome-sounding movie title. Instead, he accidentally spoke the truth. “Monkey Island Adventures.”

“Whoa!” Casey exclaimed. Then, brow furrowing, he said, “I don’t get it.”

“It was about this monkey,” Gus admitted. “Who had adventures. On an island.”

“Yeah,” Casey said. “That’s some Terrence Malick shit right there.”

“You don’t even know who that is!”

“But you said it was like that!”

“It wasn’t anything like that,” Gus said. “I was eleven and somehow wrote a sixty-page treatment for a feature film about a monkey and his human friend named Mr. McSchnickel who lived on St. Mervin’s Island off the coast of Florida—Florida, for fuck’s sake, who even wants to go there—and the script was about them foiling an art heist from the St. Mervin’s History Museum. Mortimer was the monkey’s name. And he knew sign language. He was like… like, smart, okay? Like, so fucking smart.”

“Why isn’t this a movie?” Casey said, throwing his hands up. “Why did you not finish this, man? We could be watching this right now. I could be watching a movie about a monkey named Mortimer stopping art thieves. Dude. Gus. Gus.”

“What!”

“You have to finish the movie. The world needs to see your talent, okay? You have to finish the movie so everyone knows just how far your genius goes. I know, but everyone else needs to know too.”

“I don’t even know where it’s at,” Gus said, rubbing his eyes. “I gave up on it because monkey-based movies were on the decline and I couldn’t even imagine the budget because there was this whole bridge chase thing with penguins… I don’t even know. But I do know it would have had a twist ending, had I finished it.”

“What?” Casey said, sounding astonished. “What could be more of a twist than a monkey crime fighter?”

“I know,” Gus said. “Trust me, I know. But the twist would have been that the Mortimer would have gotten shot saving the day—”

“No!” Casey cried. “Don’t do it, Gus! Don’t you dare.”

“—no, no, it’s okay, he would have lived! He would have lived and at the very end, the twist, man. The twist. Mortimer would have been interviewed by CNN and they were going to ask him how he could forgive the art thieves for shooting him. And you know what he signed back?”

“I am literally waiting for you to tell me!”

Gus brought up his arms and out of nowhere, did a series of complicated motions with his hands and fingers. Then he looked at Casey expectantly.

“What the fuck was that?” Casey demanded.

“Sign language,” Gus said. “I learned what Mortimer would have said in hopes that I could be cast as the motion capture actor to play the monkey.”

“You speak sign language?” Casey asked.

Gus shook his head. “No. I only know the lines Mortimer had in my screenplay.”

“You learned every line your monkey character would have had in your movie,” Casey said.

“Yeah,” Gus said.

“Dude,” Casey said. “You’re, like… dude.”

Gus nodded solemnly. “I know.”

“What did it mean?”

“What did what mean?”

“The last line, man. The twist.”

“Oh. Oh. Well, Wolf Blitzer would have been interviewing Mortimer, right? And he would ask about his forgiveness. And Mortimer would sign back: Because forgiveness is human.”

“But… but… he’s a fucking monkey!”

Gus nodded. “I know.”

“And he says forgiveness is human!”

“Exactly,” Gus said.

“That means… that means. Oh my god. Gus. That means he was more human than us all. The whole fucking time.”

“Boom,” Gus said, giving jazz hands for some reason he didn’t quite understand. “Twist ending.”

“That’s… that’s some Terrence Malick fucking shit.”

“You still don’t know who that is,” Gus reminded him.

“Okay, maybe not,” Casey agreed. “But. So. Okay. You’re like… the M. Night Shyamalan of monkey adventure films set on an island!”

Gus shrugged, trying to play it off. “Could have been,” he said. “Maybe one day I’ll dig it up and see.”

“I’m a writer,” Casey said. “I wrote things. Books. Weird, weird books. I could help you finish.”

“We’d have to make it in Canada,” Gus warned him.

“Why?” Casey asked.

“Because it seems like a Canadian movie.”

“Oh,” Casey said. “I don’t get it. Do they have tropical islands in Canada?”

“Oh shit,” Gus groaned. “No. They don’t.”

“It’s just a bump in the road,” Casey said, and that’s when Gus became aware that they had somehow started holding hands, fingers intertwined, palms pressed together. Casey’s thumb was rubbing over his own.

He was instantly sweaty and completely out of his depth.

And really fucking stoned.

“So!” Gus squeaked. He tried to remember what he’d learned on the Internet. “Were you planning on attending the office Christmas party?”

Casey’s brow furrowed. “The what now?”

“Stoner Scrabble!” Gus cried. “We have to play Stoner Scrabble!”

“Dude,” Casey said. “Best. Idea. Ever.”

 

 

FIFTEEN MINUTES later, Gus frowned at the letters he’d drawn.

Somehow, he’d gotten all vowels.

Casey went first: THESIS.

“Wow,” he said. “I’m off to a good start.”

“Wow,” Gus mocked. “Shut up.”

Casey grinned.

Fucking vowels. Gus used the H to make the word HI.

“Don’t say a word,” Gus said, drawing another letter. It was an E. Goddamn fucking vowels.

“It’s okay,” Casey said. “And that was two words. Funnily enough, two is also the same number of letters you used in your turn.”

Gus narrowed his eyes. “Are you shit talking me? At Scrabble?”

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” Casey said, using the second S in thesis to spell SALIVATE. “Oh my. Double word score? How interesting. And look! I used all my letters.”

“Are you some kind of Scrabble master?” Gus asked. “Do you practice daily and just failed to tell me?”

“Gus,” Casey said. “Don’t be silly. Just because my words have syllables doesn’t mean anything. I still think you’re special, man.”

“Whatever,” Gus said, using the T to spell TEA. “Three letters.”

“Which is roughly how many points you have,” Casey muttered under his breath.

“What?” Gus demanded.

“What?” Casey asked, unfairly batting his eyes at Gus.

Casey spelled VICTORY.

Gus spelled YEA.

“I don’t really think that’s even a word, Gus. At least mine is detailing what’s going on here.”

“How can you shit talk at Scrabble? How are you even a person?”

Casey spelled SUNDRIES.

Gus spelled RED.

“Do you know what that is, Gus? Do you know what sundries are?”

“Yes I know what sundries are!”

“Wow. Your face is red. Like your word.”

Casey spelled DIVINITY.

Gus spelled BOY.

“Huh. Divinity Boy. That sounds like a Christian boy band where they get sexy for Jesus. Hey, girl. Come touch my body of Christ. Then go buy our merchandise.”

“You are going to hell so fast.”

Casey spelled TREASURE.

Gus spelled RACE.

Casey had been digging through the letters, but Gus didn’t even care. He was totally going to kick Casey’s ass. He was stoned, his ferret was curled up on the couch near his neck, he was playing fucking Scrabble, and he was fucking happy, okay? He was fucking happy and he was going to win, or he was going to lose, but fuck it all. It didn’t matter right now. It didn’t—

Casey laid out letters using the C in RACE.

Gus didn’t quite understand the word. It was too long. Far too long for Scrabble.

His mind didn’t quite get it. It was still a little foggy.

Casey looked nervous.

He was even blushing a little.

Gus looked back down at the word.

There was a C and A and N, then I, K, I, S,S—

Gus got it then.

Not one word.

But four.

CAN.

I.

KISS.

YOU.

(At this point in his life, Gustavo Tiberius had lived almost thirty years. His birthday was coming in October (“You’re a Libra,” Pastor Tommy had told him. “It’s means you’re loyal and brave and will do anything to help the people you love be happy. I don’t think I’ve ever heard of a more apt description of a person in my life. That’s you, Gussy. That’s you.”). In his almost thirty years on earth, Gus had kissed five people.

His first had been a boy named Micah when they were six years old. They’d been playing in the rain and stomping in puddles and Micah had leaned over, grabbing his face and kissing him soundly on the lips. Gus, shocked into almost a quiet awe, had just stared at him. Micah had moved away a few months later and Gus had never seen him again.

Three were those he’d slept with, sloppy kisses that were a means to an end.

His last had been the brief brush of his lips against his father’s, the body already cooling, the machines switched off, a nurse rubbing soothing circles on his back. He’d been blinded by tears, meaning to kiss his father’s cheek or his forehead, but instead grazing his lips, and something had settled over his chest then, a weight at the knowledge that his father was gone, gone, gone, and the moment he left the hospital—hell, even this room—he’d be alone and would probably remain that way. He’d kissed his father and twenty-seven minutes later was out on the street in front of the hospital, unsure of how he’d get home.)

Gus said, “Um.”

“It’s okay,” Casey said. “If you don’t want to.” And he meant it. Gus could see that. Somehow, that meant almost as much as the request itself.

Gus said, “Wow,” because once again, words like endearing and adorable were running through his head and he couldn’t do a damn thing to stop them.

Casey grinned that lazy grin, eyes hooded and sleepy.

He looked happy.

Gus was also happy.

It felt like he’d been struck by lightning.

So Gus (once again being Gus) tried to ruin the moment. “I thought you didn’t like kissing. Or sex. Or something. And that’s okay! Really. I just thought you didn’t want… me. Like that.”

Casey cocked his head, and just when had they started sitting so close? They were practically sitting side by side. Gus could feel the heat of Casey’s skin against his and it was there, that low-level burn of arousal, but it wasn’t overpowering. It wasn’t intrusive. It wasn’t more.

It was nice. And sweet.

Casey said, “Want and need and desire can be different things, Gus. I don’t need sex. I don’t desire it. I don’t even particularly want to most of the time. But just because I typically don’t do something doesn’t mean I won’t. And kissing is separate from all that. Kissing doesn’t need to be about sex or lust. Kissing can be about friendship and trust. I trust you, man. I care about you. I just hope I don’t need to sleep with you for you to believe me.”

“Can I hug you first?” Gus choked out, unsure why he suddenly had a lump in his throat.

Casey’s smile widened. “Yeah, man. I’d really like that. You’re starting to give me some of the best hugs of my life. I’ll never say no to a hug from you.”

Gus thought the first time he would initiate a hug with Casey, he’d falter a little bit. There’d be hesitation, some awkwardness, and maybe an elbow or two in the ribs. He’d sputter out an apology and then Casey would quietly fix it until they were lined up right.

It didn’t happen that way, though.

Sure, they were side by side so the angle was not the best. He had to twist his back a little and it wasn’t exactly comfortable. But they moved like they’d done it countless times before and Casey’s arms went under his, and his went around Casey’s shoulders. They were almost chest to chest and Gus found his fingers in Casey’s hair, long locks falling loose from the leather strap.

And Casey held him so fucking tight, and Gus couldn’t believe that he had this, that here, right now, this moment was his. Sure, they were stoned. Sure, it was off of something called Origami Star Fucker that Gus had eaten in a cookie. Sure they’d just played a really lopsided game of Scrabble and sure Gus had just spilled his deepest, darkest secret about his Monkey Island Adventures screenplay, something he’d sworn himself to never reveal to anyone.

Jesus Christ, it was good. All of it was good.

They stayed like that, for a time. Harry S. Truman was watching them with interest until it went on far too long to be a normal hug. He curled back up and closed his eyes.

Gus could feel Casey’s breath on his neck.

Gus sighed. It was nice.

Casey pulled away first, but he didn’t go far.

He said, “I’m going to kiss you.”

Gus swallowed thickly. “Okay.”

“Just… no tongue or anything.” Casey looked away briefly. “Is that okay?”

“Yeah. Yes. That’s fine. That’s more than fine. It’s awesome.”

“And I don’t like a lot of… movement. Not right now. Just nice kisses. With lips.”

“Yes. No movement. None. I’m a statue. That you’re going to kiss.”

Casey laughed. “Maybe a little movement.”

“Okay, but I don’t—”

Casey kissed him.

It was firm, and it was dry, and there was the briefest moment where Gus had the natural reaction to deepen the kiss, but he held it back. It was easier than he thought it would be, to push that innate desire down. It wasn’t about that, and Gus was finding that maybe he didn’t need it to be. Because out of all the kisses he’d received in his life, the four that counted, this was the one that meant the most. This was the one that made him feel the best. The safest. The happiest.

And there was a little movement. Casey’s lips parted slightly, but instead of the scrape of a tongue, Gus felt a small sigh of air and somehow it was more. Casey cradled Gus’s face in his, his grip soft, thumbs brushing against Gus’s cheeks. Their noses bumped gently. Casey’s grip tightened slightly. His beard was soft against Gus’s chin and lips. Gus could almost taste the green tea Snapple Casey had drunk at the Strawberry Festival.

Gus couldn’t say for certain how long it went on. Maybe seconds. Maybe up to a minute. But it was enough time that the lump in his throat melted away. He felt fuzzy-headed, whether from the kiss or the pot, he couldn’t quite say. It was pleasant, that low-thrum rolling through him like an undercurrent of electricity.

Casey broke away first, and Gus made a low noise in the back of his throat that he would probably be embarrassed about when he was completely sober. He didn’t open his eyes right away, part of him convinced that Casey would have a look of disdain on his face because Gus had done something wrong. That even though Gus was trying, he still wasn’t completely normal yet.

Then lips were on him again, this time on his cheek, first the left and then the right. Then his nose. Each eyelid, the heat of the kiss almost making him squirm. The last was on his forehead and he opened his eyes then, as Casey pulled away, hands trailing down Gus’s face and his arms until he linked their fingers together.

Casey was watching him. When he saw he had Gus’s attention, he said, “Good, that was real good, Gustavo.”

Gus said, “Yeah, yeah it was,” and neither of them chose to acknowledge the roughness in their voices.

 

 

LATER, THEY lay on their backs on the floor side by side holding hands, shoulders touching. Every time Casey turned to look over at Gus, his hair would tickle Gus’s ear.

Gus brought Casey’s hand and arm over his face, getting a close-up look at the sleeve of tattoos on his left arm. The centerpiece was a peacock on his forearm, the tail feathers lowered and stretched down along toward his wrist. The detail was remarkable, and Gus traced the feathers with a finger.

There were flowers curled into the feathers attached to vines that twisted along his skin. The flowers were blue and purple and red, blooming across his skin.

Gus turned his arm over and on the underside of his wrist, curled into the vines, lay a violet triangle, the bottom of the interior shaded black, until it faded up, leaving natural skin.

“What’s that?” he murmured.

“Ace pride,” Casey said, eyes on Gus. “I got it when I figured out who I was. It was my first. All the others came after.”

“Why, though?” Gus asked as he dropped their arms between them.

“Because I’m proud of who I am,” Casey said, a quirk to his lips. “Even if others might not understand. I had finally found a way to be comfortable in my own skin and I could breathe again.”

“I like it when you breathe,” Gus said seriously. “I like it when you do a lot of things.”

Casey grinned at him. “Ditto, Gustavo.”

Gus didn’t know if he had the right to ask, but couldn’t stop the words from tumbling out. “Who didn’t understand?” He winced. “I mean, not that it’s any of my—”

“My parents.”

“Oh.” That was something Gus didn’t understand. Not completely. Sure, he never knew his mom, but he’d had Pastor Tommy. “Do you talk to them?”

Casey shrugged. “Sometimes. Just to check in every once in a while. But it’s not something I like to do. And I don’t think they care all that much.”

“But… they’re your parents.”

Casey laughed quietly. “That doesn’t mean they do it right.” He pointed at another tattoo, this time on the soft skin of his right forearm near his elbow. It was of a small bird flying out of a broken cage. “I got this when I realized it would probably be better for me if I didn’t go home again. A little on the nose, but it felt right. And once I made that decision, that weight was gone, you know? It helped that I had Lottie to talk to when I needed it. She was the black sheep of her family growing up, so she understood. She didn’t have a lot to do with my parents anyway. They don’t think much of her. That’s okay, though. Because I think she’s awesome. She’s my family.”

Gus tried to find the words to say he understood. That he was sorry. That he was glad Casey had found a new home on his own. That he hoped maybe he could be a part of Casey’s home too. But that didn’t seem like what a normal person would say on a first date. So instead, he repeated “I like it when you breathe.”

And then there was a knock on the door.

“Huh,” Gus said. “People seem to do that a lot now.”

“Knock on your door? You got people coming over all the time now, Grumpy Gus?”

“Yes,” Gus said. “There’s you. And now there’s whoever is knocking on my door. It’s like it never stops.”

“You should probably get it.”

“Nah,” Gus said. “They’ll go away. And plus, I’m stoned, so I’m pretty sure I don’t want to see whoever it is.”

Casey’s eyes went wide. “What if it’s pizza?”

And holy shit, that sounded amazing. “Did you order pizza?”

“No,” Casey said. “But what if?”

“So… it’s hypothetical pizza?”

“Dude. That’s my favorite kind. Hypothetically, it could also be pepperoni.”

“We should get the door,” Gus said, because now all he could think about was pizza.

“Okay,” Casey said. “You get the door. I’ll get my wallet. We’re on a date and I’m going to pay for it because you deserve it.”

“You can’t Instagram this,” Gus said. “You are banned from Instagram right now.”

“Why not?” Casey said. “That’s what food is for. To be Instagrammed and then consumed.”

Gus pushed himself up off the floor, reluctantly letting go of Casey’s hand. “You’re such a hipster,” Gus said. It was supposed to be insulting, but it came out sounding so disgustingly fond that Gus was sure he was about to start shooting rainbows out his ass. “And I wasn’t talking about the food. I was talking about taking pictures of me while stoned and then posting them on the Internet. You could ruin my political aspirations.”

“You want to be a politician?” Casey asked, sounding horrified.

“Maybe,” Gus said as he stumbled toward the door. “You don’t know. I could be mayor of Abby. Or something. I’d legalize marijuana. And I’d let asexuals get married to whoever they want. And I’d start a pizza delivery service that specifically serves people that are stoned. Guess what I’d call it?”

“This is going to be so awesome,” Casey breathed.

“Right?” Gus said. “It would be called Stone Fire Stoner Pizza Place for People Who Are Stoned.” He frowned as he reached for the doorknob. “Okay. I’m still working on the name, but you can’t Instagram me because then I won’t be able to make pizza.”

And with that, he opened the door to find—

“Oh shit!” he squeaked, slamming the door and leaning against it.

“Dude,” Casey said. “Is it pizza?”

Gus shook his head. “No. Worse.”

Casey frowned. “Worse than pizza? So. Like. Tacos? Do they even deliver tacos? God, I want some tacos.”

“Worse,” Gus hissed.

“Worse than tacos?” Casey asked. Then, the blood drained from his face. “Is it cauliflower? Gus. Gus. I have cauliflower PTSD! What if I start having flashbacks to when my parents tried to make me eat it? I’ll need to get stoned to calm me down. Oh. Wait. I’m already stoned. Okay. Never mind. I got this. Bring it on.”

“It’s not cauliflower!” Gus snapped. “It’s polyamorous lesbians and/or sisters and your aunt!”

“Oh,” Casey said, looking immensely relieved. Then, “Do they have pizza?”

“No, they don’t have pizza!”

“Why are you freaking out?”

“Because I’m stoned!”

“They’ve never seen you stoned?”

“No!”

“Why does it matter?”

Gus couldn’t really explain why he was freaking out, so he said the only thing he could think of. “Because I’m the landlord.”

Casey got up and walked toward Gus. He stopped in front of him and reached up to touch his cheek. “S’cool, man,” he said. “No worries. Just act normal and they won’t even be able to tell.”

Gus could do that. Gus could do that very well. After all, he was on his way to being the most normal person on the planet.

“Normal,” Gus said. “Got it. I don’t have my fanny pack, but I don’t have an erection, so it’s all good in the hood.”

“What,” Casey said.

And since Gus hadn’t meant to say that out loud, he pushed Casey away slightly before opening the door.

“Heeeey,” he said normally. “Ladies. Welcome to Casa de Gustavo.”

The four women on his porch stared at him.

“They really don’t have any pizza,” Casey whispered behind him. “The disappointment I feel is the same I felt while watching the series finale of Lost.”

“Monumental?” Gus asked, looking over his shoulder.

“Exactly.”

“So,” Gus said, looking back at the women gathered before him. He crossed his arms over his chest and adopted what he assumed was an awesomely relaxed pose. “S’up. Pop a squat. If you wish.”

“Did you just use slang?” Bertha asked.

“What is even happening right now?” Bernice whispered. “I don’t understand the world anymore.”

“I don’t know that you normally do,” Betty said, patting Bernice on the shoulder.

“Someone overheard you saying you were allergic to strawberries,” Lottie said to her nephew. “We came to check that you were okay. What are the chances of them having an entire festival dedicated to the one food you’re allergic to? And why didn’t I know this about you?”

“Aw,” Casey said, coming to stand next to Gus in the doorway. “Auntie Lottie. You’re the best. I live to fight another day.”

“Yeah,” Gus said. “He’s so alive, that he gives life… to other things. Or whatever.”

There was some more staring, but Gus was so normal, it didn’t even bother him.

Bertha said, “How is everything else going?”

Bernice said, “Yes. How is it going?”

Betty said, “Is it going good?”

Lottie said, “Gus, you look like you have beard burn on your chin.”

Casey said, “Well, this just got slightly awkward.”

Gus said, “Nah, man. It’s cool. I just tripped and fell on my face. Okay, that was a lie. He kissed me. And it was nice. But before that, we got stoned. I’m stoned right now. I’m so stoned. And then we played Scrabble and I couldn’t make up good words because of the fucking vowels, and then he spelled out words that were probably the most romantic thing ever and he kissed me and it was nice and I really forgot how much more I talk when I’m stoned and have the inability to lie about anything whatsoever. So. Let’s all pretend that I haven’t said a single word and now I can’t stop thinking about pizza, for fuck’s sake. Would it have killed you to bring a pizza when you came over and knocked on my door, oh my god.”

Casey coughed.

Gus said, “So that happened. What do I need to do to make sure that any of you never bring this up again?”

 

 

APPARENTLY ABSOLUTELY nothing, because they brought it up almost daily.




Chapter 15

 

 

IT WAS only a couple of weeks later when Casey came to Gus and said seven words that struck fear into the very heart of him. And things had been going so well, too. They’d kissed a couple of more times, hugged a whole hell of a lot more, skirted around the need to call each other boyfriends (and god, didn’t that sound juvenile), had gotten stoned again (well, Casey had; Gus was still trying to escape the knowing looks from the women in his life). It was a shame, that this was all coming crashing down and that Gus was going to have to sell his house and move away, never to be seen again.

“So, my friends want to meet you.”

Now, it shouldn’t have to be said that Gustavo Tiberius had never found himself to be in this position before. If any of his past dalliances had been any indication, he was the love ’em and leave ’em type (and by love ’em and leave ’em, he meant that he awkwardly sexed ’em and then ran home to overanalyze every single part of the interaction only to decide to never do it again).

But now, he found himself in a relationship of sorts, the kind where you went out to dinner, texted, shared pot cookies, and apparently met friends. Gus thought maybe this is what normal people did, but he couldn’t quite figure out how normal could be so goddamn terrifying. When he had been abnormal, weird, and strange, he had never had to worry about anything like this. He had his routine down to a science. Sure, maybe he had been a little bit lonely, but who wasn’t these days? Loneliness seemed a small price to pay to avoid situations like this. After all, he—

“Gus.”

Gus looked at Casey, who was standing in front of the counter at the Emporium, looking amused. “What?”

“You okay?”

Absolutely not. “I’m fine.”

“You sure?”

“Why?”

“Because I told you my friends wanted to meet you, and you got this look of horror on your face, and for the last four minutes, you’ve been staring at the wall making these tiny little noises at the back of your throat.”

Gus scowled. “I did not.”

“You sounded like a frightened kitten,” Casey said. “I almost recorded it. I bet I could have sold it and made at least forty dollars.”

“I was not making frightened kitten noises,” Gus said. “That was Harry S. Truman.”

“The ferret with merit has been asleep since I got here,” Casey pointed out.

Sure enough, Harry S. Truman was sleeping in his cage. “Traitor,” Gus muttered.

Casey reached out and took Gus’s hand in his own, tugging on his fingers in a way that had become a habit of his. Gus couldn’t say that he minded it one bit, but he did have to keep up appearances, after all. He sighed the sigh of the heavily put upon, but Casey grinned right through it, no longer falling for Gus’s bullshit.

It was one of the worst things that had ever happened to Gus.

Seriously.

That bastard.

“How am I supposed to meet them?” Gus asked with a frown. “Aren’t they all in LA? Because I’ll tell you right now, I’m not going to LA. That’s where the Kardashians live, and ever since you made me watch them on TV, I am convinced they are the worst people in the world and are scary and will eat my soul if they find me.”

“Well,” Casey said. “We can’t have that happen. And I didn’t make you watch shit, man. All I did was turn on the TV and it was already on that channel. You watch it all the time, don’t front.”

“I don’t,” Gus insisted. “Harry S. Truman must have sat on the channel changer. He does stuff like that. Ferrets are notorious for wanting to watch trashy reality shows. I read encyclopedias. I should know.”

“Someone’s a little defensive.”

“You’re defensive.”

Casey waited, a smirk on his face.

“Okay,” Gus allowed. “That wasn’t one of my better comebacks.”

“I still like you,” Casey said, patting his hand. “So much so that I won’t make you go to LA. In fact, you won’t even need to leave Abby. Because they’re coming here.”

Gus held in the gasp he felt bubbling in his throat because he was not a gasper, even if the situation was dramatic enough to be one. Instead, he said, “Are they all… you know. Like you?”

Casey arched an eyebrow. “Asexual?”

“What?” Gus said. “No. I don’t care about that. Are they all hipsters?”

“Josiah, Serge, and Xander can be—”

“Those are their names?” Gus asked, sounding scandalized. “Oh my god. Even their names are ironic! What the hell.”

“—called hipsters, yes,” Casey finished. “Do I have to remind you of your name again? It’s practically your birthright to become a hipster with that.”

“You take that back,” Gus said with a scowl.

“Never. They’re cool cats, man. Laid-back and everything.”

“And you want them to meet me?” Gus asked. “What happens when you guys all get together and start talking about indie bands that no one has ever heard of called things like Don’t Cry For Me, Anorexia or Aphrodite’s Back Fat? And then you’ll talk about how much you love British comedies more than American comedies because the British have sarcasm that is so much more real. And no, I don’t want to buy your patchouli-smelling hand soaps made from goat’s milk and flaxseed called ridiculous things like Morning Refresher. I use Ivory like everyone else!”

“That sounds like a lot of stereotyping,” Casey said, looking down at his phone.

“Is that the latest iPhone you’re texting on?” Gus asked. “How long did you stand in line for it the day it came out?”

“Thirteen hours, but I had to because my other iPhone was already eight months old and—oh. I see what you did there.” He grinned at Gus and squeezed his hand. “Well played, sir.”

“You walking cliché,” Gus said.

“It’s okay, you know.”

“What is?”

“To be nervous.”

Gus narrowed his eyes. “What? Shut up. I’m not nervous. What even. Pfft. I’m so chill, people think I’m Alaskan.”

“Whoa,” Casey breathed.

“Please forget I said that,” Gus said with a groan.

“I don’t think I can,” Casey said. “I’m so chill, people think I’m Alaskan. That, like, works. On so many levels. Sort of. I’m stealing that and putting it in a book. It’s mine now. You can’t have it back.”

“I don’t want it back.”

“Liar. You’re jealous because I’m so chill, people think I’m Alaskan.”

God bless him for trying. “This is going to be a disaster.”

“They’re going to like you because I like you,” Casey said. “And since I like you a lot, they’re probably going to end up being your new best friends.”

Gus rolled his eyes, trying hard to ignore that fuzzy warm feeling in his chest. “I’m pretty sure you’re the exception there, buddy.”

“Thank you,” Casey said, beaming.

“No, I didn’t mean—never mind. I don’t make the best first impression, Casey.”

Casey laughed. “When I met you, you walked in soaking wet carrying a ferret in a cage. Which ended up being pretty spot-on about you. You make the best first impressions out of anyone I’ve met.”

Gus sighed. It was hard to argue with someone when they apparently thought you were awesome. Gus didn’t have many people that thought that, so who was he to dispute it? No one, that’s who. “I really don’t have a choice in the matter, do I?”

“Not even for all the business dinners in Uruguay,” Casey said. “Besides, it’s only for a few days. And if it makes you feel better, we can introduce them to your friends, too.”

“My friends?” Gus asked, confused. “I don’t have any—oh no. Casey, no. Don’t you even think about it.”

“About what?” Casey asked. “Oh look. The We Three Queens just texted and said they most definitely have an evening free next weekend to go out to dinner. How fortuitous.”

This.

This was going to be a fucking nightmare.

Gus needed to research everything he could as soon as possible.

 

 

HOW TO Meet Your Boyfriend’s Friends

So! You’ve made it to the point in the relationship where it’s time to meet the boyfriend’s friends. This can be a stressful time for anyone, given that his friends will likely act as judge, jury, and potentially a relationship executioner. If they don’t like you, there is the potential that could have an adverse effect on your relationship. But if you follow these easy steps, you’ll have no problem in making an impression that will last a lifetime!

Step 1: Do Your Homework

Find out as much information about them as possible before you meet them. The best way to go about this is to ask your boyfriend. It probably isn’t the best idea to attempt to stalk his friends, either online or in person. If you’re caught, that can be somewhat difficult to explain away. It’s better to find out about them from a reliable source.

 

 

IT WAS two days before hipsters were set to descend upon Abby, Oregon. They were going to be staying at the only bed-and-breakfast in Abby, a little cottage owned by Leslie Von Patterson, she of the unicorn dreams and strawberry nightmares. There wasn’t enough room at Lottie’s house with Casey in the spare room for them to stay there. Gus thought about offering up his house, but realized that was a positively terrible idea (because he and Casey had yet to work up to staying overnight with each other, and what happened when Casey went home? Gus would have to entertain his friends and the very thought of such a thing made him sick to his stomach). Also, Mrs. Von Patterson’s bed-and-breakfast had dozens of pictures of unicorns hanging on the walls, so Gus was somewhat vindictively looking forward to that.

But still, he needed to be prepared. The Internet told him as much.

“So,” Gus said, going for casual and missing by at least a mile, “your friends. Tell me all about them. You know. Normal stuff. Like their fears and weaknesses. Not that I would exploit that at all. I just want to know. For science.”

Casey looked away from the TV nearest to him in the Emporium, currently playing North by Northwest because Casey knew Gus secretly thought Cary Grant was dreamy, though he would rather die than ever say those words. “Hmm,” Casey said. “For science.”

“Or something,” Gus said. “And what’s your word count so far?”

Casey scowled at him and glanced at his opened laptop. “Enough.”

“Your agent and your editor are going to yell at you again.”

“You can’t rush this level of literature,” Casey said.

“You’re writing a scene where Desmondo and Martindale are searching for Catarina in the Catacombs of Sadness,” Gus said. “You are the heir apparent to Tolstoy.”

Casey laughed. “Catacombs of Despair, Gus. Come on. You should have known that since you’re my number-one superfan.”

“No one should use the word superfan to describe me about anything,” Gus said. “It’s reprehensible and you should feel ashamed. Now, tell me all your friends’ secrets. I assume they all shop at thrift stores to find faded print T-shirts from the eighties.”

“This much is true,” Casey agreed. “One time, I found a Camp Easter Seal shirt from 1986 that they only wanted a dollar for. I would have paid at least three times that. That was a good day.”

“Yes, yes,” Gus said. “It sounds like all your dreams came true. Spill, Richards.”

Josiah was a waiter who was waiting for his big break as an actor. He’d had a few parts already, playing a cadaver of a procedural crime show that had fifty-seven spinoffs. He was also an audience member in an infomercial who questioned the validity of the host’s claim that the revolutionary blender could actually blend everything. He played the role with such gravitas that the producers apparently allowed him to ask a follow-up question about certain salsa recipes that came with the revolutionary blender. He’d then tried to ad-lib a line or two (“Wow, this blender would be perfect for my blended family!”) and was immediately escorted from the room.

Serge was a yoga instructor who had traveled around India for eight months trying to find out how to access his inner chakras, and had ended up in the hospital for three weeks with a rather explosive case of dysentery that caused his inner chakras to become his outer chakras in a most foul and disgusting manner. Having recuperated, he then decided yoga was his calling and opened his own yoga studio with his trust fund, telling anyone who would listen that he most certainly didn’t want to use that money built upon dark Ivy League promises and corporate greed, but he really had no choice in the matter. “He imported Italian tile for his studio,” Casey said. “I still haven’t stopped making fun of him for it. That was six years ago.”

And Xander. Xander, Xander, Xander. As Casey showed Gus pictures of them, sometimes all together, sometimes just individually, Gus noticed there seemed to be quite a few of Casey and Xander looking awfully cozy. Granted, it took a few minutes for Gus to notice this, given that he was distracted by the fact that they all had equally ridiculous facial hair (“Does he have a handlebar mustache?” Gus asked, looking at an egregiously filtered photo of Josiah. “Is he a villain from 1860 that’s going to tie me to train tracks if he doesn’t like me?” Casey laughed harder than Gus had ever seen before and felt oddly proud of himself). But there was more and more evidence that something was there.

It was pretty much nailed on the head when Casey tried to swipe past a picture where Xander and Casey were shown holding hands, walking in what looked to be some sort of Pride Parade. Casey was smiling at the camera, but Xander was smiling at Casey with a look that Gus knew well. It was fond and sweet and absurd, and it was one Gus had given Casey many times, whether he wanted to admit it or not. Just the sight of it caused a gnarly curl of jealousy to spike in Gustavo’s gut. He’d never been the jealous type before. Well, he’d never been in a position where jealousy was a relevant emotion. He quite hated the feeling. It felt needless and petty.

Gus could do this. He could play it cool.

“Did you bone him?” Gus asked.

Gus could not do this. He could not play it cool.

Casey choked. “Say again?”

“Um,” Gus said. “Nothing. Oh look, Cary Grant is running through the cornfield. Did you know that to film this scene, they had to—”

“Gus.”

“Yes, Casey.”

“Bone? Seriously?”

“Yeah. I regret ever using that word.”

Casey put down his phone and cocked his head at Gus. “We dated.”

“Great,” Gus said, even though it was not great at all. “I am so glad you’re one of those people who can be friends with your exes.”

“Really.”

Gus swallowed. “Yes. What does he do? Own a chain of independent coffee shops? Or does he work at an underground record store?”

“He’s a tattoo artist. He did most of my sleeves.”

“Even better,” Gus said. “Awesome.”

“Gus.”

“Yeah.”

“It was, like, a year ago. We were friends before and now we’re friends after.”

“Oh?” Gus asked, remembering to play it cool. “Ain’t no skin off my back, homeslice.”

“Sure, man,” Casey said easily. “It lasted a few months, didn’t work out, went back to the way it was. You don’t have to worry about anything.”

Gus glared. “I’m not worried about anything.”

Casey leaned in, eyes wide. “You gotta know, Gus. You’re my one and only boo.”

Casey laughed as Gus shoved his face away, demanding he never use that word again, oh my god.

 

 

STEP 2: Pre-Meet Prep

Yes, it can be scary meeting new people. Yes, it can be even scarier when it is the friends of your boyfriend. But remember, your boyfriend chose you for a reason, and he chose his friends for a reason, so chances are, at least some of those reasons will intermingle. Before you go, make sure to think up topics of conversation so there are no awkward pauses and/or silences. Plan on not overwhelming the conversation. Make sure to ask the appropriate amount of follow-up questions, but wait for the answers and don’t override someone else when they are speaking. After all, you want to give them opportunities to get to know the marvelous wonder that is you as well. You’ve got this! You’re ready to meet!

 

Gus woke up the day of the meeting with a plan.

He could do this.

He could be the most normal sort of possibly maybe boyfriend in the history of the world.

He said, “Today is going to be an okay day.” Then, “No. Today is going to be an awesome day and I’m going to be awesome and everything will be awesome.”

He performed his exercise routine with great enthusiasm.

His muscles burned, and he broke a sweat.

He finished and stood.

He tore the previous day’s inspirational message off and read today’s.

You are a strong, confident individual and today’s the day you show it.

“Fuck yeah,” Gus said, almost fist-pumping the air until he realized he was not a teenager in a John Hughes film and it was definitely not normal.

“You got this,” he told his reflection as he undressed.

“You got this so hard,” he told his reflection after he’d showered.

He dressed with extra care, wearing Pastor Tommy’s nicest Hawaiian shirt he had, one that he’d actually purchased in Hawaii. It was deep ocean blue and the white print had flowers and vines that reminded Gus of Casey’s tattoos and—

(“It was the first thing I bought myself on that trip,” Pastor Tommy had told him. He would be dead twenty-nine days later, but neither of them knew it then. He wasn’t yet in the hospital, but it was close. “I was twenty-six and off that plane, trying to find the nearest alleyway where I could light up and I saw this shirt, man. Just hanging in the window of this little shop. I thought it was the nicest thing I’d ever seen. The color, you know? It reminded me of the ocean. There I was, on a fucking island, surrounded by ocean, and my first sight of it was this shirt. I wanted that shirt. I needed that shirt. I went in and the shop keep—her name was Ailani—she said that it was for me, you know? That the shirt was made for me. I bought it, even though I couldn’t really afford it. I bought it and its color has never really faded. I think it must be a magic shirt, you know? It must be magic because a year to the day after I bought that shirt, Gus, a year to the day after, you were born. It was nice, man. The shirt. But it’s nothing compared to you. You’re still the nicest thing I’ve ever seen.”)

“I’ve got this,” Gus said. “Because I am strong and confident and today is the day I show it.”

He ate his apple.

Harry S. Truman played with his pellets.

They left the house.

Casey came around the counter at the coffee shop and hugged him as tightly as he ever had.

He said, “God, you look good, Gustavo.”

Gus said, “Yeah, Casey. You do too, okay? You do too.”

Lottie gagged in the background.

Gus got his coffee and was ready for his day.

He was so distracted at 11:54 that he didn’t hear the We Three Queens walking into the Emporium until they were upon him.

“What are you looking at flashcards for?” Bertha asked.

Gus screamed, the notecards falling out of his hand as he jumped.

“Whoa,” Bernice said. “That certainly was high-pitched for a man.”

“Gus is special that way,” Betty said as she scooped up the cards off the counter.

“I’m not special,” Gus said stiffly, trying to calm his thundering heart. “And I wasn’t scared. I was doing an accurate impression of scream queens in horror movies from the 1980s. That was Jamie Lee Curtis in Halloween.”

“Uh-huh,” Betty said. “Gus, why does this card say so what are your thoughts on airplanes? And, as a follow-up, have you ever eaten turtle? I haven’t because that sounds disgusting.”

“Uhh,” Gus said.

“Oh,” Bernice said. “I want to read one.” She grabbed a card out of Betty’s hand and her brow furrowed as she read. “Do you ever wonder what it would be like to go bowling on the moon? And, as a follow-up, do you like Diet Dr. Pepper? I don’t, because it tastes disgusting.”

“Uhh,” Gus said.

“My turn,” Bertha said, randomly picking out another card. “Have you ever gotten into a conflict that could have been avoided by a dance-off? And, as a follow-up, what is your opinion on Michael Bay? I think he’s disgusting.” She sighed. “Oh, Gus.”

“This shit is hysterical,” Bernice said, flipping through more notecards. “Gus, in case you don’t know, you’re my third-favorite person in this room. And my first-favorite man.”

“Thanks,” Gus said. “I think.”

“You’ll be fine,” Bernice said. “We’ll take Harry S. Truman just like we planned. You’ll go and wow the boys at lunch, and then tonight, we’ll all get together for dinner, all of us in the same room, all of us with our individual personalities, and it will be fine.”

Gus whimpered.

“Cadet!” Betty said. “Inspirational message for the day!”

Gus was now slightly hysterical because he was supposed to meet Casey and his friends at Lottie’s Lattes in fifteen minutes. Casey had texted him that they’d just gotten back from picking them up at the airport in Eugene. “I am strong and brave and confident and everyone can see it!” he said, sounding anything but.

“Damn right,” Betty said.

“Hear, hear!” Bertha cried.

“Did you find out more about DesRinaDale like I asked?” Bernice hissed. “Or am I gonna have to cut you?”

Bertha and Betty glared at her.

“Oh right,” Bernice said, rolling her eyes. “Now is not the time. It’s never the time. I’ll show you the time. You’ll see. You’ll all see—”

“It’s going to be great,” Bertha said to Gus. “I promise. Casey adores you and if his friends are anything like him, they’ll see just how wonderful of a person you are, okay?”

“And if they’re not like him,” Betty said, cracking her knuckles, “then we’ll make sure they’re run out of town by sunset. You belong to the We Three Queens, Gustavo Tiberius. No one messes with what belongs to the club. I’m not above taking a crowbar to some kneecaps if needed.”

Surely Gus shouldn’t have been as comforted by that as he was.

“It’ll be fine,” Bernice said. “You’ll see.”

 

 

IT WAS not fine.

Granted, it started out fine, but then it escalated rather quickly until Gus was in the middle of a situation he could only describe as what the fuck. And it totally wasn’t his fault.

Well. Mostly.

He told himself he wasn’t going to be intimidated as he walked that long, lonely walk from the Emporium across the street to Lottie’s Lattes. He thought he understood now what inmates must feel like while walking toward their execution. He tried to think back as to what his last meal would have been. He’d eaten the apple that morning. Oh. Barf Asschiladas TV dinner last night (he really needed to stop buying that). Casey had been writing, and Gus had been on his own. If he’d known, he might have indulged in some beef jerky after. Now, it was far too late. He was going to be hung in front of a firing squad while sitting in an electric chair and being lethally injected.

Gus was not a drama queen. He absolutely was not. He was normal. Normal people didn’t almost have meltdowns over walking across the street and—

He stopped because there was a small crowd gathered in front of Lottie’s Lattes.

This couldn’t possibly be anything good. “What’s going on?”

Margo Montana turned and eyed him coolly from the back of the crowd. “Hello, Mr. Tiberius. Impregnated any women lately?”

“You keep quiet,” Gus hissed at her. “I brought the book back just fine!” And he had, after having read it cover to cover. He’d felt bad about checking out the book and not reading it, so he’d spent a few nights reading it instead of the encyclopedias. By the time he’d finished, he’d decided that having children sounded like it was very sticky and wet and therefore a terrible idea. Gustavo Tiberius did not like to be sticky and wet.

“I know,” she said. “I wore rubber gloves when I went through it to check for damage. I was surprised. I expected it to be covered in evidence of your debauchery.”

Gus groaned. “I don’t have time for this. What the hell are you all staring at?”

She arched an eyebrow. “You don’t know?”

“They’re like the cover models for the romance books I read,” Mrs. Havisham said, coming up beside Margo Montana. “I want to go inside and devour them whole.”

“Gross,” Gus said, taking a step back in case whatever had infected them would transfer to him too. It had to be some new contagion he hadn’t yet heard of.

“Seriously,” Mrs. Von Patterson said, face slightly flushed. “I’m old enough to be their mothers but I want to show them with age comes experience. And that wouldn’t be the only thing that comes.”

“Please stop talking,” Gus said. “Now.”

“They’re with Casey,” Margo Montana said. “Just talking with him.” Her eyes narrowed. “You know who they are, don’t you?”

“You do?” Mrs. Havisham said. “You know them? Tell us! Tell us everything you know.”

“You’ll have to warn them,” Mrs. Von Patterson said seriously. “When you go in there. Tell them this town is filled with cougars on the prowl. But that it’s definitely okay to feed the wild animals.”

All three women curled their hands into claws, baring their teeth and hissing at him.

“Bad touch,” Gus cried, trying to back away as they reached for him. “Bad touch!”

“Seriously,” Margo Montana said. “I’d like to show them my bad touch.”

“I’d like them to bad touch me,” Mrs. Havisham said.

“They would look so good on my unicorn-printed sheets,” Mrs. Von Patterson breathed.

Gus thought it prudent that he vacate the immediate area before he became caught in their menopausal crosshairs and was forced to participate in the stalking of prey. He decided the best idea would be to run the way he’d come from and to lock the doors of the Emporium behind him and wait at least three weeks before leaving.

However, that didn’t quite work out.

“Gus!” Casey said, coming out of the coffee shop. “Whoa. This is a lot of people.”

“Meep,” Gus said.

Casey pushed through cougar town and stood before Gus, that lazy smile on his face. “Hey, man. Thought I heard you out here. You ready to come in?”

“Funny thing, that,” Gus said. “That business meeting in Uruguay got moved to right now. I have to fly out. Darn. I’m so sad that I can’t go inside with you. Bye.”

“What business does he have in Uruguay?” Mrs. Von Patterson whispered.

“And also, where is Uruguay?” Mrs. Havisham said.

“It’s probably sex trafficking,” Margo Montana said. “And it’s in Africa.”

“It’s not sex trafficking,” Gus growled. “And it’s in South America. Jesus. You work in a library. Open a book for once that’s not called Tawdry Confessions of My Cowboy Lover.”

Casey’s eyes went wide. “Tawdry confessions of my what?”

“I’m not very good at thinking up titles on the spot,” Gus admitted.

“Are you kidding?” he asked incredulously. “That was amazing, man. I am going to write a new book just so I can use that as a title.”

“New book?” Mrs. Havisham asked.

“You’re an author?” Mrs. Von Patterson asked.

“I work in the library,” Margo Montana all but purred. “I adore the written word. And your friends. Perhaps we could combine both somehow? They can write on me.”

“That sounds nice,” Casey said. “But I’m asexual, Xander and Serge are gay, and Josiah is demisexual.”

“I don’t know what any of that means,” Margo Montana said.

“Demi means half,” Mrs. Von Patterson said, sounding very proud of herself. “He’s half sexual. Bisexual. He likes men and busty women like myself.”

“Not even close,” Casey said. “Have a good day!”

And he pulled Gus by the arm into Lottie’s Lattes.

“That was awkward,” Gus said. “You should lock the door so they don’t follow you in and attempt to kidnap you to their older-lady sex dungeon. God knows what sort of horrors you’ll find down there. I bet everything is made of silicone, old copies of Cosmo, and desperation.”

“Silicone, Cosmo, and desperation?” a voice said from behind me. “Well, then. This is certainly an interesting little town you’ve found yourself in, Casey.”

Gus swallowed thickly and turned to face the hipster horde from hell.

Goddamn fucking alliteration.




Chapter 16

 

 

STEP 3: The Introduction

Okay, you’ve done your homework. You’ve prepped fascinating and interesting topics of conversation. You’re dressed to impress (but not overwhelm!) and you’re confident without being cocky. Remember, it might be intimidating, but your fella surely wants you to be impressed by them just as much as he wants them to be impressed by you.

It can be easy to appear standoffish or reticent. This can lead to the opinion that you’re nothing but a bitchy dick. But, if you do the opposite, it’ll appear that you’re trying too hard, and no one likes a kiss ass. It might be difficult to find that happy medium, but you can do it! Don’t do anything that makes you uncomfortable, however. This should be a safe, positive experience that will be the start of new friendships that you will treasure for the rest of your life.

Here is an example of how to act:

“Hi, my name is Joan. It’s so nice to finally meet all of you! Eduardo has told me so much about this particular group of people that I feel like I know you all already. You must be Tim, right? How did your discectomy surgery go? And you must be Oliver! Eduardo told me you were a bit of a devious rascal and I can see that’s true! And finally, you must be Belinda. I hope we can be friends because I’ll sure need someone to gossip about these boys with!”

Here is an example of how not to act.

“Yo, I’m Joan. You’re welcome for showing up. Eduardo, get me a beer, babe. Yeah, I almost like watching him go as much as I like watching him come. You Timmy? Yeah, Eduardo said you got a crooked back or something. Can I see your gross stitches? Oh, and Oliver. Eduardo talks so much shit about you behind your back. I can see why. Belinda, Belinda, Belinda. I don’t like you and I haven’t even heard you speak. I swear to god if you even look at Eduardo funny, I’ll cut you, bitch. In the words of the indomitable Brandi and Monica, that boy is mine.”

See the difference?

 

 

IT WAS Josiah who’d spoken, and it was Josiah whom Gus saw first. Josiah, he of the villainous mustache that Gus absolutely did not want to make fun of to his face. Gus was not completely socially inept, mostly. He understood niceties and what they meant. He was even capable of performing basic functions of being a human being.

But he was fucking nervous. Nervous Gus was not the most reliable Gus there was. He said stupid shit. He acted ridiculous. Nervous Gus was definitely not Normal Gus and Gus needed this moment to be as normal as possible.

Josiah was smirking at Gus, not quite yet twirling his handlebar mustache, so Gus felt safe that he wouldn’t be tied to train tracks for at least another five minutes. He wore jean shorts and deck shoes and a surprisingly un-ironic plain white shirt. But to his credit, he was wearing a fedora, and Gus was going to have to try really hard not to make some kind of comment because of it. He also wondered if Josiah had a wooden pipe stored somewhere that he would use to smoke tobacco that smelled like a forest. He seemed like the type. Gus didn’t know what it said about his life that he was able to start discerning the different subsets of hipsters.

Serge was next to him, leaning with his elbows on the table, one hand stroking what could only be described as designer stubble that looked manicured down to the millimeter. His skin was deeply tanned, his eyes dark, almost black. He had massive eyebrow game going on, more so than maybe even Gus had. One currently was perfectly arched in Gus’s direction and Gus couldn’t even begin to interpret what it meant, but he assumed it was judgmental and therefore would have to fight back with his own eyebrow game as much as possible.

Lastly, there was Xander. Gus’s first reaction (and therefore usually the worst one) was to tell him that nobody whose name started with an X should ever be trusted. Thankfully, by the grace of man and God, Gus had learned the art of restraint and was able to (barely) hold back the snark that threatened to spill forth from his mouth. It didn’t help that Xander looked coolly comfortable, all sprawled out in his chair, long legs stretched out before him. He was heavily muscled and tattooed, his bare arms completely covered in bright colors. His own beard looked to be more scruff than anything else, but he wore it better than Gus ever could. In fact, if Gus even remotely tried the same thing, he would look like he had a horrible case of mange and should probably be put down for fear he might infect others.

So. To recap: all of Casey’s friends were fucking hotter than fuck and looked even better than their pictures did, which was completely unfair. Gus hoped Casey would forgive him some day if Gus kneed him in the balls so he could make his escape to Canada or Uruguay. It seemed to be the more prudent thing to do in the face of such hipster intimidation.

“Gus,” Casey said. “These are my boys. Josiah, Serge, and Xander. Guys, this is Gustavo Tiberius. He’s awesome and has a ferret and man, does he give good hugs.”

Gus flushed horribly.

Casey made that slightly strangled noise he was wont to do every time Gus blushed. “Oh, and he turns red sometimes and it’s epic and look at his face, just look at it, it’s amazing.”

“I do not,” Gus said, even though he was a liar and a fat mouth. He looked toward the Three Ironic Amigos (as he called them in his head) and opened his mouth to say hello, but instead said, “You guys look like you liked Mumford & Sons before everyone else did and now don’t like them because everyone else does.”

Casey choked next to him.

Gus wished the ground would open up and swallow the entire town. It would certainly make things easier.

“I had their EP before anyone else did,” Josiah said. “I was the one that got everyone to start listening to them. Then they sold out and became lame.”

Serge rolled his eyes. “You have everyone’s EP before everyone else,” he said. “If you’re to be believed, you have EPs for bands that haven’t even formed yet.”

“I’m ahead of the curve,” Josiah said. “I have my finger on the pulse of artistry.”

Gus tried not to speak, but he couldn’t not. “I looked up your role on Criminal Bad Guys: Topeka, Kansas on YouTube. You were a really good dead person.”

Josiah beamed at him. “Thank you, Gustavo. It’s nice to meet a fan who understands the subtle intricacies of my work.”

That wasn’t what Gus meant at all, but what the hell. “Yes,” he said. “I especially liked how you had your tongue hanging out of your mouth. Looked very realistic.”

“I had this whole backstory planned out in my head,” Josiah said. “Cadaver Number Three was named Toby and he was a rent boy from Nebraska trying to make it big in Topeka and found himself surrounded in a web of lust and betrayal. The producers, the philistines that they were, wouldn’t hear of it.”

“Tragic,” Gus said, trying not to resist as Casey pulled him to the table. They sat side by side, Casey’s hand held loosely in his own. He noticed the Three Ironic Amigos never looked away from him, and he wondered what they saw when they looked at him. He hoped it was nothing bad. He was wearing his dead father’s best Hawaiian shirt, after all.

It was off to an okay start, Gus thought. He’d interacted with one of them and it was time to move on to the second. “Serge,” he said. “How are your chakras?”

Serge said, “Centered. I meditated this morning before the flight and was able to achieve a stage of enlightenment I hadn’t yet been to before. I am hoping that California gets its head out of its ass and legalizes marijuana because it helps you reach places within your mind that might otherwise be locked to you forever.”

“Sure,” Gus said. “Got to use that weed-shaped key to unlock those important thoughts that everyone has while stoned. Buddha, Krishna, and Nirvana stuff.”

“Exactly,” Serge said, apparently unclear that Gus didn’t know what the hell he was talking about. “I have a feeling I might reach an even higher stage here in Abby. The mountain air is fresh and ripe with possibilities. I shall have to meditate on it and see what my mind’s eye shows me. You should join me.”

That sounded terrible. “Er. Um. I’ll see what I can do.” He did his best not to scowl at anyone because that was not normal. He didn’t think he should smile yet, either, because he was sure he’d look like a crazy person.

“Great,” Serge said. “I get up at three in the morning. We can start then.”

Well, fuck.

Casey said, “Maybe. Gus owns his own business and has to be up to open the store. He needs to get his sleep.”

Gus was pretty sure Casey was the greatest human being that had ever lived. Well, maybe not better than Pastor Tommy, but close. At the very least, better than Mother Theresa.

“Business?” Xander asked, the first time he’d spoken since Gus had walked into the shop. Even his voice was perfect, so deep and gravelly that it made it sound like he’d just smoked six bowls and was ready for a nice bout of fucking. “What business would that be?”

“He owns a video rental store,” Casey said, sounding absurdly proud. “And he owns this building and a bunch of other buildings here in town.”

Xander grimaced slightly. “A video store? People still rent from stores? I thought Blockbuster went out of business.”

“It did,” Gus said. “I don’t own Blockbuster. I own Pastor Tommy’s Video Rental Emporium.”

“That’s a mouthful,” Josiah said.

“You would know, you slut,” Serge said, bumping his shoulder.

“Why do you still own a video store?” Xander asked, and Gus was quite sure he was not a fan of Xander. “Surely there are more lucrative businesses out there.”

Gus felt himself becoming snappish and pushed it down. He aimed for casual but could hear the strain in his voice. “It belonged to my dad. He loved that place and I loved him, so I keep it open because it was his and now it’s mine. It doesn’t make money, sure, but I don’t need it to. I own half of Abby and don’t have to worry about finances.”

“Huh,” Xander said. “You know Casey is a famous author, right?”

“Xander,” Casey said with a frown.

“Yeah,” Gus said. “I know.”

“So you know he’s worth a shitload of money.”

“Xander!”

“What?” Xander asked, sitting back and folding his arms over his chest. “It’s true. I just want to make sure your new boyfriend here isn’t some gold digger.”

“Boyfriend?” Gus squeaked.

“Gold digger?” Casey said.

“Oh boy,” Josiah said.

“Here we go,” Serge said, looking toward the ceiling.

“Boys!” Lottie said, appearing out of nowhere like the saving angel that she was. “Welcome to my shop. How about we get you some lunch today?” She stood next to Gus and leaned against him slightly. He knew what she was trying to say, and he loved her all the more for it.

The Three Ironic Amigos ordered sandwiches from the menu. Casey and Gus didn’t have to as Lottie already knew what they wanted. Lottie playfully threatened to put pickles in Gus’s egg salad, and Gus playfully threatened to evict her and make sure she never worked in Abby again.

“So,” Xander said as soon as Lottie walked back to the kitchen. “You’re not after him for his money.”

“Jesus, Xander,” Casey said. “I told you to be nice.” He sounded irritated, the first time Gus had probably ever heard him like that. It didn’t sit well with Gus, who was still trying to wrap his brain around being someone’s boyfriend. He itched to excuse himself and go home to research How to Be a Good Boyfriend, but he thought that might not be the best first step. Especially since it would look like he was running away. Which he would be. “Not everyone has an agenda.”

“I’m just watching out for you,” Xander said. “There are a lot of people out there who would use you for your fame.”

“Gus,” Casey said, “remind me what the first thing was you said to me when you found out who I was?”

“Um,” Gus said, unsure if this was a trick question. “The movie based on your book was terrible?”

The Three Ironic Amigos gaped at him.

“Right,” Casey said. “And are you ever going to read my books?”

“No,” Gus said immediately, then winced. “Uh, I mean I can be supportive or whatever, but I probably won’t.”

“And why not?”

Gus mumbled something under his breath.

Casey squeezed his hand. “Say that a little louder for me.”

Gus sighed. “I said I don’t want to rot my brain with something that probably has no literary merit. And also, I am not a fifteen-year-old girl, so.”

“Are you using me for my money?”

“Honestly? I knew you were popular, but I didn’t even know you had money until now. I mean, do you see the car you drive? You’re not a suburban housewife, oh my god.”

“You drive a 1995 Ford Taurus,” Casey said, rolling his eyes.

“Hey!” Gus retorted. “That car is a classic. It has sleek lines and handles like a dream. You only wish you were as classy as the Taurus. You’re jealous because you don’t have a cassette player in your soccer-mom van and have to listen to Aphrodite’s Back Fat using your magical Bluetooth.” Gus still wasn’t quite sure how a Bluetooth worked. Something about satellites or something. The concept was quite terrifying.

“Aphro-what now?” Josiah whispered.

“I have no idea,” Serge whispered back.

“Yes, Gus, because a Ford Taurus screams class,” Casey said, sounding amused.

“It does,” Gus insisted. “Did you know there are message boards on the Internet devoted to Ford Tauruses? I should know. I’m on one of them now. I have conversations with other Ford Taurus enthusiasts.” Which, in hindsight, was something he wished he’d never admitted out loud.

Casey grinned. “Oh really. What’s your username on this message board?”

Gus narrowed his eyes. “Something perfectly normal and not weird at all.”

“Cool, man. What is it?”

“TauruSaurus Rex,” Gus said. “And I really wish I’d thought of a different name now.”

“Dude,” Casey said in awe. “How the hell do you come up with these things?”

“Don’t call me dude,” Gus reprimanded. “You are twenty-three years old. Speak like it, oh my god.”

“Gus loves alliteration,” Casey told his friends. “He’s alliterative all the time.”

“I am not!” Gus said. “You just literally lied a lot. Dammit.”

“Ask him what he thinks about Michael Bay,” Casey said to Josiah.

“What do you think about Michael Bay?” Josiah asked.

“That rat bastard ruins dreams and is an abomination—”

“His ferret is named Harry S. Truman.”

“His what is named what?” Serge said.

“He reads encyclopedias, wears retro Hawaiian shirts, is sarcastic as shit, wants to have an ironic bongo band called Bleeding Jesus, and used to smoke weed with his dad.”

“Dude,” Josiah said. “You’re a hipster.”

Gus stared at him in horror. “You take that back! I can’t even grow a beard, much less do I want one! And I’m not a hipster. I do have a little self-respect, after all—”

“This escalated rather quickly,” Serge said. “We should probably take a selfie to commemorate this moment. Everyone smoosh around Gus.”

“What! No. No smooshing and no selfies, oh my god, you can’t even—”

Gus was cut off when he was smooshed by four hipsters, all of them holding their brand-new iPhones out in front of them, careful to keep each other’s arms out of the shots. Gus was pretty sure he didn’t want to see any of the pictures, given that he was probably scowling like he’d never scowled before in his life.

It only took moments before the traumatic experience was over. Gus was slightly dazed as the four sat back in their seats. He tried to focus on what they were saying, but it was like they were speaking another language.

“Oh, what filter are you going to use?”

“I don’t know. Maybe Crema or Slumber? I was going to do Mayfair, but I think I use that too much.”

“I need to crop this. Josey, your hand was in the way. And yeah, Mayfair is overdone. Branch out a little.”

“Sorry, sorry. Make sure you raise the brightness level. It’s kind of dark in here and you want everyone to see the photo clearly.”

“Don’t oversaturate! It won’t look realistic.”

“Ooh, that’s some good contrast levels you’ve got going on there.”

“Why thank you! I do like to think I can contrast well these days.”

“Hey, followers. Boyfriend is meeting friends for first time—”

“—LOL JK FYI dis place totes adorbs—”

“—met the new BF of my BFF TGIF—”

“—LMAO made herpderp face FML—”

“—hashtag Grumpy Gus—”

“—hashtag quaint little town—”

“—hashtag Mayberry lives—”

“—hashtag do these jeans make my dick look fat—”

“And posted,” they all said at the same time before putting down their phones.

“Oops,” Josiah said. “Gus, I didn’t even realize. Did you need to take a selfie and post it to Instagram? We can smoosh back around you again for another one.”

“Gus doesn’t have Instagram,” Casey said, taking his hand again.

“That’s okay,” Serge said. “Hardly anyone uses it anymore. It’s so retro. Do you want to Snapchat it? Or go old school and post it on Facebook or something? I can tag you if you want.”

“Is that like MySpace?” Gus asked nervously. “Or Wikipedia?”

The silence that fell around them was not comfortable.

Casey didn’t let it last long. “Gus doesn’t use social media.”

“But… how do you let everyone know what you’re eating when you go out?” Josiah asked, sounding worried.

“And how do you check in so everyone knows exactly where you’re going?” Serge asked.

“Where do you post the selfies that you take?” Xander asked.

“Um,” Gus said. “I don’t do… that.”

“Whoa,” Josiah said. “How…? I don’t… understand.”

“Are you Amish?” Serge asked him seriously. “Is that why you eschew technology?”

“Gesundheit,” Josiah said.

“What?” Serge asked. “I said eschew.”

“Bless you,” Josiah said. “Must be all the pollen in the air.”

“He’s not Amish,” Casey said, which Gus was eternally grateful for as he wasn’t quite sure what was going on. “He’s just old school.”

“Yes,” Xander said. “Speaking of old, just how old are you?”

“Twenty-nine,” Gus said, trying very hard not to be offended.

“Ooh,” Josiah said. “You poor thing. Don’t worry. I hear thirty is the new something something. I don’t even know. You’ll make it work, somehow. I believe in you.”

“Thanks?” Gus said. Or asked. He wasn’t quite sure.

“We could help you make an Instagram account,” Serge said. “It’s not that hard. What generation of iPhone do you have?”

“Oh. Uh. I don’t. Have an iPhone?”

“What’s happening?” Josiah asked Serge. “I feel like I’m about to freak out.”

“He’s an Android user, I guess,” Serge said. “Nothing wrong with that. Gus, let me see your phone and I can figure out how to set it up.”

“It’s not my thing,” Gus said with a shrug, but he pulled his phone from his pocket and set it on the table.

Xander poked it with a finger. “What is that?”

“A phone,” Gus said.

“But… it… flips open?”

“What’s a Nokia?” Josiah asked, squinting at the scraped lettering. “Is that Chinese for iPhone?”

Serge flipped open the phone and cocked his head. “The screen is really tiny. How can you look at Tumblr on a screen so tiny?”

“I don’t look at Tumblr,” Gus said quickly. “That place is scary. A man wanted to get a woman’s mouth pregnant and so I never went back to Tumblr.”

The silence that followed was only slightly more awkward than the ones before it.

Xander then decided that the conversation had focused on Gus for far too long and started asking Casey if he remembered some guys named Chumley and Bad Tomás back in LA and apparently they’d been thinking of opening a new froyo shop (whatever the hell that was; Gus thought maybe it was some kind of underground illegal dispensary) and that LA was just drab without Casey there and how was his book coming along? Did he hear back on the status of the second movie? Did he like working in a coffee shop? He could do that in LA too, Xander reminded him. Apparently, there were thousands of coffee shops in LA if that’s what Casey wanted to do.

“I guess, man,” Casey said, his hand never leaving Gus’s. “But it has been good here for me, you know? Cleared my head quite a bit.” He glanced over at Gus fondly, and Gus felt that warm happiness in his chest and he didn’t even try to ignore it.

Josiah and Serge kept talking to Gus, but Xander made sure to override him any time he spoke. Casey’s hand tightened every time it happened, and Gus could see the frown getting more and more pronounced. He was relieved when Lottie brought out the food so he could focus on eating.

After, Casey invited him back to Lottie’s to go smoke out with them, but Gus declined, saying he needed to run some errands before dinner that night. He shook the hands of the Three Ironic Amigos and told them he’d see them later. Two of them smiled. One did not.

Casey walked him out of the shop, the crowd apparently having long dispersed.

“Sorry about that,” he muttered, rubbing the back of his neck. “I’ll talk to him and—”

“No,” Gus said hurriedly. “It’s cool. They’re just… protective of you. I get that.”

“I know, man,” Casey said. “Still no excuse, you know? He’s acting like a bitter ex and it’s never been like that before.” He frowned. “He was never the jealous one. It was always—” He shook his head. “Doesn’t matter.”

Gus wanted to ask him what he meant, but thought maybe it was best to avoid it. Avoidance was key to many, many problems. “So,” he said. “Boyfriend, huh?” He hoped he didn’t sound needy.

Casey said, “Uh. Yeah. Kind of? I guess. We didn’t really talk about that before. Um. Sorry? I can tell them that we’re not like that if—”

Gus said, “No, no, I’m good. Like. Good. In the hood. I mean, if you want to tell them it’s not—”

Casey said, “No! Nope. No. I don’t want to tell them that at all. I’m… good. With it. If you are. In the hood. We just didn’t even talk about it and here I am—”

Gus said, “Here you are. Saying those things. Like. Just. I was all sitting down for my sandwich and conversation and you were, like, boom. You know? Boom. Boyfriend bomb, oh my god.”

Casey said, “Yeah, yes. Boom, man. Like. Boom. I wanted to ask you, but then I went all Kamikaze with it. You were like Pearl Harbor and I was your boyfriend bomb. Boom.”

Gus said, “Boom.”

Casey said, “Boom. God, I wish I didn’t say that about Pearl Harbor. That was wrong. Those people suffered enough and—”

Gus said, “And then Michael Bay came and made it worse, what the hell. Really, Mr. Bay? You needed a love triangle as a backdrop to Pearl Harbor? Really?”

Casey said, “Yeah, man. Seriously. A love triangle. What the hell. I’ve never seen it so I don’t know what you’re talking about. So. Boyfriends?”

“Yeah,” Gus said, nodding maniacally. “I’m down. I’m down with it. I’m jiggy like Will Smith. You know? Bienvenido a Miami. Or however that song goes. So. Yeah. Boyfriends. Cool beans, man. Rock on… rock… star.” Internally, Gus was screaming at himself to stop talking. Thankfully, it eventually worked.

Casey’s smile was blinding.

Gus didn’t even ask for the hug this time.

Just went right in.

It was glorious.




Chapter 17

 

 

HOW TO Introduce Your Friends to the Friends of Your Lover

Well, isn’t this interesting? You’ve decided to introduce your friends to those of your significant other. Much like was taught in the lessons of How to Make Friends with a Cat, this may require time and patience before you—

 

 

HOW TO Make Friends with a Cat.

So, you have a cat who is not your friend. Right, right, because why else would you be here? That would be weird if you didn’t own a cat or want to own a cat or even knew a cat to befriend. But since you are here, you obviously have the heart of a cat to win.

Step 1: Let the Cat Make the First Move

Yes, this can be difficult when you see a pile of fluff and you want nothing more than to put your face in it and blow. But, as is well known, cats are inherently evil and this could lead to significant injuries to your lips, gums, and eyes. Whatever you do, do not blow on a cat that you don’t know.

To begin, keep your distance, but make your presence known. For example, when you are entering a room where the cat is known to be, simply bang lightly on the walls or say, “Hey, cat. I’m announcing my presence. It would be cool if we could be friends.” If you do this every time you enter a room, the cat will get more used to you. This is called conditioning, and is sometimes used on prisoners of war, only not as politely. You don’t need to waterboard your cat to get it to be your friend.

Once the cat is conditioned, it will potentially begin to acknowledge you as a being worth its time and energy. That’s when you know the true battle has begun—

 

“What the hell am I reading?” Gus demanded. “How did I even end up here? Goddamn you, Internet. Come on, Gus. Focus.”

 

 

HOW TO Introduce Your Friends to the Friends of Your Lover

Well, isn’t this interesting? You’ve decided to introduce your friends to those of your lover. Much like was taught in the lessons of How to Make Friends with a Cat, this may require time and patience before you are able to achieve the results you desire. Rome wasn’t built in a day, and neither are bonds between two groups of people united by lovers.

 

“So gross,” Gus muttered. “Lovers should not be used to describe anyone anywhere ever.”

 

Step 1: Pick Neutral Ground

It is very important for everyone to feel comfortable during the first meeting, which means picking a place that neither group of people claims as their own. For example, if your friends are metalheads and your lover’s friends are Christians, it’s probably not a good idea for the first meeting to be at a death metal concert with a band named Boners for Satan. The Christians might not feel comfortable as they won’t have immediate access to hymnals to counteract the satanic sex lyrics. In this case, an appropriate meeting place for metalheads and Christians might be a farmer’s market or a mariachi festival.

 

Gus had this first part down. Lottie had graciously invited everyone to her house where she and Casey would be cooking. The Three Ironic Amigos weren’t staying there, and Gus had only been in Lottie’s house a few times since he and Casey preferred Gus’s place.

It was the second step he was more worried about.

 

Step 2: That One Friend

We all have them. You know what I’m talking about. That One Friend. Yes, That One Friend who you love dearly and enjoy very much, but who can be a bit on the wild side. Their personality isn’t for everyone. What you might consider bubbly, others might potentially consider undesirable. Before you decide which of your friends is That One Friend, make sure you look inside yourself to make sure that you’re not That One Friend.

 

Gus looked inside himself and was most certain that no one would ever use the term “bubbly” to describe him, so he was confident he was not That One Friend.

 

That One Friends tend to not understand certain social situations don’t always require them to tell the story of the time they backpacked through Europe and met a band of roving gypsies, or that one time when they went to the zoo and fell into a hippopotamus exhibit while their drag queen friend recorded the entire thing.

 

“What,” Gus said.

 

It’s best to speak to That One Friend ahead of time. Don’t come across as irritated or demanding. Speak slowly and clearly, making sure That One Friend understands you love them just the way they are, but maybe, just this one time, they can tone it down a little. If That One Friend is truly your friend, then they will understand. Be calm. Be reassuring. Give a compliment, followed by constructive criticism, ending with another compliment. A compliment sandwich will make That One Friend your friend for always!

 

The problem was that Gus didn’t have That One Friend.

He had three of them.

“We need to talk,” Gus said slowly and clearly when the We Three Queens arrived at his house, Harry S. Truman in tow.

“Oh dear,” Bernice said. “Are you breaking up with us?”

“That’s not what this is about,” Gus said.

“Why are you speaking like that?” Bertha asked.

“It sounds like you’re talking in slow motion,” Betty said.

“Please,” Gus said. “Have a seat.”

The We Three Queens sat on the couch and looked at him expectantly.

“You’re meeting Casey’s friends tonight,” Gus said, enunciating each word as carefully as possible.

“Yes,” Bertha said. “We’re aware.”

“Was it supposed to be a surprise?” Bernice asked. “Because if so, you’re terrible at surprises. Because you told us. As did Casey. That’s, like, the anti-surprise.”

“It wasn’t a surprise,” Betty said, patting Bernice’s hand.

“Notice how I am calm and reassuring,” Gus said.

“That’s your calm and reassuring face?” Bertha asked.

“That looks more like a constipated face,” Bernice said.

“Maybe Gus is calm and reassuring when constipated,” Betty said.

“Oh,” Bernice said. “Then why did he want a colon flush?”

“Or the proctologist?” Bertha asked.

“Gus works in mysterious ways,” Betty said.

“Quite,” Bertha said.

“Indeed,” Bernice said.

Gus moved forward with the compliment sandwich. “You all look lovely this evening.”

“Why thank you, Gus,” Bertha said.

“I got these earrings from a Mexican dollar store,” Bernice said. “In Mexico.”

“I was going to shave my head but decided against it,” Betty said.

Now the constructive criticism. “You’re all fucking crazy,” Gus said seriously.

“That is most certainly true,” Bertha said. “But that is why I take antipsychotics.”

“Mexican dollar stores are not like American dollar stores,” Bernice said. “Because Mexico didn’t use dollars.”

“You should have seen some of my crazy during the war,” Betty said. “Bamboo shunts under fingernails are not for the faint of heart.”

And the final piece of the sandwich. “You guys are my best friends.”

“Oh, Gustavo,” Bertha said with a sniff. “You’re a peach and I would eat you so.”

“I don’t think I’ve been this happy since yesterday when I found a coupon for Taco Bell,” Bernice said, wiping her eyes.

“Breathe through it, Betty old girl,” Betty said, bringing a fist to her lips. “Breathe through the feelings.”

“Good?” Gus asked after the emotions died down.

“Good,” the We Three Queens said.

“Fuck yeah,” Gus said. “Let’s rock this joint.”

 

 

STEP 3: COMING Together Always Feels Good

Now it’s time. You’ve picked a neutral location. You’ve had the necessary discussion with That One Friend. Now it’s time to bring your friends and the friends of your lover together in what is sure to be a pleasant and enjoyable time had by all.

Start with the basics. Make sure to introduce each of your friends and tell a fun, memorable fact about each of them so your friends know you care and your lover’s friends learn something new. However, be careful by what you reveal. For example, you should never say, “This is my friend Tammy. She likes eating grape popsicles, and when she was sixteen, she had unprotected sex, got pregnant, and gave up the child for adoption. She doesn’t know where the kid is and the father of the child is in jail on drug charges.”

Once the introductions are complete, keep the conversation moving. Don’t allow those awkward silences to stretch for too long, otherwise the first meeting might be considered a bust. Don’t try to force it, however. Forced conversation, especially among a large group, can come across as shallow and desperate, neither of which you are.

You and your lover were brought together for a reason. You have similar interests and goals and ideas. Chances are both sets of friends do too, which will make for an unforgettable first meeting!

 

“So,” Xander said. “You’re… an elderly biker gang. On Vespas. And you’re Gus’s best friends.”

They were all sitting in Lottie’s living room, the We Three Queens on one couch, the Three Ironic Amigos on the other. Casey and Gus stood side by side near the edges of the couches, ready to facilitate if needed. Well, Gus was ready to facilitate. Casey was a little bit stoned, as were the Three Ironic Amigos. Apparently, bonding after not having seen each other for a couple of months meant getting baked. Casey had assured Gus that he hadn’t gotten that stoned, only smoked half a joint. Gus had rolled his eyes and sighed. Then Casey had kissed the tip of his nose and Gus had felt a little bit stoned too.

“That sounds like an apt description,” Bertha said.

“You all smell like Woodstock,” Bernice said,

“Ever been in the Army, boys?” Betty asked.

“I don’t think—” Gus said.

“I thought about it,” Serge said. “But at the time, I always asked, always told, so it really wasn’t a place for me. And I like weed too much.”

“I dressed up like I was in the Army once,” Josiah said. “I wore these cutoff fatigue shorts and danced on a box. Strange men gave me money.”

“A little bourgeois, if you ask me,” Xander said, sounding almost bored. And stoned. Definitely stoned. “Why do you wear matching jackets?”

“Maybe we should—” Casey tried.

“It helps to show others we’re in this together,” Bertha said. “They are my family.”

“Why were strange men giving you money?” Bernice asked.

“Bourgeois,” Betty snorted. “Glad you even know the word as you apparently know nothing about serving. What do you do for a living?”

“How about we—” Gus said.

“I’m a yoga instructor,” Serge said. “I help people soothe their chakras and find enlightenment in their souls.”

“Probably because the shorts I wore were wet and really short,” Josiah said. “And I was dancing really sexy. You know how it is.”

“I do tattoos,” Xander said. “Did all of Casey’s. Why are you friends with Gus?”

“I have a good idea—” Casey started.

“Because he is a beautiful soul who is bitchy and can probably hold his own in a knife fight,” Bertha said.

“I definitely know how it is to dance sexy,” Bernice said. “People often say that it was I who brought sexy back and not Justin Timberlake, the poor boy.”

“Gus was the first person to welcome us to town,” Betty said. “He also has nice hair and ears. Why are you friends with Casey?”

“Oh my god, why—” Gus said.

“Casey helped me come out to my parents,” Serge said. “He’s like a brother to me.”

“Thank you for bringing sexy back,” Josiah said. “I don’t know what I would have done without your generation.”

“Casey is one of the best people I’ve ever met,” Xander said. “I don’t think I know anyone better. Why should he be able to date Casey?”

“That’s not even—” Casey snapped.

“Because Gus knows how to treat other people nicely, especially those he cares deeply about,” Bertha said. “He may look and act gruff, but he is like sunshine on your face.”

“I have never danced on a box before,” Bernice said. “Is it much like dancing on the ground?”

“Gus will always put others before himself,” Betty said. “It may not always be blatant, but he sacrifices a lot for other people. Why should Casey be able to date Gus?”

“Why does this sound like an interview and—” Gus said.

“Casey makes people happy wherever he goes,” Serge said. “Gus is like sunshine? Casey is literal sunshine and I want to bask in him forever.”

“Almost like dancing on the ground,” Josiah said. “Except a lot more crotch shaking because everyone is eye level with your crotch and pretends not to be staring.”

“Casey makes everything better,” Xander said. “All he has to do is be in the room and I know everything will be okay. Do you think we need to have the talk?”

“I am too stoned for this—” Casey said.

“I think that might be the best idea,” Bertha said. “Especially if this is going the direction I think it is.”

“I am down with crotch shaking,” Bernice said. “I had a hip replacement last year and everything moves better now. I am like a well-oiled machine.”

“I don’t see what it could hurt,” Betty said. “We have them both here and we might as well. Do you think we need to have the talk?”

“No, no talking, no talking—” Gus growled.

“I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes,” Serge said. “But I’ve never seen him like he is with Gus. I think it’s time.”

“New hips that obviously don’t lie,” Josiah said. “We should find a box and dance on one together and try it out.”

“As much as I hate to say it,” Xander said, “I think it’s probably for the best. Though, I don’t know how long it could possibly last. You take Casey?”

“Where are you taking—” Casey said.

“Agreed,” Bertha said.

“I’m going to get down with my bad self,” Bernice said.

“That should be fine,” Betty said. “You take Gus?”

“Let’s not and say we—” Gus said.

“Perfect,” Serge said.

“Ooh,” Josiah said. “Shake it, Bernice!”

“With pleasure,” Xander said.

Bertha and Betty stood.

Bernice said, “I have no idea what’s going on.”

Serge and Xander stood.

Josiah said, “Me either. I’m so stoned.”

“Stand up,” Bertha whispered. “You’re embarrassing yourself.”

Bernice stood up. “You’re embarrassing,” she muttered.

“Stand up,” Xander snapped. “We have work to do.”

Josiah stood up. “You’re work to do,” he muttered.

They all turned to Gus and Casey.

“What’s going on, guys?” Casey asked with his lazy smile.

But Gus knew. Gus knew right away what was going on. “Oh no,” he whispered in a blind panic. “It’s the if-you-hurt-him-best-friend speech. Of doom.”

 

 

STEP 4: The If-You-Hurt-Him-Best-Friend Speech

Chances are, if the two groups of friends get together, there is going to be the dreaded If-You-Hurt-Him-Best-Friend Speech, also known as the “Shovel Talk.” This speech allows the friends of the lovers to casually threaten death and dismemberment should one of the lovers do anything to hurt the other lover.

It is a necessary rite of passage in order to grow as lovers. Regardless of that fact, it can be rather intimidating when you have people intimidating you over the happiness and well-being of another. Bear in mind, that if you get to this point, it’s a good thing! The friends have deemed you worthy enough to threaten your life.

It’s best to take this speech seriously. Maintain eye contact the entire time with whoever is speaking. Nod your head in acknowledgment while they speak to make sure they know you understand them. Do not get defensive at any point, or you might come off as cold and callous. Assure the friends that you have your lover’s best interests at heart and you will never do anything to intentionally hurt him.

Here is an example of the wrong reaction to have:

“I hear what you’re saying, Mai Lin. But you know what? Go jump off a building into a stack of cement blocks. I can do what I want, whenever I want. You ain’t the boss of me. And if Joaquin has a problem with me, he can tell me himself. If he has the guts to bring it up, that is, that poofter. He knows who butters his bread. Now, if you’ll excuse me. I have to go flirt with that waiter over there carrying the couscous. He’s got buttocks that just won’t quit.”

Here is an example of the right reaction to have:

“Thank you, Mai Lin and other racially diverse friends of my lover. I hear your concerns and appreciate you relaying them to me. As you know, Joaquin and I are very much enamored with each other and I believe in an open line of communication. I can’t promise he will never be upset, but I will always do my best to fix it. I will never intentionally hurt him. He is a great guy and I am super thrilled to be a part of his life almost as much as I am to be a part of yours. We should play tennis next week, or some other activity that will allow us to get to know each other better. I’ve got a racket if you’ve got the balls.”

 

 

GUS WAS very, very sweaty.

Casey had disappeared with the We Three Queens while the Three Ironic Amigos forced him to sit on the couch across from them. They all sat up straight, arms across their chests, staring (glaring?) at Gus. Josiah had a bit of a dazed smirk on his face. Serge was frowning slightly. Xander was openly scowling.

For a brief moment, Gus was pissed off that these three had the gall to try and intimidate him after only having met him a few hours before. Who the fuck did they think they were, coming here and trying to act like they had any right to speak to him about his boyfriend.

And wasn’t that just a strange thought he hadn’t yet wrapped his mind around? Gustavo Tiberius, of all people, had a boyfriend. An asexual hipster stoner boyfriend who smiled like sunshine and shit talked when playing Scrabble. There was a little hurt in his chest at the thought of having someone to call his own—

(One hundred and fifty-seven days before he died, Pastor Tommy said, “It’s not working anymore, Gussy. The chemo. The proton therapy. The synthetic drugs that feel like poison. It’s not working anymore. They said there’s nothing more they can do. A specialist gave me two months. Another gave me four. And all the while, during the whole time I’m sitting there listening to them tell me I’m going to die, that I’m going to waste away into nothing, you know what I thought? I told myself how could I be leaving so soon? How could I be crawling off this earth when there is so much left to do? There are so many things I never got to see, okay? The aurora borealis. Mount Rushmore. People leaving their guns and their hate behind. I’ll never get to see someone make a rational fucking decision on House Hunters International, oh my god, what is their problem? But the one thing that I’ll never get to see, Gussy, the one thing I’ll regret more than anything else in the world, is never getting to see the day when you fall in love. God, how beautiful that day is going to be. How perfect. How wonderful. You listen to me, okay? You listen to me. When that day happens, when you find him, you hold on with all of your might, because if there is anyone in this world that deserves that, it’s you. It’s you, Gussy, I promise.”)

Whatever. He wasn’t in love, but it still pissed him off.

“Gus,” Xander said. “We wanted to talk to you, one on one.”

“Three on one, but okay,” Gus said.

“He’s our friend,” Josiah said, eyes slightly glazed. “We’ve known him a long time.”

“And we worry about him, you know?” Serge said. “Things weren’t… good. For him. For a little while before he left. A lot of stress with books and agents and movies and people thinking they had his best interests at heart but only caring about their bottom line.”

“He decided to get away,” Xander said. “To clear his head. To find perspective. And almost immediately, it was Gus. Gus. Gus.”

“That’s not my fault,” Gus said, trying very hard not to scowl. Normal people did not scowl when getting interrogated by a boyfriend’s friends. Normal people probably had a Stepford smile and asked if they could refresh anyone’s lemonade.

Except.

No one was drinking lemonade.

Gus scowled briefly.

“No one is saying it is,” Josiah said. “At all.”

“Absolutely not,” Serge said.

“Mostly,” Xander said. “Look, Gus. You seem like a… nice guy, but are you even remotely prepared for what it means to be with Casey?”

Gus narrowed his eyes. “What the hell are you talking about?”

They all exchanged looks. “He’s told you about himself, right?” Josiah said carefully.

“About his… preferences?” Serge asked.

Gus was confused. “You mean the hipster thing? I know I give him shit for it, but I really don’t care about that. Sure, maybe he shouldn’t Instagram every single little thing, but it’s not hurting anything aside from my sense of propriety. I may not understand you hipsters, but that doesn’t mean I dislike you. To be honest, I’m not really sure I know exactly what a hipster is. You all have facial hair and sometimes dress like a fancy homeless person, but that doesn’t mean that’s all you are, right?”

They stared at him.

“Right,” Gus said, even though he wasn’t sure if he was right.

Xander coughed. “I wasn’t talking about the hipster thing.”

“Oh. Then what are you talking about?”

“Casey’s asexual,” Serge said.

“I know,” Gus said.

“You do?” Josiah asked. “When did he tell you?”

Gus rolled his eyes. “Like, two days after I met him.”

They all looked stunned. Gus tried not to squirm.

“Well, then,” Xander finally said. “What do you think about it?”

“What’s there to think about? It is what it is. It doesn’t change anything.”

“Do you know what being asexual means?” Xander asked, and Gus was getting even more annoyed.

“I may not know some stuff,” Gus said. “Like technology, or whatever. But I’m not stupid. I didn’t know at first, but I asked and he explained. So yes. I know.”

“Good,” Xander said. “So that means you know that you won’t be having sex with him.”

Gus bristled. “I am aware of what it means. I don’t care about that part.”

“Really?” Xander asked. “So what’s going to happen when you want to get fucked, Gus? Or when you want to fuck someone?”

“Xander,” Serge admonished. “Don’t be crude.”

Josiah was frowning. “Seriously, man. Casey said you shouldn’t be a dick. And you’re being a dick.”

“I’m just making sure our new friend here understands what he’s getting into,” Xander said, his eyes never leaving Gus. “I worry.”

“Well don’t,” Gus said. “Because you have nothing to worry about with me.”

“Really,” Xander said, leaning forward, elbows on his knees. “Did he tell you that he and I dated?”

“Yes,” Gus said, voice neutral.

“Did he tell you for how long?”

“A few months.”

“Did he tell you why we broke up?’

“No,” Gus said. “Because I didn’t ask. It’s none of my business.”

“I love him,” Xander said bluntly. “I don’t know what kind of love it is anymore. Friend, family. Or more. I don’t know. But I am also a sexual person. I’m not asexual. I’m not demisexual. I’m homosexual. I like sex. I like fucking. That’s not all that I am, of course, but it is a part of me. I knew what I was getting into with Casey when we decided to try and make it more. I knew what would and wouldn’t happen. I thought I knew myself better. It was fine, at first. I jerked off more than I’d ever had in my life, but it was fine. Until it wasn’t.”

Gus wasn’t sure what he was supposed to say to this, so he said nothing at all.

“It was embarrassing,” Xander said, averting his eyes. “I thought I was stronger than I was. But when it came down to it, I needed more than he could offer. So I told him this. And you know what he told me? He told me it was fine for me to go and fuck other people. As long as there were no feelings involved, it was fine. As long as I came back to him, it was fine. It wasn’t fine, though. Because even though he doesn’t want a sexual relationship, he’s just like everyone else. He got jealous. I got mad. He got mad. We broke up. We didn’t speak to each other for almost two months. But he was my friend first, so I made sure I got that back.”

“I don’t know what that has to do with me,” Gus said when it looked like Xander had finished. “I’m not you.”

“No shit,” Xander snorted. “You are the furthest thing from me there is.”

“Then what’s the problem?”

“The problem,” Xander said, “is that eventually, you’re going to want to fuck. He can’t give that to you, and so you’ll look elsewhere. And it will crush him.”

“But you just said I’m nothing like you,” Gus said. “So why would I do what you did?”

“Oh snap,” Josiah muttered, looking uncomfortable.

Xander ignored him. “What do you identify as?”

Gus narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean?”

“Gay?” Xander asked. “Bi? Asexual? Demisexual? Gray-sexual? What are you?”

“I’m Gus,” he said. “That’s it.”

“Everyone is something, Gus.”

“I know,” he said. “But that’s really it. I’m Gus. I work in a video store that no one really goes to. I own some buildings. I have a pet ferret. I read an inspirational message off a calendar every morning even though I don’t want to. My friends are all two times my age or more. I read encyclopedias. I miss my dad. And I think I might worship the ground Casey walks on. That’s it. That’s who I am.”

“That doesn’t cover your sexual orientation, Gus.”

“Maybe,” Gus said. “But why does it matter? Why do I need to be defined as anything? Why can’t I just be who I am without some asshole trying to make me into something I’m not?”

Serge laughed, but covered it up with a cough.

“Look, Xander,” Gus said, trying to ignore the way Xander was glaring. “I’m not you. I’m not any of you. Maybe I don’t quite know what I identify as. And maybe it really doesn’t matter. I’ve had sex. It was fine. But I don’t need it to be a person in a relationship. I jerked off last like four months ago. Maybe I have a low sex drive. Maybe I don’t want it at all. And maybe all I can think about is how when I get to hug Casey, it feels like the best thing in the world. And maybe, just maybe, none of that concerns you. So do me a favor and back the fuck off.”

“Dude,” Josiah breathed. “So fucking badass. This was like Mortal Kombat. Finish him!”

“Just be cool, yeah?” Serge said to Gus. “Casey really likes you. Honestly, I’ve never seen him that way with anyone. You’re a cool dude, Gustavo. I have mad respect for you.”

“Thank you,” Gus said nervously. “I also have mad respect for you as well.” Well, as much as one could have for a stoner hipster yoga instructor with imported Italian tiles. Gus kept that part to himself, though. He wasn’t one to rock the boat, and he thought he’d used up his bravery quota for the day.

Xander said, “You’re all right, Tiberius. I guess we can see where this goes.”

Gus huffed. “Thanks. Now that I have your approval, I can rest easy tonight, oh my god.”

Maybe not quite all his bravery quota for the day.

 

 

LATER, WHEN Casey was walking him home, Gus asked how it’d gone with the We Three Queens.

Casey paled slightly. “They can be very scary when they want to be.”

Gus grinned.

Casey said, “I really like it when you smile.”

And they hugged on Gus’s porch for a very long time. When Casey finally pulled away, he pressed a brief, dry kiss to Gus’s lips. He walked down the stairs and whistled as he disappeared into the dark.




Chapter 18

 

 

SO! THERE he was! Gustavo Tiberius! He’d won the approval of Casey’s friends. He’d held his own against an ex-boyfriend. He’d shown that he wasn’t going to be intimidated. He was pretty sure he was at least 97.8 percent normal. He wore colors. He smiled quite a bit more. He laughed sometimes. If that’s what it meant to be normal, then Gus was as normal as they came!

He had a boyfriend who liked him.

He had friends that had his back.

He had a job and was financially comfortable.

He had a ferret named Harry S. Truman.

His life was pretty darn wonderful and—

His alarm went off at two thirty in the morning and he groaned, “Oh my god, I hate everyone, fuck my life, goddamn hipster yoga instructors.”

Of which there was one knocking on his door exactly thirty minutes later, looking fresh as a daisy whereas Gus looked as fresh as a dumpster behind an Arby’s in Phoenix. He couldn’t remember how he’d ended up agreeing to this. Maybe it stemmed from the slight guilt that was the if-you-hurt-him-best-friend speech. Or maybe he was just a sadist. He would have to look up sadism on Tumblr later.

“Ooh,” Serge said, pushing his way past Gus. “Someone is not a morning person.”

“It’s not morning,” Gus grumbled. “It’s very late at night. I am not a very-late-at-night person.”

“We’ll change that,” Serge said. “Now, go put on your yoga pants and we’ll start with some basic poses.”

“Put on my what now?”

“Yoga pants.”

“Right,” Gus said. “I don’t have those.”

Serge looked slightly horrified. “You don’t? But… everyone should have yoga pants.”

“I don’t do yoga!”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

It was either way too late or early to argue. Gus said, “I do have Yasser Arapants. That might be the same thing.”

Serge scrunched up his face. “Isn’t he a dead Palestinian leader?”

“Exactly.”

Serge nodded sagely, like the wise yoga instructor he was. “I can work with this.”

 

 

GUS LEARNED three things during his very first (and most likely very last) yoga session.

First, he could not contort his body in the slightest. Serge commented on his lack of bendi-ness. Gus asked him politely to never make up words in his house again, oh my god.

Second, Serge wasn’t that bad for a hipster. Gus never thought he would reach a point in his life where he would have multiple people he could say that about. It made him feel slightly warm and fuzzy and also slightly disgusted that so many hipsters seemed to have wormed their way into his daily life.

Third, Serge didn’t like it when people were annoyed and/or pissed off with each other, and he tried to apologize for Xander’s behavior the night before. Gus just shrugged it off, telling him it wasn’t that big of a deal, that he’d been through worse.

“That’s no excuse,” Serge said, after trying to get Gus to do an astang pranam pose, which would have had Gus facedown with his ass in the air like he was a cat in heat presenting himself. Gus had politely refused, saying it was against his religion to do sexual poses in front of someone he’d just met. Serge had asked what religion. Gus had said priapism. Serge had said he thought he’d studied that while in his chakra tour in India. Gus had tried very hard not to bang his head on the nearest available surface. “Xander just has his own issues he’s working through. He didn’t need to take them out on you. I think part of him is jealous over you and Casey. Not so much that he wants Casey for himself, just that you make Casey happier than Xander ever did.”

If Gus were a lesser person, he would have allowed himself to gloat gleefully over such an admission. Thankfully, Gus was not a lesser person, instead choosing to gloat internally over such an admission. Outwardly, he chose to smile in such a way that he hoped was not coming across as smug, but knowing he failed by a large margin.

 

 

JOSIAH CAME by the Emporium later that morning, handlebar mustache immaculately groomed. He wore low cutoff shorts and flip-flops that he proudly showed had a bottle cap remover on the bottom of each sole. “It’s so when I go to the beach I can just take off my shoes to open my beer,” he explained. “Because sometimes, you can’t be bothered to remember to bring one, so why not have it on your shoe?”

Gus tried not to think of the six or seven things wrong with that sentence.

“This is pretty gnarly,” Josiah said, looking around the Emporium. “I can’t remember the last time I was in a place like this. Probably Hollywood Video in March of 2006.”

“Yeah,” Gus said. “So gnarly. And that was pretty specific for not being able to remember the last time you were in a video store.”

“Right,” Josiah said. “I only remember that because I had just turned sixteen, gotten a fake ID that said I was eighteen, and was going to try and rent Wild Things so I could see Kevin Bacon’s penis and Matt Dillon in a threesome.”

Because of course he did. “And how did that work out for you?”

“Not too well, dude. The video clerk didn’t believe my ID at all. It was probably my fault, though. The guy in the picture looked nothing like me.”

“Different hair color?”

“Nah,” Josiah said. “He was black.”

Gus fought the urge to put his face in his hands.

“Yeah,” Josiah sighed. “Didn’t really think that one through. The guy asked if I was joking, and I told him I’d just gotten really tan when the picture was taken. I felt bad right away because I didn’t know if that was racist. So I begged him not to call my mom and then ran out of Hollywood Video. For the next three weeks, I was convinced the police were going to come to my house and arrest me for trying to see Kevin Bacon’s penis. S’cool. No big deal. I saw it, like, six months later.”

“Kevin Bacon’s penis?” Gus asked.

“The movie,” Josiah said. “But yes, Kevin Bacon’s penis.”

“Worth it?”

Josiah shrugged. “I suppose. I figured out if I needed to see a penis, I could just stare at my own junk, you know?”

“How remarkably astute,” Gus said.

Josiah squinted at him. “You talk like Casey plays Scrabble. That’s, like, fate. You know? You two are meant to be.”

Gus didn’t quite know what to say to that, so he sputtered slightly.

“I can see why he likes you,” Josiah said, sounding amused.

“You can?”

“Sure,” Josiah said. “If I’d met you first, I probably would have tried to woo you into being my friend. And then, after we’d been friends for a while, I would have probably tried to bed you.”

“That’s… nice.”

“Yeah, but now I don’t have to because we’re friends already. And I won’t have sex with you because you’re with Casey.”

“We’re friends?” Gus didn’t quite know how he felt about having a friend he didn’t know he had. He wondered if Josiah had guerilla-friended all the people he knew.

“Yeah,” Josiah said. “Awesome, right? Casey told me that your dad used to smoke weed.” He didn’t say it with a question behind it, just merely stating fact.

And maybe that’s why Gus said, “Yeah.”

“Cool, man. I wish my parents were that laid-back. They think I’m a slacker because I smoke. And because I’m a waiter. It’s cool, though, you know? One day, I’ll get my big break. I have an audition next week for some commercial. They wanted to know if I was okay with full frontal nudity and I said I’ve got nothing to hide. If Kevin Bacon can do it, then so can I. That’s, like, my motto. For life and shit.”

“Full frontal?” Gus asked. “Are you making the commercial in Japan? Because that seems like something that happens in Japan.”

Josiah scrunched up his face. “No. At least they didn’t say it was in Japan. I hope not. I only asked for one day off. I think it’s for soup. Like chunky chicken or something. You want to hear my lines? I’ve memorized them already.”

Nothing on this earth could ever make Gus say no to that. He said, “Yes, please.”

“Okay, so, like, you’re my little brother, okay? And we’ve just gotten in from playing football.”

“Uh. I don’t know the lines?”

“Just wing it,” Josiah said with a shrug. “That’s usually what I do.”

“I thought you said you already know your lines.”

“I do! Mostly.”

“This is so realistic already,” Gus said as Josiah shook his shoulders and rocked his head from side to side, like he was stretching before he started to act. Like an actor.

“Are you ready?” Josiah asked.

“I don’t think I’ve ever been more ready in my life,” Gus said honestly.

“Cool. Okay. So. Scene.” He grinned over at Gus. When he spoke again, his voice was chipper and so fucking fake that Gus almost choked. “Hey, little bro! That was a great game of catch. Your arm is getting stronger.” He looked at Gus expectantly.

Gus regretted all his life’s choices when he said, “Oh. Um. Right. Uh. Okay, I’ve got this.” He coughed and cleared his throat. “Yeah, big bro. Tossing that ol’ pigskin sure made my afternoon.”

“It’s hard being away at college,” Josiah said, reaching out and squeezing Gus’s shoulder. “I may be learning about financial ergonomics, but I’d rather be learning to be the best big brother possible.”

“Oh my god,” Gus said. “What the hell. It’s economics. Not ergonomics.”

“What?” Josiah said.

“You said ergonomics. You meant economics.”

“Huh. You sure?”

“Yes.”

“Oh. What’s ergonomics, then?”

“Like, sitting in a chair correctly.”

“Oh. Huh. Okay. Cool. Thanks. Back in character. Don’t try to break anymore. Okay. Scene.” He took a deep breath and smiled that wide, fake smile again. Gus could almost count all of his teeth. “But I’d rather be learning to be the best big brother possible.”

“Yeah,” Gus said, unsure of where this was going. “Me too. Bros for life. Um. Bros before hoes.”

“For true,” Josiah said. “Are you hungry?”

“Yeah. I could eat.”

“Well, that’s good, because I saw that Mom had some Campbell’s Chunky Classic Chicken Noodle Soup in the pantry, made with real chicken.”

“Oh,” Gus said. “That’s convenient. With real chicken? Does the other kind have fake chicken? That doesn’t seem too healthy. Fake chicken.”

Josiah’s smile faltered briefly. “Uh. Yeah. Those other brands are all fake. With their chicken.”

“Cool,” Gus said. “I’m sure glad Mom didn’t buy the fake kind. Lord knows what Dad would have said if he’d come home to fake chicken. He probably would have made me go into the broom closet again.”

“He makes you do that?” Josiah said, frowning. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

Gus shrugged. “I wanted you to be happy at college learning about financial economics. Not stuck in this house of horrors.”

“Little bro,” Josiah said, reaching out to grip Gus’s arm. “You know I would never leave you behind.”

“I didn’t know that,” Gus admitted. “You were never here. You didn’t come back on breaks. You didn’t even really call.”

Josiah took a step back. “I’m sorry. I thought….” He shook his head. “I don’t know what I thought. It doesn’t matter now. I’m here. Okay? I won’t let him hurt you.”

“He’ll kill you,” Gus said. “If you try and stop him. You know he will. His fury is unending and nothing will stop him in this house of pain.”

Josiah looked at him, jaw clenched. “Maybe….”

“Maybe?” Gus asked.

“Maybe we should kill him first, then.”

“Big bro! But… you can’t. We can’t!”

“No, little bro. He won’t be able to touch you anymore. If it means you’ll be safe, then I say we take him out. He won’t know what hit him if we put our minds together.”

“Yeah,” Gus said sadly. “Okay. If we have to.”

Josiah smiled. “But not before we enjoy a delicious lunch of Campbell’s Chunky Chicken Soup, now with less sodium!”

“Great,” Gus said. “Because everyone should watch their sodium intake. And their murder.”

“And scene,” Josiah said. He blinked once. Twice. Then breathed, “Whoa. Gus. That. Was. Amazing.”

Gus wasn’t quite sure what just happened or how he came to be involved. So he said, “Yes. I know.”

“How are you not an actor?”

“I never felt the calling,” Gus said. “Unlike you.”

Josiah stared at him in awe. “You have to move to LA and audition for everything!”

“That sounds terrible. No thank you.”

“But the world needs it! You could be one of the movies you rent here! Like… like… is that a Sharknado display?”

God, he hated that fucking display.

“You could be in the next Sharknado!” Josiah said, sounding slightly hysterical. “Or work with Martin Scorsese!”

“That’s… quite a range,” Gus said.

“The world needs you!”

“And yet,” Gus said, “I shall remain here.”

“No, Gus,” Josiah said. “You can’t. You just can’t.”

“With my movies. And my dreams. And scene.”

Josiah’s eyes went wide. “You were in a scene. The whole time?”

“A scene within a scene,” Gus agreed. “I was the Inception of scenes.”

Josiah looked like he was about to explode.

Gus was rather proud of himself, even if he’d just lost a few normal points. He wondered if he should pitch the idea of Monkey Island Adventures.

And that’s the story of how a grumpy video store clerk named Gustavo Tiberius gained a lifelong fan of the man who once played Cadaver Number Three in Criminal Bad Guys: Topeka, Kansas, which was the point of this entire story all along.

Therefore, this is the end.

 

 

JUST KIDDING.

There’s still more.

 

 

GUS UNDERSTOOD what they were doing. The Three Ironic Amigos. They were testing him, one by one, one on one. They’d threatened him (well, Xander had). They’d questioned him (Xander, mostly). They’d judged him worthy (Xander more begrudgingly than the others).

So Gus was not surprised when, after lunch, Xander chose to stay rather than follow Casey and the others out the door. Casey looked like he was going to object, but Gus squeezed his hand briefly, trying to relay that it was okay.

Well, it wasn’t, but Gus didn’t think that mattered.

And maybe Xander would prove to be more like Serge and Josiah and they would hang out and do ridiculous things like obscene yoga poses or patricide soup commercials. Gus could hope.

The We Three Queens followed Casey, Serge, and Josiah out the door, with Bernice muttering something about how she was almost ready in her plans to kidnap Casey and make him write stories just for her. Gus thought maybe he should look into that at some point, but figured Casey was a grown-up and could handle Bernice and her crazy at least for a little while longer.

Harry S. Truman chittered happily up at Gus as he ran along the counter, alternating between gnawing on Gus’s finger and spinning in circles near his cage.

The door closed, leaving them alone in the store.

Gus (once perfectly comfortable in sitting in absolute silence, what the hell) said, “And then there were two.”

Xander had the great talent in which he could hear something funny and only look vaguely amused. Gus was almost envious.

Gus thought that maybe, if he was lucky, Xander would end up being like the Tea Party in that if you ignored it, it would hopefully go away to that place where all obnoxious things should disappear to.

Unfortunately for Gus, Xander did not disappear, and did not let the silence last long. He said, “I don’t know how you’ve done it.”

Gus, ever the conversationalist, grunted in response.

Xander took that as permission to continue and not the hex that Gus had attempted it to be on Xander’s vocal chords. “They like you,” he said. “All of them. Josiah, Serge. Casey. For some reason, they’re charmed by you.”

“I’m charming,” Gus said. And then winced. “Okay, that was probably a lie. I’m not very charming.”

“And yet….”

Gus shrugged. “Serge and Josiah were pretty stoned when they met me. And Casey is pretty stoned most of the time, so.”

“I’m not stoned right now,” Xander said.

“Congrats,” Gus said before he could stop himself. “Look, are you going to posture some more, or what?”

Xander didn’t look amused. “Posture?”

Gus rolled his eyes, suddenly tired of his bullshit. “You know. You’re doing the whole best-friend-ex-boyfriend-intimidation-dance-of-doom thing. It was slightly impressive at first. Now it’s kind of annoying.”

“Really,” Xander said, taking a step toward Gus, fists curling at his sides. “Annoying.”

“Yeah,” Gus said. “You know, you’re kind of an angry stoner. I’ve never met an angry stoner before.”

“I’m not angry,” Xander said.

“Oh. So you normally grit your teeth and snarl? That must get tiring after a while. And also puts pressure on your teeth. That could create future problems requiring an orthodontist.”

“You think you’re funny,” Xander said, eyes flashing.

“Uh. No. I really don’t. Droll, maybe. But not outright funny. It’s my eyebrows. They’re too thick for me to ever be able to pull off humor.”

“Don’t you—”

“What?” Gus snapped. “Don’t I what? Request that you treat me like a person and not something you stepped in? Request that you at least try and act happy for your friend? Demand that you show some ounce of respect when you are in my business? Tell me, Xander. Don’t. I. What.”

“Dude,” Xander breathed. “That was hard-core.”

“Yes,” Gus said. “Well. I am pretty hard-core.”

“And I’m not trying to intimidate you.”

“Good,” Gus said. “Because you’re not. I’ve had to face the We Three Queens when I pissed them off. You’re nothing compared to that.”

Xander shuddered as if imagining the wrath of three elderly bikers (on Vespas) who wear matching pink coats.

And just to be safe, Gus added, “Also, Harry S. Truman would attack you. He has sharp teeth and has been trained to go for your eyes first.” That was a lie. Harry S. Truman had semisharp teeth and been trained to go for the testicles first, but Gus figured that would be a surprise for Xander in case this got out of hand.

But Xander deflated before Gus could give the command to Harry S. Truman (“Dewey defeats Truman!”). It was rather a remarkable thing to witness. One moment he was all hard lines and scowls, and the next his shoulders had dropped and he had a reluctant smile on his face. “Dammit,” he grumbled. “I’ve been charmed.”

“Really?” Gus said, sounding incredulous. “I threaten you with my ferret attacking your eyes and you’re charmed? Wow. That speaks volumes about the kind of person you are.”

“Feeling slightly less charmed,” Xander said in warning.

“Can’t have that,” Gus said. “Not now that you think I’m charming. I’m seeing someone, though, so if you could keep your flirting to a minimum, I’d appreciate it.”

Xander snorted. “I don’t think you’ll have to worry about that. You’re not really my type.”

“Awesome, you mean?” Gus asked.

“That’s not the word I would have used,” Xander said.

“You think I’m awesome,” Gus decided.

“That must be it.”

“Well, this has been fun,” Gus said, staring pointedly at the door to the Emporium.

“Kicking me out?”

“I have a business to run.”

“Yeah, real busy in here. I think I’ll stick around for a while.”

“Great,” Gus said. “I’m super thrilled at that.”

“You sound like it.”

“Sometimes I think I like you,” Gus said. “And then you talk or breathe or exist and I’m not so sure.”

Xander laughed. “Mutual, man. That whole feeling.”

“I like your tattoos,” Gus said, trying a different tack.

“Do you?”

Gus shrugged.

“Thanks,” Xander said. “Do you have any?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Haven’t found anything worth permanently marking my skin for. Also, I can never not think about how I’d regret it when I’m ninety.”

“That’s fair,” Xander said. “It’s not a decision to be made lightly. Do you like it here?”

“Yeah, of course. It’s my home. Do you like California?’

“Most of the time. It’s loud and brash and caustic. Like me, I guess. Do you love him?”

“Maybe,” Gus said. “I think sometimes I do and—” He paled as the words died in his throat. That was something that he never expected to say out loud to anyone, something he hadn’t even really allowed himself to think. He’d known Casey for a couple of months, had had his world turned upside down by him almost immediately. Gus had never been in love before, so he didn’t quite know what it felt like. If it was a feeling that was overwhelming and caused his chest to hurt sometimes, then yeah, maybe. If it was that smile that stretched across his face when he saw Casey walking toward the Emporium, then yeah, sure. If it was the way Casey asked for a kiss while spelling out the request in tiny wooden tiles, then most definitely.

“You did that on purpose,” Gus said with a scowl.

Xander didn’t look repentant in the slightest. “You have to admit, it was fun, though.”

“I don’t think you and I have the same definition of fun.”

“Eh. Close enough. I had fun with it. It’s good, though. You know? Love and shit.”

“Love and shit,” Gus repeated.

Xander shrugged. “Love and shit.”

Gus thought maybe it was good. But it was so monumentally over his head that he couldn’t quite grasp the concept. He narrowed his eyes at Xander. “You don’t say a word of this. To anyone.”

Xander grinned. “Or what?”

“Or I’ll get on Casey’s social media pages and post that you drink Starbucks and listen to Imagine Dragons. And I’ll tag you in the post.”

Xander looked horrified. “But… but that’s so mainstream. Why would you do that to me? I used to listen to Imagine Dragons before everyone else did.”

“Of course you did,” Gus said. “God, you’re such a cliché.”

“You don’t play fair, Tiberius.”

“Yes, yes. I’m a monster.”

“But I’m glad,” Xander said, looking away. “That, you know. You care about him. He needs it. And if it can’t be from me, I’m glad it’s from you.”

“I’m not going to hug you or anything,” Gus warned him. “Even if you’re having feelings. I’m not the hugging type.” Well, for Casey he was. But that was about it.

“Well I’m not having feelings anymore,” Xander grumbled. “But it’s good, though. You two or whatever. I guess that’ll make things easier next month. Or harder. I don’t know. That’s gotta suck for the both of you.”

“Next month?” Gus asked.

Xander looked confused. “You know,” he said, even though Gus most certainly did not know. “When he moves back to LA? We were talking about it this morning. I didn’t think to ask if you guys were going to do the long-distance thing or what.”

That… did not compute to Gus. “Moves back,” he repeated.

“Yeah,” Xander said slowly. “You know he was only here for the summer, right? He still has that ridiculous house in Pasadena that’s too far out of the way to get to whenever I’ve had to go and water the plants. Didn’t…. Gus. You guys talked about this, right? He told you this was only temporary, right? Right?” By the end, he was sounding slightly horrified, as if he’d revealed some great secret inadvertently and was desperate to take it back. And that was enough for Gus to know he wasn’t trying to be some kind of massive dick. He genuinely looked upset.

But Gus couldn’t be bothered with placating Xander.

Because all Gus could think about was how maybe he’d just sort of admitted to himself that he was in over his head with Casey, only to find out Casey had no inclinations to stick around. Granted, that might be partially Gus’s fault for never questioning Casey’s stay in Abby, but when Casey had said that first day that he’d moved here, Gus had assumed it was for good. He never expected there to be a day that went by anymore when he wouldn’t see Casey. But apparently that day was oncoming and without his knowledge.

And man, did that fucking hurt.

And even though he was normal now, even though he was different now, Gus could feel himself shutting down. He was starting to frown, on his way to a full-out scowl. His brow furrowed and he thought back to the inspirational message from that very morning, the one he’d repeated to Lottie and Casey at the shop and again to the We Three Queens when they’d asked. From that stupid fucking inspirational calendar that he had wanted to burn. He’d woken up this morning, had looked up at the ceiling, and smiled quietly to himself. He’d said, “Today is going to be a good day,” before rolling out of bed and exercising.

That smile hadn’t even faded by the time he’d finished. He’d stood, halfheartedly glaring at the calendar but not really meaning it. He hadn’t meant it in weeks. He’d learned to become a normal person and normal people had friends and boyfriends and jobs and houses and lives and happiness. And Gus had all those things. Somehow Gus had all those things.

So he’d torn off the previous day’s message and read the new one for that day.

Be open, free, and honest, as this is the path to happiness.

Gus, well.

Gus was slightly pissed off.




Chapter 19

 

 

GUSTAVO TIBERIUS didn’t consider himself to be a petty person. Sure, there might be an instance or two in the past where his actions could have been considered petty, for instance: Firstly, when he was seven, toward a classmate with the presumptuous name of Reginald Brubaker who had accidentally beheaded Gus’s Fidel Castro action figure just when Gus had been in the process of reenacting the Cuban Missile Crisis in front of the class for show and tell. G.I. Joes were about to put a peaceable end to what had been a narrowly close nuclear encounter when Reginald had picked up Castro, then dropped him at Gustavo’s shriek of anger at having been interrupted, causing Mr. Castro’s head to pop off and roll under the teacher’s desk. Eleven years later, Gus had denied Reginald Brubaker’s application for a video rental card from Pastor Tommy’s Video Rental Emporium when Reginald was at home from Rutgers for the summer.

Secondly, when Gus was twenty-four, toward a Mrs. Catherine Clarke, who had resided in Abby, Oregon, for two years and six months. She’d returned a DVD copy of Forrest Gump scratched to the point where it was no longer watchable. Gus, regardless of the fact that he’d never really been a fan of such treacly fair, had been outraged that a DVD could be treated so poorly. He’d sent a letter to her certified US mail requesting a penalty charge of $4.95 be paid within thirty days or she’d face a cancelation of her membership. By the twenty-ninth day, she still hadn’t paid, and Gus canceled her membership early and with great satisfaction. He’d found out six days later that Mrs. Catherine Clarke had died two weeks previous while on a Nile River cruise in Africa when she’d fallen from the tour boat and been eaten by a bask of Nile crocodiles. Apparently, she’d leaned too far over the edge of the boat and had gone into the water, only to be consumed moments later in quite a ferocious manner. The family settled with the cruise company out of court two years later for an undisclosed sum. Gus had felt bad for eight full days after hearing the news.

So, no, Gus wasn’t petty, per se, but like most normal human beings, he did have his petty moments where he acted irrationally, unbecoming of the level of maturity he’d reached in his nearly thirty years of life.

Upon hearing that his boyfriend, the asexual stoner hipster known as Casey Richards, had plans to move back to Los Angeles, California, Gus’s first reaction was an irrational one.

He closed the Emporium early (leaving a hastily written note on the door: SICK AGAIN. NOT PLAGUE—OR BIRD FLU-RELATED. BE BACK SOMEDAY), turned off his phone (but not before sending a hastily written text to Casey that he hoped would be believable and not require any follow-up questions: SICK AGAIN. I AM FINE. EVERYTHING IS FINE. TALK LATERZ HOMIE), and ran home, avoiding anyone and everyone he could (it helped that his door to the Emporium was a hundred feet away from the door to his house; granted, he was seen by multiple people on the street who would later attest that he was running like a crazy person, a ferret cage at his side, his eyes wide, mouth hanging open as he took in great gulps of air).

It was only after closing the door behind him that he realized that Xander probably went straight to Casey to tell him of the slipup. After all, one who is planning on moving away from their boyfriend probably wants to be in control of such information. So Casey was probably on his way to the house, or would be momentarily. Gus hadn’t seen which way Xander had headed upon leaving as he had been in a hurry to close down the store before the low-level panic attack became something more.

It hit him then that Casey could be on his way over right now.

Gus wasn’t ready to hear that Casey was moving back to California and therefore their relationship was over.

And honestly, a part of him was terrified that Casey would tell him their relationship wasn’t over and that Casey wanted Gus to move with him to Los Angeles. Nothing in this world scared Gus more than becoming a Californian. He didn’t have anything against Californians; as a whole, he understood them to be polite, healthy people who were sometimes famous and/or made sex tapes that they would release on the Internet and then say their phone or computer was hacked while they cried to Barbara Walters (who would then make said celebrity one of her ten most fascinating people of the year). No, that didn’t bother him, and the people didn’t bother him. It was the idea of becoming a Californian himself that was scary. For one, Gus was not a vegan and did not enjoy fruit smoothies with added boosters to help his immune system but instead tasted like grass. Two, he did not like to jog everywhere he went, and especially not along a beach in slow motion. Three, Michael Bay lived in California. Four, he would not know anyone in California aside from hipsters. He knew not all people in California were hipsters, but all the people he knew from California were hipsters, and he’d taken the SATs. He knew what kind of question that could be. A trick question. Five, from what the movies had shown him, Los Angeles was filled with three things that set Gus on edge: smog, murders, and food trucks, all of which would have no qualms against causing his death. Especially the food trucks.

Since Gus was in no way prepared to face such a conversation with the boy that he was possibly in love with (and when the fuck had that happened?), he decided the best course of action would be avoidance until he could properly research his next steps.

He closed all the blinds in the house. He turned off all the lights. He hoped that from the outside, it looked like no one was home. He knew his car was still in the driveway, but since he usually only drove it on Sundays, he hoped no one would think any differently.

Just to be safe for when he started his research, he grabbed the comforter from his bed and hunkered down behind the couch with the laptop resting on his knees. He pulled the comforter up and over his head, blocking the light from the laptop from escaping and alerting anyone to his presence.

Harry S. Truman was confused by what Gus was doing, so Gus pulled him under the blankets too. Harry S. Truman thought that was possibly the greatest thing that had ever happened and proceeded to curl up near his feet, his tail flicking against Gus’s ankle.

Gus pulled up the Internet because he had to have answers and the Internet (mouth pregnancies and Tumblr aside) had yet to fail him.

The problem was that he didn’t know what to look up first.

He had too many issues.

He opened up a tab. Thought for a moment. Then:

How to be in a long-distance relationship

Good. That was a start. But it wasn’t enough. He opened up another tab.

How to move to California

That one didn’t feel as right. In fact, it felt way off.

So he opened up another tab:

How to tell someone you don’t want to move to California

Better, but what if he was selling himself short?

Just because he could live in California, didn’t mean that he would be Californian, right?

He opened up four more tabs:

How to survive in Los Angeles

How to breathe air that is essentially all smog

How to not get murdered in California

How to avoid food trucks

Good. This was good. But what else was California known for?

How to survive earthquakes

How to not get stuck in the La Brea Tar Pits

How to not get raped by Kobe Bryant

Okay, so he had a baseline now. Now, he had to focus on what he really wanted.

How to know if he’s the right one for you

How to disappear in Canada

How to make a sex tape

How to find Michael Bay

How to not get arrested for assault

How to breathe through a panic attack

How to know if you’re overreacting

How to make little fuss out of a big deal

How to act calm in scary situations

How to surf

How to know if you’re cool enough to surf

How to find a new job in a new city

Someone knocked on the door. Repeatedly. For minutes.

He ignored whoever it was and closed his eyes until they went away. He knew who it was, but he wasn’t ready to face them yet. He was on a mission, after all.

How to be happy even if your heart is breaking

How to do the right thing

How to let someone go

How to lose something precious

How to be an idiot and ruin the best thing that’s ever happened to me

He stopped then. He stopped because he knew he was getting out of control. He stopped because if he didn’t, he would keep going and he knew it would do him no good. He took a breath, and then another, and then another. He let them out slowly all in turn until his vision was less hazy, and he could lightly chide himself for his reaction. Why did he care so much? Three months ago, he was fine. Three months ago, he was okay. Three months ago, he never sat huddled under a blanket halfway through a meltdown because of a hipster. The idea alone was laughable. That wasn’t who Gus was. Gus was surly and grumpy and worked in a video store and didn’t give a fuck what other people thought about him. Sure, that Gus was lonely and slightly sad and not living like he should, but at least that Gus was safe from all this bullshit. At least that Gus knew what he had, what he wanted, what he needed to get by day to day. That Gus didn’t take chances and he was fine with it. He didn’t need it. He didn’t want—

(Eleven days before he died, Pastor Tommy said, “Did I ever tell you about when I saw your mother for the first time? I was in Seattle working as a day-laborer. She was a waitress at this shitty little diner near a construction site. She asked if I wanted fries with my burger. I asked her if she believed in love at first sight. She said she hoped I had better lines than that. I told her I wanted cottage cheese instead of french fries. I left with her phone number because I was enraptured by her. I waited three hours before I called her, like a real man should. Five months later, she was pregnant. I was over the moon about it. I thought she was too. We moved to Abby because it was the first place my finger touched on a map of the Pacific Northwest. You were born here. I thought it was good. I thought we were all good. Then you turned three and she left. One day she was here and one day she wasn’t. She left a note that said she was sorry but she couldn’t do it anymore. She wasn’t cut out to be a wife or a mother. She wanted to be free and she couldn’t do that with us. So she left. And I was angry, Gussy. I was angry for such a long time. I was angry with her and myself and this place and this house. I was so angry at all of it. But I was never angry with you. I was never angry with you because I loved you more than anything I’d ever loved in my life. My heart was broken but you helped me put it back together. You said, ‘It’s okay, Daddy. It’s okay,’ even though you didn’t understand what was happening. And I believed you. And I realized something then. That regardless of how much it hurt, I would have made the same choice again and again and again. Because even though I felt like my heart was breaking, I still had you, okay? I had your mother for a short time too. But you? I’ve had you all of your life. And that’s the thing, Gussy. Some choices hurt. Some decisions hurt. But the only reason they hurt is because you care about them so much. You were my good decision, Gustavo. My right one. I’ve always thought so.”)

Gus squeezed his eyes shut. He knew it was stupid, being this freaked-out. Over something like this. He missed his dad. He wished he was here. Pastor Tommy would have wrapped his arm around his shoulders and pulled him close and said, “Gussy, here’s what we’re going to do.” And it would have been right. It would have been so right and Gus would have made the decision knowing it was for the best.

He kept one window open.

How to be in a long-distance relationship

He opened a second.

How to break up with someone

And a third.

How to know if you’re in love

He had a decision to make. Which one to read first. It was a small decision in the grand scheme of things, but it felt important. He felt like it mattered what order he read these tabs in because he would read them all.

He chewed on his bottom lip, eyes flickering between the three tabs.

Making a decision, he clicked on the one he thought was most important.

 

 

HOW TO Know If You’re in Love

Well, now. Isn’t this interesting? Found yourself a lover, have you? And not just a lover, but someone you think you might actually love. Congratulations! Love is a wonderful thing to experience. But it can also be absolutely terrifying by the sheer weight of it. So how do you know that what you’re experiencing is truly love and not infatuation coupled with a bout of intestinal gas? Luckily for you, you just need to follow these simple steps to determine if you are in love. By the end of these steps, you’ll either know the joys of the power of love, or you’ll fart and all will be made clear, including your back passages.

Step 1: Make Sure the Object of Your Affections Is Interested

Unrequited love can be quite painful and damaging to an individual’s psyche. In order to avoid what could cause irreparable harm, make sure that the object of your affections is aware of your affections. If they are already your lover, then you are off to a great start! A lover will have some level of affection for you, as one typically will not engage in carnal relations with someone that repulses them, so you have one foot in the door!

However, if your lover is not yet your lover, you need to ask yourself some questions. First, does your lover know you exist? Secondly, have you actually had conversations with your lover? Third, do you stand outside their window at night and watch them sleep? And if so, do you dream of blood and darkness and was your father distant at best? If so, you might not be in love as much as you might be a serial killer. If that’s the case, please click on the following link which will guide you to learning How to Know If You Are a Serial Killer.

 

Gus was tempted to click on the link, but figured it was probably best not to tempt fate. He didn’t know if he’d survive if the Internet told him he was a serial killer.

 

Step 2: What Do You Think About Your Lover?

This step is more about introspection. While it is always good to know what your lover desires, you have to also know what you want. Simple questions can be asked or activities performed in order to determine the mindset you have about your lover.

Some questions you could ask are as follows:

Do you see a future with your lover?

 

Yes, Gus did, but he couldn’t help but cringe anytime he read the word lover. One day, he’d have to find out who had written all of this. He thought maybe it was an older man with long white hair and a penchant for turtlenecks, tiny mustaches, and hairless cats named Bouffant El Gato. But yes, Gus could see a future with Casey. In fact, the idea of him not being there was causing his palms to sweat.

 

When you think about your lover, what do you feel?

Current panic aside, Gus felt happy and at peace with a large portion of exasperation mixed in and topped off with just a hint of fond annoyance. Gus wasn’t really sure what that said about him (or Casey for that matter), but he thought maybe he was on the right track.

 

Does your lover make you laugh?

 

Yes.

 

Does your lover make you stronger?

 

Yes.

 

Does your lover make you want to wake up in the morning?

 

Yes.

 

Does your lover make you happy?

 

Yes. Always yes.

 

Does your lover allow you to maintain your individuality?

 

And Gus paused. Because he wasn’t quite sure what the question was asking. Gus didn’t know if he was sure who he was anymore as an individual. He certainly wasn’t the same person who’d scraped by in the last years following Pastor Tommy’s death. And who was he before his dad had died? He was his father’s son. He was Gustavo Tiberius. Sometimes he was cranky. Sometimes he had a hard time smiling. Sometimes he thought he wasn’t enough for his mother to stick around. Sometimes all he wanted to do was make his father happy so he could see Pastor Tommy’s quiet smile for the rest of his days.

And now? Now he sat huddled under a blanket, hiding in his house wearing his father’s Hawaiian shirt because someone had once said they thought he was abnormal and weird and strange. And maybe he was. Maybe that’s who he was. He didn’t think that clothes made the man or a sudden attempt at a personality shift. He was who he was and—

But really, though. Maybe he wasn’t normal, okay? Maybe he wasn’t like everyone else. But even though he’d tried to become something better, pieces of who he really was still poked through and those were the pieces that Casey seemed to cherish the most about him.

Casey had never asked him to change.

Gus had done that all on his own.

 

Would you do anything for your lover?

 

Yes. Wait. No. Gus wouldn’t do heroin for Casey. And he wouldn’t eat cow tongue. Nor would he tell Michael Bay that he thought he was a great filmmaker and that Armageddon had no plot holes whatsoever. Also, he was pretty sure he wouldn’t go up against a dance troupe all trained in capoeira, the art of dance fighting, if Casey asked him to. That would just be ridiculous.

But he would play Stoner Scrabble.

And he would talk about Pastor Tommy.

And he would meet his friends.

And he would hold his hand.

And he would hug him. Gus could finally hug him without feeling embarrassed, without feeling like he had to ask, or that he even had any right to ask. And Casey never pushed him away. Casey never told him no. Casey always held on as tightly as Gus did, fingers digging in, chin hooked over shoulder, ears and cheeks brushing and if he was lucky, the hug would stretch on far longer than it normally should and would only end when Gus ended it.

Yeah, okay, so maybe there were some things he couldn’t do for Casey. And yeah, there were some things that Casey would never be able to do for him, but what they could do for each other? That was enough. That was more than enough.

In fact, it might have been everything.

And if that wasn’t just a punch to the dick.

Well shit.

It appeared Gustavo Tiberius was in love.

Possibly.

There were thirty-seven more steps listed under How to Know If You’re in Love but Gus was too busy hyperventilating into his knees to read them. By the time he’d finished, he didn’t need to reach the remaining steps. He was pretty goddamn certain he was in love and it was the most terrible thing in the world.

And no, if asked, Gus still didn’t believe he was prone to hyperbole.

Once he was able to breathe, he told Harry S. Truman, “I blame this whole thing on the entire hipster movement, oh my god. Seriously. What the hell. What are they even doing?”

He closed down the love tab and glared at the remaining two.

 

 

HOW TO Be in a Long-Distance Relationship

Is your lover moving because of a job? Or perhaps you are. Or perhaps, you’re reading this far into the future and the machines have taken over and your lover is going to fight in the Great War for Survival in order to take down Steve Jobs who has since risen from his grave and infused his body with iOS in order to infect the human race with a diabolical Terms of Service unlike the world has ever seen before.

Regardless of the why, you and your lover are going to spend a great deal of time away from each other. It can be hard to be separated and can put strain on any relationship. The following steps can help to provide an easy solution for any long-distance relationship, and even to help it thrive. Also, if you need to figure out how to deal the overlord Steve Jobs, please follow the link on How to Destroy the Robotic Machiavellian Steve Jobs.

 

Gus was very tempted. Somehow, he resisted. He thought maybe it was because of the power of love. Then he decided that he should never think of the phrase the power of love ever again, what the hell.

 

Step 1: Trust That Everything Will Be Just Fine

Trust. It’s the key in maintaining a healthy and happy long-distance relationship. If you have trust in your lover and your lover has trust in you, it will create a bond of positivity and love between the two of you. It’s when distrust sets in that that the seeds of doubt can be planted only to grow into the weeds of suspicion and the bushes of disbelief.

For example, you begin to hear the name Mary in conversations with your lover. It starts off slight at first, just a mention or two a week of your lover’s new coworker. But then it escalates until almost every conversation has a mention of this Mary.

Do not allow the bushes of disbelief to take root. You should not accuse your lover of being a cheating slattern. Nor should you hire someone to follow them to see what your lover and Mary get up to outside of the office. It is also inadvisable to go online and learn everything there is to possibly know about this Mary while making plans to infiltrate her life and destroy her from the inside because that could be considered an invasion of privacy and/or the actions of an unstable person.

Instead, ask questions that show you’re interested about what your lover has to say. For example:

Lover, this Mary person sounds interesting. What sort of hobbies does she have?

Lover, that was a funny story about Mary. Can you tell me another one?

I think I should meet this Mary, lover. How about the next time I visit, all of us grab dinner?

Guess what?

You do. You do meet Mary.

And you find out she is in a long-term homosexual relationship with her lover Sarah.

See? Had you gone psycho-crazy, you would have never learned that Mary is a lesbian and has no interest in your lover. Mary is also good at wood-cutting and shaving and shows you how to shave a beaver out of pine. She also makes a wonderful cup of oolong tea she learned from her sensei down at the dojo where she is a brown belt.

Because you trusted, you and your lover now have a lifelong lesbian friend and a carving of a large, semiaquatic rodent. This is what trust can bring you.

 

Gus trusted Casey, yes. Of course he did. And it wasn’t like Casey was the type to go and sleep around. Casey probably knew lesbians, though. Gus wondered if lesbians could be hipsters. There was certainly enough plaid to go around for everyone. However, Gus didn’t think that he’d want to do woodworking with a lesbian. The last time he’d tried to work wood, he’d nicked his finger and had bled. Gus didn’t like bleeding.

But he liked Casey.

And he could trust him.

 

Step 2: Make Sure to Be There for the Good and Bad

It’s easy to remember to celebrate the good things. Birthdays, promotions, anniversaries. Those are all things worth celebrating and are far easier to remember. Surprising your lover with flowers or a love note on their special day can mean the world to them, even if you’re far apart.

However, sometimes bad things happen. Illness and injury are a part of everyday life. The hands of a lover when one is injured or sick can be balm to the weary soul. We sometimes forget, though, the need to be there during the bad times. They are not as much fun to deal with, and don’t typically involve balloons or cake or jumping castles. But it is just as important to remember to be there for the bad times as it is for the good.

For example, you receive a phone call from your lover. They tell you that they failed to get the promotion they worked hard for at their place of employment. In addition, they seem to have come down with a cold. To top it all off, while hiking with Mary and Sarah last Sunday, your lover was attacked by a bear and lost both their legs. While it could be easy to pass this off because it does not involve balloons or cake, remember that this is one of those bad times that you still need to be there for.

Send a card that lets your lover know you’re thinking about them, keeping in mind that laughter is the best medicine. For example, you could write the following message:

Dearest beloved:

I “bear”—ly have a leg to stand on to show you how much I love you.

Love,

Your Lover

 

Gus wasn’t quite convinced anymore at the validity of this website. He was beginning to regret that very first day that he clicked on the link that told him how to be a normal person. The fact that this website had what seemed like thousands of scenarios all written by the same person made him wonder just how much time said person had on their hands.

That being said, Gus thought that bear-ly having a leg to stand on was quite possibly the greatest thing he’d ever read and while he didn’t want Casey to ever get attacked by a bear, he would be ready should the situation arise. He made a mental note to look up how to fight off a bear so that he could teach Casey later on.

If they were still together, of course.

That sobered him up quite a bit, knowing Casey might not be around to have Gus help him fight off bears or hear inappropriate amputee-humor. That didn’t make him feel very good because Gus wanted to be there for Casey to help him fight off bears and hear inappropriate amputee-humor.

Gus could do that, though. He could trust Casey. He could be there for him through the good and the bad. He could even consider traveling to LA to visit him, though the thought of driving across state lines and/or flying put a knot in his stomach. Sure, it would suck to not see him every day, to not be able to hug him when he wanted, but he could do this, right? He could—

But he hadn’t heard that from Casey, had he? He hadn’t even been told. He’d had to hear Casey was leaving from someone else, someone who had no real business in their relationship. Gus could be planning these ridiculous trips, these grandiose plans to help Casey shave beavers after he lost his legs to a bear attack, when Casey probably didn’t even want the same thing. Why else would Casey not bring up the fact that he was leaving? Why would he have kept it a secret?

Gus was not a stupid man. And for the longest time, Gus had been a cautious man, guarding what was left of his heart completely and fully, barely letting any light in for fear it was a trick and would only lead to more dark.

But in came Casey. Casey with his stupid hair and stupid tattoos and his stupid smile that made Gus squirm with everything he felt at the sight of it. Casey systematically tore down all the walls Gus had constructed around himself and he did it with a joint and a hug and Gus had fallen in deep.

Casey was leaving.

Maybe that meant Casey didn’t feel the same way.

Maybe that meant Gus had been nothing more than a summer fling.

That didn’t mesh with what Gus knew about Casey, but then Gus remembered he was abnormal.

And weird.

And strange.

And the bushes of disbelief began to grow.

 

 

HOW TO Break Up With Someone

Sometimes, a relationship will have run its course. Whether it’s because two people want different things or they no longer have the same feelings they once did, it is a fact of life that for every beginning, there is an ending. It might be your fault, or your lover’s fault, or it might be both or neither. The fact remains that a decision must be made that is in the best interest of both lovers, even if it hurts at first to consider.

However, before you read the sensitive, easy steps that are to follow, ask yourself one question.

What are you doing?

 

“What,” Gus said.

 

Seriously. What are you doing?

 

“Uhh,” Gus said.

 

Are you making the right decision? Is it because there is legitimately no way to save your relationship? Is it because you have explored every viable course and found no way to proceed? If the person cheated on you, leave them. If you no longer feel romantic attraction, end it. If your lover hurt you beyond repair, then by all means, take the next steps and move on. There are many valid reasons to end a relationship.

So. What are you doing?

The right thing?

Or are you being a butt-hurt, self-sacrificing asshole?

 

“Uhh,” Gus said.

 

Think about it. If you well and truly have a reason, then skip to the steps. Have at it and end your relationship. But if you’re still reading this, most likely it’s because you’re about to make a huge mistake. So things have gotten hard. So you have more questions than answers. Here’s a thought: why not try having a conversation like an adult before making a decision that potentially affects your entire life? This isn’t a romantic comedy filled with quirky friends and mischievous misadventures that don’t seem to happen to real people. There is no meet-cute, no zany sidekicks, and there doesn’t need to be a big misunderstanding before you get to your happily ever after. There doesn’t need to be unnecessary angst to drive you apart while you try and pull your head out of your ass. You are not Jennifer Lopez and you are not a maid in Manhattan (disregard if you are actually employed in cleaning services in New York). If only people talked as much as they overthought everything else, the world would be a much different place. Miscommunication is ridiculous and can be avoided if you just talk about it. Talk about your problems. Talk about your concerns. Don’t be a douche and end something because of assumptions made.

Before you break up with someone, remember this: love is a precious thing. The fact that you feel it must mean something, right? You have given your heart away. Maybe you should trust in the person you gave it to, to care for it as you care for theirs. If they’ve done nothing to betray that trust, well.

What are you doing?

 

Gus was convinced that Skynet was real.

The machines were becoming sentient.

Steve Jobs would rise and Gus would need to bookmark the page on how to take him down for future review. He would become the savior of mankind. He might even get a parade dedicated to him.

That sounded just awful.

And also?

Gustavo Tiberius loved Casey Richards.

He threw off the comforter.

He closed the laptop and placed it on the floor.

He stood.

He felt good (ish). He felt right (ish).

He could do this. (Probably.)

Harry S. Truman blinked up at him.

“I read inspirational messages on calendars,” Gus said.

Harry S. Truman yawned.

“I read encyclopedias and don’t have a cell phone with a stupidly large screen.”

Harry S. Truman stretched his paws out in front of him.

“I don’t take pictures of my food and post it online because what the hell is the point of that, oh my god.”

Harry S. Truman rose to his little feet.

“I own an outdated business and sometimes, I like to get stoned.”

Harry S. Truman licked himself.

“I fucking hate the Strawberry Festival and think beef jerky is an acceptable dessert.”

Harry S. Truman rolled onto his back.

“And I’m pretty sure I have a lot of awkward feelings for a stoner asexual hipster.”

Harry S. Truman squeaked.

Gustavo Tiberius said, “Come on, Harry S. Truman. We’re going to go openly communicate with Casey and make sure he knows I care! Like an adult.”

Gus felt good. He had this.

He had this.

Gus then tripped over Harry S. Truman and belly flopped onto the ground.

“Motherfucker,” Gus wheezed as the ferret with merit licked his face. “My spleen. Ow, my spleen.”

Ten minutes later, a sufficient amount of air had gotten back into Gus’s lungs and he was able to slowly lift himself off the ground.

“Okay,” he groaned. “Now we’ll go.”

He moved slowly toward the door.

He grimaced as he picked up Harry S. Truman and put him in his carrier.

He stood, ready to face his romantic destiny.

“Fuck yeah,” he said as he winced. “Let’s rock and roll.”




Chapter 20

 

 

IT WAS pouring down rain.

Seriously.

Fuck his life.

“Goddammit,” Gus muttered.

He reached back inside the house only to find he’d left the umbrella at the Emporium.

“Goddammit,” Gus grumbled.

It was cool. He could do this. It was just a mad dash across the street. Casey would probably be at Lottie’s Lattes and Gus would burst in and say something so awesome that Casey would stop whatever he was doing and they would hug for, like, seven minutes or something. And then they would live happily long-distance ever after and Gus might sometime consider visiting California but probably not really because he was not ridiculous and had never, ever considered making vegan banana-nut granola bars just for the hell of it.

God. California was so weird.

Whatever. Gus was going to be amazing.

Casey would too.

Long-distance.

It was going to be stupid cool and everything would be awesome.

Gus really needed to stop hanging out with hipsters. His lexicon had taken a serious nosedive. He reminded himself to read the encyclopedia tonight before he went to bed.

He started his mad dash across the street.

He made it to the sidewalk when a moving truck passed by, splashing a large puddle up and onto Gus.

“Goddammit!” Gus shouted.

By the time he made it to the shop, he was scowling more than he’d done in three months. He thought maybe it would be best if he walked into the shop with a smile, but he had rainwater in his ass crack and that was not conducive to a smiling, happy Gus.

He could do this.

He was Gustavo Tiberius.

Well.

Not that that meant a whole lot.

But still.

He opened the door.

The bell rang overhead.

And he stopped.

Gus said, “Uhh.”

Because in this shop stood Bernice, Bertha, and Betty. And Lottie. And Xander, Josiah, and Serge. And Casey, of course, who was pacing back and forth, a worried look on his face.

That is until Gus walked in.

They all stared at him.

Xander looked upset.

Casey looked nervous.

The others looked amused, exasperated, curious, and in the case of the hipsters, somewhat stoned.

Gus couldn’t decide what to say first. He knew it was probably a bad idea to open his mouth without a clear thought in his head, but the silence was stretching and it was getting awkward and Gus couldn’t have that. He couldn’t let Casey think he had nothing to say to him, not if he was going to be the best boyfriend possible.

So as he stood in the doorway to Lottie’s Lattes, dripping water onto the floor, an angry, wet ferret at his side, Gustavo Tiberius looked Casey Richards straight in the eye and said, “I want to be a lesbian with you and shave your pinewood beaver.”

And meant every word of it.

The problem with that is he hadn’t meant to say those words in particular. So while the actual verbiage was wrong, the inflection behind it was everything that he could put into it, all his love and hope. His fears and thoughts on the future. His dreams for the two of them, because yes, Gustavo Tiberius had dreams for the fucking future that involved waking and baking, working at the Emporium while Casey typed his latest literary drivel that would be consumed by fifteen-year-old girls who didn’t understand why the books caused aches in their groins. There would be trips to the grocery stores, smoking out of hollowed-out apples, family Christmas cards that went out where Gus was scowling in the picture because it was the stupidest thing ever, and maybe, just maybe, they’d be sitting on rocking chairs on the porch when they were seventy, holding hands and reminiscing about the day that Gus took down the overlord Steve Jobs because of something he read on the Internet.

Unfortunately, it can be rather difficult to discern a love confession when you bust into a coffee shop and make what are potentially inflammatory comments about lesbians and beavers. It was about that time that Gus realized that it might have been better off had he been born mute. Surely at least then he could have avoided the way the acoustics in the shop seemed to echo his voice. He may have been bullshitting about testing the acoustics weeks before, but now he really wished he’d listened to himself then.

And thought ahead.

And had the power to disappear.

He wondered if he could make it to Canada by morning if he left right now. He heard Canada was nice.

That was a lie. He heard Canada was just really cold.

But that was fine. He could hunt yak or whatever. Wear their hair for, like, boots and stuff.

He told his feet to move.

His feet said fuck you, we ain’t goin’ nowheres.

He wondered why they sounded like 1920s gangsters in his head.

He wondered how much time had passed since he’d burst into Lottie’s Lattes.

He thought maybe it’d been five or six seconds.

It was Josiah who spoke first.

Like the waiter-stoner-wannabe actor that he was, he said, “Pinewood beavers. That sounds like a lesbian Boy Scout porn parody. If you make that into a movie, I want to audition for a role.”

Gus blushed terribly.

Casey made that strangled noise he did every time Gus’s face turned red.

Lottie said, “Oh dear god. You two deserve each other.”

“Is that what happens when you get exposed to the Internet for the first time?” Bernice whispered to her sister-lovers.

“No,” Betty said. “I think that’s just Gus. Poor, sweet, innocent Gus.”

“Doesn’t seem to be that innocent anymore,” Bertha said.

“I can’t help but feel that this is partially my fault,” Xander said.

“Honestly?” Serge said. “I might be a bit too baked to understand what’s going on. Why does Gus want to shave Casey’s beaver?” He blanched. “Oh my god, what the hell did I just say?”

“I’ve seen things on the Internet!” Gus said, sounding rather like Harry S. Truman in that his voice was high-pitched and rather ferret-like. He knew he had to try and explain what the hell was going on in his head, but it was all just static noise. His mouth didn’t seem to care. “Things. Like. Things.”

“Maybe we should have installed parental locks on your computer,” Bertha said with a frown. “It sounds like you’ve been looking up things a boy your age shouldn’t have access to.”

“I’m almost thirty!”

“He’s growing up so quickly,” Bernice said, sounding oddly tearful. “Pretty soon, he’s going to move away to the big city and become a stockbroker and do cocaine off the buttocks of high-class Indonesian call girls before he finds his one true love. Or loves.”

“You need to stop reading DesRinaDale fan fiction,” Betty told her.

“It’s not a problem,” Bernice insisted. “I can stop anytime I want. I only downloaded six hundred more fics last night to read. In four hundred of them, Martindale is a barista. A barista. Do you know how original that is? No one has ever done that before. And now I get to read about it four hundred times.”

“Isn’t DesRinaDale that thing from Casey’s books?” Serge asked. “The bisexual three-way or whatever?”

“Yeah,” Xander said. “People get weird about them. Young adult vampire/werewolf postapocalyptic dystopian fans can get really rabid. Once, a fourteen-year-old sent him pornographic fan art. I felt dirty even being near it. Fourteen-year-olds should not be able to draw explicit three-way bisexual sex scenes involving felching.”

“We wouldn’t have to if someone would just finish the next book exactly as I want it to be,” Bernice said, glaring at Casey, who had yet to look away from Gus.

“Gus, I’d like to audition for Pinewood Beavers now,” Josiah said. “I’ve just prepared a scene that I think would fit right in with the feel of the porn parody. And scene.” He grinned salaciously at Gus and arched an eyebrow. “Hey. Do you want to carve some wood with me, Boy Scout? I’ll help you earn your Got Wood badge. End scene.” He frowned. “Okay, that was a work in progress. I’ll get back to you.”

“Oh my god,” Gus whispered fervently. “I have quirky friends. I have mischievous misadventures. My life is a fucking romantic comedy.” And maybe he couldn’t breathe so well after that. “Holy shit!” he squeaked. “I’m Jennifer Lopez!”

And that pretty much killed the conversation because if there was one thing Gus was definitely not, it was Jennifer Lopez. For one, he was not a Latina. Two, he had never dated his own backup dancer. Three, he’d never had backup dancers. And four, he hadn’t squandered a promising start to a career with poor script choices and devolved into something that meandered around mediocre. Also, Gus had a bit of a flat ass. Damn genetics.

“We should let them talk,” Bertha said. “Let’s all go into the kitchen where we won’t be listening through the door at all.”

“We won’t?” Bernice said, sounding particularly aggrieved. “But I have to—ohhh. Right.” She winked obscenely. “We definitely won’t be listening to any conversation that will take place out here because that would be impolite.”

Betty came and took Harry S. Truman’s carrier out of Gus’s hand. “I’ll take good care of him, Jenny from the block,” she said. Gus wanted to smack her for her insolence, but even he knew that Betty could kick his ass, and he didn’t want to have what he hoped to be a slightly dramatic love confession with a black eye or a lacerated liver.

Lottie ushered everyone into the kitchen, the door swinging behind them, and Gus was sure the moment the door closed, they’d all pressed their ears up against the door.

“Hey, man,” Casey said after a while, the first time he’d spoken since Gus had told him about wanting to be lesbians together. He didn’t look particularly happy.

“Hi,” Gus said, suddenly very nervous. “Hello. Um. How are you? I am fine. Thanks for asking. Er. Not that you asked. Or anything.”

Gus knew then without a doubt that this was going to be a disaster.

“You kind of ran away,” Casey said, with no real accusation in his voice. “Hid for a bit, I guess.”

Gus nodded. “Yes, yes I did. I had to think and look things up on the Internet and now I am here to have an adult conversation with an open line of communication.”

“Okay,” Casey said, a hint of a smile on his lips. “Yeah, man. I can do that. Share space.”

“Share space, oh my god.”

“Share space,” Casey agreed.

“Fine,” Gus relented. He could do this. “I’ll go first. I don’t normally wear Hawaiian shirts, flip-flops, and jeans with holes in them. The only reason I did that was because I heard you call me abnormal and weird and strange and I didn’t like that because even though I pretended not to, I thought you were the most interesting person I’d ever met. So I went home, remembered I didn’t have the Internet, went to the library, got accused of gang-bang babies, spoke to Mitzi with i’s and y’s, got the Internet, found porn in the first three minutes, and then looked up how to be a normal person. Somehow, that ended up with me having a boyfriend like you and I’ll never regret it, ever, but I’m not a ball of sunshine or a Share Bear or whatever. Sometimes, I fake smile at myself in the mirror but it makes me look like a douchebag, so I try not to do it too often. I bitch about reading inspirational quotes but secretly don’t mind them. Well, a little bit. Also? I think posting pictures to Instagram is stupid. I like your face and your smile and I like it when you’re stoned and I like it when you’re sober and I would like it even if I had to do it long-distance. So. You can move away if you need to and that’s okay. Mostly. You can stay here too, and that’s fine. But I just want you to do what you want to do and I hope you want me to be a part of it too because I think you’re super cool. And I wished I hadn’t just said super cool, oh my god. Seriously. I don’t know why, but I sort of talk like you now and I swear to god, if you’re turning me into a hipster, I will unleash my wrath and it will be unlike anything this world has ever seen.”

Casey gaped at him.

“Oh, this is so awkward to listen to,” Bernice said from the kitchen. “I am so uncomfortable right now. Hush! I’m trying to hear every word!”

“What the hell,” Gus groaned, his brain catching up with his mouth. “My life is a romantic comedy. This is the singularly most depressing thing I’ve heard since I found out Michael Bay was given money to make another movie. Why don’t they learn?”

“I’m conflicted if I ever want Gus to meet Michael Bay,” Bernice said. “On one hand, Gus would probably end up in jail. On the other hand, we wouldn’t get Transformers 16: Vast Black Hole Dark Space Moon Star.”

“I auditioned for Transformers 2,” Josiah said. “I showed up in a kid’s Optimus Prime costume I got at Walmart. They thought I was a sex offender. I didn’t get the part.”

“You poor dear,” Bernice said.

“Gus,” Casey said, voice shaking as he took a step toward him. “I’m so sorry.”

And that made Gus falter. Because why would Casey be apologizing unless he didn’t feel the same way? Gus thought maybe this whole thing had been a mistake and he wished he hadn’t said anything at all.

But then Casey said, “I’m so sorry that I made you think you weren’t perfect just the way you are. Because you are, okay? Gus. You are perfect.”

Gus frowned at him. “Are you high right now?”

Casey shook his head. “No.”

“Because you like a lot of things when you’re high.”

“I know. But I like you even more when I’m sober.”

“Boom,” Bernice moaned. “Right in the feels.”

“I don’t understand,” Gus admitted. “You thought I was weird.”

Casey smiled sadly. “I did. I do, man. You are. But that’s a good thing. Gus, when I said that, I meant it as a good thing, okay? Man, you have no idea, do you? You’re just this… this dude, okay? You’re abnormal and weird and strange, but I like that. I came here because I was tired of fake people. I was tired of being told one thing and having it mean another. I was tired of being lied to, of being coddled and hand-held. So I came here to get away and instead found the best thing that’s ever happened to me. Gus, I don’t need you to be anybody but who you are, because who you are is just fine for me. You don’t berate me because I like to get stoned. You don’t give a shit that I’m sort of famous. You don’t care that I’m asexual.”

Gus frowned. “Of course I don’t. Why would I?”

Casey’s smile widened. “Exactly, man. And it’s the same for me. I don’t want you to be a normal person, okay? Or, if that’s what you want, that’s okay too. I just want you to have what makes you happy, Gus. And that’s what matters most. I would like it if that were me, but if not, that’s okay too.” He was close enough now that when he reached out, he could take Gus’s hand in his own. Gus squeezed him tight.

“You’re leaving,” Gus said, trying to focus through his dizzying thoughts. “You’re going back.”

“Yeah, man,” Casey said. “And that was not a conversation Xander should have had with you. I wanted to talk to you first before I did anything.”

“My bad!” Xander called out. “Super sorry!”

“I’m coming back,” Casey said, entwining Gus’s fingers with his own. “That’s what I was going to tell you. I’m going back to LA next month, going to pack up the shit I want, and then I’m coming back. Lottie wants to travel a bit, so I told her I would stay here and run the store while she’s gone. Serge, Xander, and Josiah will watch the house for me in Pasadena. Maybe I’ll sell it one day. Maybe I’ll keep it. I don’t know, man. But I want to be here, okay? I want to be here with you and I want that more than I’ve wanted anything in a real long time.”

Gus said, “Wow. That’s cool, bruh. Awesome. Don’t ask me to go to California with you because that sounds terrible. You’re staying here? For real?”

Casey said, “Yeah, man. I’m staying. I can write here. I can be happy here. You’re here. We can keep going on dates, man. Like, just, so many dates.”

Gus said, “Yeah. Okay. I want that. For a long time, okay? And I might still wear floral-print shirts because I’m used to them now. But no Strawberry Festivals.”

Casey said, “That was so wicked. I thought I was going to die and then I ate quiche and we played Stoner Scrabble and you got stoned and laughed and we still have to finish Monkey Island Adventures.”

Gus said, “Cool. That’s so cool. You’re so cool. You’re like ice, you’re so cool.”

Casey said. “Did you just make that up? I swear to god you come up with the best shit. I’m like ice, I’m so cool. God, you are abnormal and weird and strange and that’s awesome.”

Gus said, “No, you’re awesome. I’m probably going to cancel the Internet, okay? I don’t need it anymore, so it’s good. I don’t want to accidentally find out if her mouth got pregnant or whatever.”

Casey said, “Yeah, man. Right. I have no idea what you’re talking about. But that’s okay.”

Gus said, “It doesn’t matter. Hey, I’m wet. It’s raining.”

Casey said, “Cats and dogs, man,” and it was like the first time all over again.

Gus choked out, “I’m going to hug you. Okay? Probably for an embarrassingly long period of time.”

Casey gave him the brightest smile. “I was hoping you were going to say that. Bring it in, Grumpy Gus.”

Gus did.

And it was epic.

Gus didn’t even mind when he heard a chorus of people say “Awww” in the background because he was far too busy congratulating himself for having an adult conversation, keeping lines of communication open, and holding on to one of the most important things in his life as tightly as he could.

(Three days before he died, Pastor Tommy had taken Gus’s hand in his own and said, “I love you, Gussy. I love you more than anything else in this world. And one day I hope you get to love someone like I love you. If you do, and I know you will, you make sure you never let that go. It’ll be scary, but it’ll be the best thing that’s ever happened to you if you let it. I am going to hold on as tight as I possibly can while I still can, okay? Enough of that, though. We’ve still got time. I think there’s a House Hunters International marathon on. Let’s watch it and see rich people make poor decisions, what the hell is their problem, oh my god.”)

 

 

AFTER THE adult conversation which led to an outburst of feelings better left for a Lifetime movie starring actors from the eighties and nineties, it was decided that Casey and Gus would embark on the next stage in the relationship, that big step for couples that could reveal habits that could make or break a relationship.

“I’m staying the night with you tonight,” Casey said casually.

“Um,” Gus said. “Like. All night?”

“Yeah, man. All night.”

“Sure,” Gus said, screaming internally. “That sounds swell.”

“Great,” Casey said, beaming.

“I have to go now,” Gus said. “I left vegan banana-nut granola bars in the oven.”

“What,” Casey said.

“I’ll see you tonight!”

He fled. It wasn’t until he got home that he realized he’d left Harry S. Truman with the We Three Queens and felt like an irresponsible pet owner. He also felt like a drug addict needing his next fix as he immediately flipped open the laptop and typed how to sleep over for the first time into the site he couldn’t quite get rid of.

“Enabler,” he hissed as the site loaded.

 

Look at you! You’ve made the mature and responsible decision to have your lover stay over for the first time. This can be a perfect time to grow as a couple and find out if you’re compatible sleeping together in the same bed. And yes! We mean that in the literal sense. If you are looking for more erotic advice, please feel free to click over to How to Know It’s Time to Fornicate.

 

“Nope,” Gus said. “Nope, nope, nope.”

 

If you’re nervous about the situation, try having your lover spend the night in your home rather than going to his. This will allow you the comforts of your own home, which should help with the potential stress of the situation. By following these simple, easy steps, you should find yourself having a wonderful evening!

Make sure it’s okay with your parents. It’s never a good idea to invite your lover over if your parents don’t know about it.

Make sure the sheets on your bed are clean. You don’t want your lover to climb into a bed when just last night, you had a nocturnal emission over Andy Griffith as Matlock. That is not fair to your lover to be reminded you have a criminal-defense attorney kink.

Make sure to be makeup-free before you get into bed. It’s better to be natural than to wake up with a smeared pillowcase.

 

“I don’t think I’m the target demographic for this list,” Gus said. “I don’t think the list knows what its target demographic is.”

 

Have fun activities planned, like a puzzle or cooking a ham. Try to avoid things such as movies or television because those will divert your attention from your lover. Remember, you want to learn as much as you can about them.

Also, make sure to be attentive to your lover. You’ll want to offer them refreshments and make sure they know where the bathroom is, where the towels are, and if any of the house is off limits.

Brush your teeth before you go to bed. If you are planning on being fun and flirty while in the sheets, it’s better to have fresh breath.

If it’s you that’s staying at your lover’s house, make sure to pack underwear and facial wipes. These are the two most forgotten items when packing for an overnight stay, according to an informal poll that four people responded to.

To raise the stakes a little, pretend to have forgotten your pajamas and ask if you can wear one of his shirts. Your lover will surely be pleased.

However, try not to do anything that can be misconstrued as too arousing. You don’t want to start something you might not be able to finish. Like relations.

 

“Yeah,” Gus said. “Canceling the Internet. Oh my god, what the hell.”

 

 

CASEY HAD said he’d be over at seven. Gus started pacing at 6:42.

At 6:57, the doorbell rang.

“You liar,” Gus growled.

He opened the door, “Hey, bro,” he said, cool and aloof. “I’ve got some ham in the oven. You know, for something to do.”

Casey stood on the porch, a backpack slung over his shoulder, Harry S. Truman’s carrier at his side. He cocked his head at Gus. “You went on the Internet again, didn’t you?”

“No,” Gus said. “Of course not. I don’t even know what you’re talking about. Please, come in and make yourself comfortable. Can I offer you a Pibb Zero? There are towels in the closet and you can go anywhere in the house you want to. I have no secrets.”

Casey snorted as he pushed back Gus. “You have some secrets, Gustavo.”

Gus scowled. “I have none.”

“Normal people have secrets,” he teased, dropping his bag onto the couch and opening the carrier door. Harry S. Truman ran out, yelling at Gus for the day’s events before finding his water dish and making a mess.

“I never should have told you about that,” Gus muttered. “I will never hear the end of it.”

“Yeah, man,” Casey said. “Never. It’s totally going to be a thing from now on.” He sank back down on the couch and made grabby hands at Gus. “Come on. I need Gus love.”

Gus was proud of himself that he only tripped a little bit as he scrambled toward the couch. Casey grabbed on and pulled him down, and somehow they ended up tangled together, Casey’s head on his shoulder, one leg thrown over Gus’s lap.

“I meant it,” Casey said, rubbing his beard on Gus’s shoulder. “You know?”

“Me too,” Gus said seriously. And then, “Wait. I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Casey laughed. “That you don’t need to be anybody else. I’ll be honest, man. I feel like shit that you thought you had to change for me.”

Gus shrugged awkwardly. “You don’t have to feel bad. You didn’t do anything wrong. I overheard and assumed.”

“Right,” Casey said. “But that shouldn’t matter. No one has a right to make you feel bad about yourself, Gustavo. Not me. Not anyone else. As much as I wish that you’d said something earlier, that doesn’t change anything, you know? You’re you. Just be you, man. That’s all I want.”

“Sometimes I think the me I am is not the me I want to be,” Gus admitted. “But then you like me for the me I am and that’s a good me to be for me.”

“I’ll be honest,” Casey said. “I’m sort of stoned because I got nervous again about coming over here because I like you so much and I have no idea what you just said.”

“I made ham because I’m nervous,” Gus said.

“Fuck yeah,” Casey said. “We’re, like, a power couple. Or something.”

 

 

THERE WAS only a single moment of awkwardness as they got ready for bed. After eating the I-Made-It-Because-I’m-Nervous ham that Gus had prepared, Casey said he wanted to smoke a bowl in bed with Gus because there was no better way to relax before falling asleep.

Gus, hearing Casey mention the bed, thought maybe he should try and be a least a little bit flirty, so he said, “Oh no! I forgot my pajamas. Can I borrow a shirt of yours?”

“But we’re at your house?” Casey asked, adorably confused.

“Right,” Gus said, trying not to die. “That’s what I meant. Just testing you. Good job. You passed.”

“Awesome,” Casey said, and then he took off his shirt and Gus might have accidentally walked into a wall because that was a shitload of skin that he hadn’t seen before.

“Brushing my teeth!” Gus managed to say before fleeing to the bathroom after grabbing his Yasser Arapants.

After giving himself a pep talk in the mirror that probably went on far too long (he told Reflection Gus to be a fucking man about this and not fuck it up because Casey was legit moving to Abby for real and part of the reason was Gus. Reflection Gus smiled like a douchebag and he might have flexed a little bit too), he made his way back to the bedroom, proud that his hands were shaking only a little bit.

Casey was lying against the headboard in boxer briefs and a loose tank top. His hair was messy around his shoulders and his tongue poked out of his mouth as he concentrated picking out the seeds and stems. His He-Man lunchbox was opened between his legs.

And Gus thought he’d never seen anything more wonderful than Casey right where he was, doing what he did best. He must have heard the choked-off noise Gus made because he looked up and smiled. “Hey, man. Want to get high?”

Gus said, “Don’t pack that bowl yet. I want to show you something, okay?”

Casey didn’t even question. He nodded and said, “Cool, man. What you got?”

“I’ll be right back.”

Gus left the room before he could think too hard about it. It wasn’t something he ever thought he’d be ready for. But maybe he was now, and maybe part of that reason was Casey.

Or maybe Casey wasn’t the whole reason. A big part of it, sure, but not completely. For a while after Pastor Tommy died, Gus was numb. He was angry and tired. He could barely sleep. His father had been his best friend and, at the time, his only friend. He had watched him fade away, even as Pastor Tommy had held on longer than he had any right to. Pastor Tommy had joked that he’d lived longer than the doctors forecasted simply because he wasn’t ready to leave Gus’s side yet. Rather, he meant it as a joke, and the doctors would laugh, but then they would leave and Gus would press his forehead against his father’s hand and cry because this man, this wonderful man, was everything he’d lived for, and he hated cancer. He hated it with a rage he would probably never feel against anyone or anything ever again.

The day Pastor Tommy died, Gus had come home and packed up all the little reminders of Pastor Tommy because even the thought of looking at little pieces of his life was enough to make Gus violently ill.

But now he opened the door to his dad’s room and went to the bedside table. He opened the drawer and found the little oak box he knew was there. Gus hesitated for the briefest of moments, but deep down, he knew he was making the right decision. He lifted the box from the drawer and whispered, “It hurts, Dad. A little less each day, though. I think I’m getting better, okay?”

And then he left the room.

Casey was sitting in the same position, the bud on the mattress clear of stems and seeds. He smiled quietly when Gus came back into the room. He eyed the box in Gus’s hand but didn’t say anything. Gus wondered if somehow he knew what it was, or how important this was for Gus.

Gus sat on the bed, facing Casey, crossing his legs. He put the box down in front of him on the mattress. He took a breath and then another and then another. The third one didn’t hurt as much as the first two and when he spoke, he did so hoping his voice was steady. “This, ah. You’re… important. To me.” He didn’t dare look up, eyes focused on the wooden box. “So. I wanted to share this. With you. If that’s okay.”

It was silent for a moment. Then, “Yeah, man. Whatever you want.”

Gus pushed the box toward him and pulled his hands back. He chewed on his thumbnail, eyes darting up to Casey and then away.

To his credit, Casey didn’t push Gus for anything further, and maybe Gus loved him just a little bit more for that. He didn’t know if he was ready to say that yet (seriously, though, he’d filled his quota on feelings for at least the next five years, what the hell), but he thought it. He definitely thought it.

Casey opened the box and let out a little sigh when he saw what was inside. He lifted the clay-fired pipe from the box. It was a remarkable thing. It had a weight to it, a heaviness that Gus appreciated. Its surface was glazed, reds and blues and greens swirling through the clay. It looked good, held in Casey’s hands.

“It was my dad’s,” Gus said finally. “Made it with a friend of his on an Indian reservation. He said it was one of the nicest things he’d ever made, aside from me.”

Casey choked out a laugh.

“I just thought maybe we could use his pipe instead,” Gus said, trying to act like it didn’t matter to him one way or another.

Of course, he failed miserably.

“Gus,” Casey said. “Hey, man. Look at me.” He reached out and took Gus’s hand into his own.

Gus looked up.

Casey was smiling at him, that lazy, warm smile that did stupid things to his heart. “You sure?”

Gus nodded.

“Then I’d be honored,” Casey said reverently. “This is some quality craftsmanship. Your dad knew what he was doing. Maybe you can tell me more about him sometime?”

“Yeah,” Gus croaked. “That’d be cool.”

He watched as Casey loaded Pastor Tommy’s pipe, his dexterous fingers making quick work of packing a stuffed bowl. He held it out to Gus along with his lighter. “You gotta go first, man,” Casey said. “It’s your dad’s, you know? You gotta go first because it’s what he would have wanted. I know that more than anything.”

Gus took Casey’s lighter. He snapped the flame to life. He put the pipe to his lips, lit the bowl, and inhaled. He held the smoke in and thought that yeah, maybe Pastor Tommy would have wanted exactly that.

 

 

THREE BOWLS later, they lay side by side, the pipe cached out and put back in its box. They were sharing a pillow and every now and then, Casey would lean forward and brush his nose against Gus’s and Gus thought everything was right with the world. Their knees bumped together and Gus could count Casey’s eyelashes if he tried hard enough.

“I like being here,” Casey said, breaking almost thirty minutes of silence. “With you.” He reached over and traced Gus’s face with his fingers. “And your Eyebrows of Judgment.”

Gus scowled (but since he was stoned, he actually grinned). “They don’t judge.”

“All the time,” Casey insisted. “They’re judging me right now.”

Gus huffed. “Well. Don’t do things capable of judgment.”

“That’s how I roll, man,” Casey said. “I can’t believe you got nervous and made a whole ham and offered me Pibb Zero. Like. Who even has Pibb Zero?”

“It’s what the Internet told me to do!”

“You have to show me where you looked this stuff up,” Casey said.

“Whoever wrote it had a tiny mustache,” Gus said. “I just know it. You don’t. You don’t have a tiny mustache.” And because he could, he reached out and stroked Casey’s beard. “It’s nice. You’re nice. This is all nice. Everything is nice.”

“I get worried too, you know,” Casey said, leaning against Gus’s hands on his face. “About stuff.”

Gus snorted. “No you don’t. You’re so cool, people think you’re Vanilla Ice.”

Casey gaped at him. “How do you do that?”

Gus shrugged. “S’gift. You know? I just… think of these things. Don’t know where it comes from. Just gifted, I guess.”

“Man,” Casey said. “You should write a novel.” Then, “Oh my god!”

“What!”

“Gus!”

“Casey!”

“We should write a book together!”

Gus’s eyes went wide, because right now? Honestly? That was the best idea. Ever. He told Casey as much. Then he was hit with the struggle of every artist. “But what would we write about?”

Casey frowned. “I have no idea. We need to brainstorm.”

“Hmm,” Gus said, brainstorming.

“Yeah,” Casey said, rubbing his fingers on Gus’s Eyebrows of Judgment.

“Okay, I’ve got it,” Gus said.

“Of course you do,” Casey said fondly. “You’re, like, so good at this stuff. Like, ideas. Or whatever. You have them. All the time. Lay it on me, Grumpy Gus.”

“It needs some work,” Gus warned him.

“S’what I’m here for,” Casey assured him. “You’re the talent. I’ve got the experience.”

“Okay,” Gus said. “Like. Okay. Listen. So. What if, there was, like, this whole seedy underground world that dogs were a part of.”

“I’m with you,” Casey said. “Keep going.”

“Okay. So, like. After everyone goes to bed, dogs get out. And they’re, like, super smart. Okay? Super smart. And they can talk and stuff. And there’s this whole Mafia underground dog ring or something. But instead of cocaine and money laundering, it’s like. Milk-Bones. And which Mafia family owns which fire hydrant to piss on. Or whatever.”

“Dude,” Casey said in awe. “Did you just make this up off the top of your head?”

“Yeah,” Gus said. “I’ve got ideas. You don’t even know. And the book follows one specific dog. He’s like, at the bottom of the rung in the dog Mafia. And has to work his way up. And by the very end, he’s like, Don Dog. Or something. But it’d be really gritty, okay? Like, murder and sex and stuff. Like. Poodle hookers. Like, all the poodles would be hookers because honestly? Poodles are hookers of the dog world, you know?”

“Totally,” Casey said. “Every time I see a poodle, I just want to say, ‘Hey.’ I want to say, ‘Hey. Don’t… don’t hook near me. Or whatever. I’m not interested, poodle hooker!’ You know?”

“I do,” Gus said. “So not interested. Goddamn poodle hookers.”

“And the dog would have to do some pretty horrible shit,” Casey said. “To get to the top. Like, he’d have to order another dog to be neutered. Or something. To earn his redemption arc.”

“Yeah,” Gus said. “And they’d have a BDSM club called Ruff. Because that’s the sounds dogs make and the kind of sex they have there is rough. You know?”

“Gus,” Casey breathed. “Do you know what the Pulitzer is?”

“Yeah,” Gus scoffed. “I read encyclopedias. Jeez.”

“We could totally win. We could totally win.”

“I haven’t even told you the best part.”

“You haven’t? Gus, what the hell!”

Gus shrugged.

“Tell me the best part,” Casey demanded, poking Gus in the face. “You have to! We’re writing buddies.”

“The title,” Gus said.

“Oh my god,” Casey whispered reverently. “Tell me. Lay it on me. I need this like air.”

“It’s a pun,” Gus said. “A play on words, you know? But it’s smart.”

“Is it The Dogfather?”

“No, but now I sort of wish it was.”

“Tell me!”

Gus took a deep breath and revealed the title to a book that would never be written because when they both woke up sober the next day, they realized it was the most ridiculous thing in the history of the world, and most book ideas should not be fleshed out while stoned. “Puppy on a Hot Tin Woof.”

Casey fell off the bed.

 

 

CURLED UP into each other late into the night, Gus said, “What were you worried about?”

“Hmm?” Casey asked, rubbing his forehead against Gus’s chest.

“Earlier. You said you worried too.”

“Oh.” He frowned.

“You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to,” Gus said. “I don’t mind.”

“No,” Casey said quietly. “You’ve given me a lot, you know? And we should be open about this.”

“About what?”

“Sex,” Casey said bluntly.

Gus jerked back, forcing Casey to look up at him. “Sex.”

“Yeah, man.”

“But I thought you….”

“Right. But you’re not.”

“So?”

“Xander said he told you. You know. About us.”

“Yeah,” Gus said, not really sure where this was going.

“I got jealous,” Casey said. “We were together, but I couldn’t give him the things he wanted. He never pressured me, never forced me to do anything that I didn’t want. But he was used to things being a certain way and I couldn’t do that. Not even with him. So I told him he could get that side of it from others, as long as we were honest with each other. I thought it’d work. There are plenty of ace relationships that are open and thrive. I know couples who do that. I just….” He sighed. “I don’t know. Maybe I had no right, or maybe I did. But I got jealous, knowing he was out there with someone else. It didn’t last very long after that.”

“Do you still get jealous of him?” Gus asked, not sure if he wanted the answer.

Casey snorted. “No. Haven’t for a long, long time. I don’t see him as anything but a friend anymore. I’m all about you, Gustavo.”

“I am pretty cool,” Gus said, trying very hard not to be smug.

“Vanilla Ice,” Casey agreed. He relaxed against Gus again. “But that’s what I worry about, you know? That we’ll get to that point where it won’t be enough.”

“It will be,” Gus said, suddenly sure.

“You don’t know that,” Casey said.

“And neither do you. That’s kind of the point of relationships, right? To find this stuff out.”

“Did you learn that from the Internet?” Casey asked, eyes narrowed.

“Yes,” Gus said, not even remotely ashamed. Well. Maybe a little. “Yes, I did.”

“I can do… stuff,” Casey said, pressing against Gus. “You know?”

“Really,” Gus said. He felt fuzzy and warm and happy. “Like what?

“Like maybe one day you could lay with your back against my chest and I can watch you jack off.”

And damn, if that didn’t punch the air right out from his chest. “Jesus fucking Christ,” Gus wheezed. “Don’t say stuff like that!”

Casey grinned, and it was slightly evil. “You’d want to do that? With me?”

Gus nodded. He’d want that very much. He didn’t need it, but it was nice to know it was an option. He knew he wouldn’t be able to assuage all of Casey’s fears, not in one night, so he made plans to show him every day that there was nothing to fear. And one day, Casey would believe him.

“Good,” Casey said. “We’ll get there, okay? One day.”

“Yeah,” Gus said. “Can I kiss you?”

“Yeah, man. That’d be awesome. I like kissing you. I like pretty much everything about you.”

“Not a lot of movement,” Gus said, teasing him lightly.

“Not a lot,” Casey agreed. “Maybe some.”

And he lifted himself up, pressing his forehead against Gus’s. For a moment, they stayed where they were, breathing in each other’s air. Then Casey lowered his mouth and brushed their lips together. Gus brought his hand up to the back of Casey’s head, holding him gently. There was movement, but just a little. Casey sucked Gus’s bottom lip between his own and Gus tightened his hold. He felt Casey’s beard scrape against his face, felt Casey’s nose bump into his own, and for the first time in a very long time, Gus didn’t think of himself as abnormal. Or weird. Or strange. Or sad or grumpy or anything else, for that matter.

No. Gustavo Tiberius thought there was a very real chance that he might be completely happy.

And that felt just fine.

 

 

THE NEXT morning.

“Puppy on a Hot Tin Woof? Oh my fucking god. Why the hell would you let me say anything like that?”

“Hey, man. That’s all on you. I still think it’s awesome.”

“Poodle hookers? Casey. Poodle hookers. What the hell.”

“So. No cowriting a novel?”

“No cowriting a novel, oh my god.”




Epilogue

 

 

RECORDING OF a customer call taken by Pacific Northwest Cable service representative Mitzi Reniger on September 24th, 2014, at 11:31 A.M. THIS RECORDING IS USED FOR INTERNAL REVIEW ONLY. DO NOT RELEASE RECORDINGS TO THE PUBLIC.

“Thank you for calling Pacific Northwest Cable, this is Mitzi and this call may be recorded for quality assurance. How may I provide you with excellent service today?”

“Oh my god.”

“I’m… sorry? Can I help you?”

“Is this Mitzi with an i or a y?”

“This is Mitzi with an i. Two of them, in fact! To whom am I speaking?”

“Gustavo Tiberius.”

“Oh no. No, dear god, no. I mean… uh. Hello, sir. I do believe this is the first time we’re speaking. Ever. It is a pleasure to speak with you. For the first time.”

“Mitzi, Mitzi, Mitzi.”

“Is there something I can assist you with today, Mr. Tiberius?”

“I am going to do something you have never heard of before. Something you’ll probably find shocking. Prepare yourself. Mitzi, I’d like to cancel the Internet.”

“W-w-what?”

“Are you laughing at me?”

“Of course not! I just thought of a funny joke at the exact same time you said that.”

“Really. What was the joke?”

“What.”

“The joke, Mitzi. I want to hear it.”

“Um. Okay. What… um. Oh! What do you call it when Batman skips church?”

“I’m sure I have no idea.”

“Christian Bale.”

“….”

“Mr. Tiberius?”

“Okay. You got me. That was funny.”

“You’re… not laughing?”

“I am on the inside. Now, about canceling my service?”

“Do you have your Pacific Northwest Cable account number?”

*Edited to protect consumer privacy*

“Okay, I have your account. Thank you for being a loyal Pacific Northwest Cable customer for the last twelve years.”

“You said that the last time. It feels as meaningless and empty now as it did then.”

“Wonderful. Can you please verify the address?”

*Edited to protect consumer privacy*

“And your date of birth and the last four digits of your social security number.”

*Edited to protect consumer privacy*

“Okay, Mr. Tiberius. You said you wanted to cancel your Pacific Northwest Cable’s Super Xtreme Broadband Internet Service, is that correct?”

“Yes.”

“I would be more than willing to help you out with that today. Now, Mr. Tiberius, while I’m opening the correct screen to process your cancelation, I’d like to ask you some questions if I may.”

“Of course you would.”

“It’s just standard procedure, Mr. Tiberius.”

“You say that, but I know what you’re doing. I’m onto you, Mitzi.”

“Oh dear. Okay. Um. How often would you say you used Pacific Northwest Cable’s Super Xtreme Broadband Internet Service?”

“Daily. Multiple times a day.”

“Oh. I… was not expecting that answer.”

“Why?”

“Well, last time you… never mind. What did you use it for?”

“Things.”

“Like….”

“Just. To look up stuff.”

“Any stuff in particular?”

“No! And if you’re insinuating that I learned how to get your mouth pregnant off of Tumblr, then I resent that remark! I really do!”

“I don’t… I’m not….”

“You know, in all honestly, I blame that on you. You were the one that sold me the Internet. The very least you could have done was warn me that places like Tumblr exist. How is it that on one page, you see a kitten sneezing into a bowl of water, and the very next, there is someone getting anally fisted? I mean, why is it like that?”

“I honestly don’t know if I’m qualified to answer that question.”

“I would be worried if you were.”

“So. You looked up things on the Internet.”

“Yes.”

“Like, on Wikipedia?”

“Sometimes. It was one of those ‘-pedia’ sites, though I’m not sure it was properly sanctioned by Wikipedia. Someone should write to them and tell them someone is copying them on the Internet, because I assume that never happens. It doesn’t seem right.”

“Okay. Sure. Why not. Did you ever go to any entertainment sites, or the like?”

“I tried to hack into Michael Bay’s website, but it turns out I don’t know how to be a hacker. Which wasn’t all that surprising.”

“Michael Bay.”

“Yes, the director. Or, in layman’s terms, the trash collector.”

“Oh. I see. Not a fan?”

“Is the sky blue?”

“Yes?”

“Right. Okay. I don’t know where I was going with that. No, I’m not a fan.”

“My nephews liked the Transformers movies.”

“I’m sorry for your loss.”

“What?”

“Nothing. Canceling?”

“Right. Um. Wow, Mr. Tiberius! It sure seems like you use the Internet quite a bit. Is there a reason you’re wanting to cancel Pacific Northwest Cable’s Super Xtreme Broadband Internet Service with MegaCheck Security, also known as the fastest and safest Internet experience around?”

“Yes. I managed to make the asexual hipster stoner my boyfriend and he doesn’t think I’m weird so I no longer have to look up how to be a normal person.”

“….”

“Mitzi.”

“I literally don’t know what to say to that. I’ve done this job for seven years. Seven. Years. I have scripts right in front of me that cover three hundred and forty-seven potential situations that can come up during retention calls. It feels like I have to go to customer service training every other day in order to learn new ways to face customer challenges. And not once have I ever had anyone call me and tell me what you just did. I have never been trained for this. I don’t know what to do.”

“Oh. You’re welcome? I guess.”

“So, it worked, huh?”

“What did?”

“The winkie face. You sent the winkie face, didn’t you? You sent the winkie face and now you’re in love and stuff.”

“What! Of course not! I don’t even know what you’re—hey! I thought you said this was the first time we were speaking. Mitzi! You’re a liar! And why do you sound so smug? You smug liar!”

“Hold, please.”

“What! Why are you—”

“Thank you for holding. We are here to provide you with a Cabletastic experience and—”

“Oh my god.”

“—your Cabletastic representative will be right back on the line. Did you know that you can optimize your Pacific Northwest Cable’s Super Xtreme Broadband Internet Service with MegaCheck Security? Ask your representative how you can—”

“Oh my god.”

“—have the fastest speed available and we’ll make it happen! Now, please enjoy the following preview for an entertainment experience coming soon to Pacific Northwest Cable. Dun dun duuuuuuuun. From director Michael Bay, comes a story of true love and the power of the human condition. And copious amounts of gratuitous explosions in slow motion. Michael Bay presents Michael Bay’s Tsunami Drama—”

“What! Mitzi! You take me off hold! Mitzi!”

“—a beautiful love story set against the back drop of a global warming pandemic. Cities will fall. Oceans will rise. Their love will keep them afloat. Tsunami Drama. Rated PG-13.”

“Why is this even a thing?”

“Mr. Tiberius?”

“Mitzi. Oh thank god. Listen. Please. Dear god. Please Just. Cancel. Cancel it all.”

“It’s done, Mr. Tiberius. I canceled it for you. Your Internet has been disabled.”

“Wait. What? I thought you were going to ask a billion more personal questions and then tighten the noose to try and retain me as a customer?”

“Mr. Tiberius, you got the Internet to figure out how to woo an asexual stoner hipster. You were successful. There is literally nothing I could say that would get you to keep the Internet.”

“Oh. Well. This is true. Huh. This went a lot quicker than I thought it would. Mitzi. I wish I could say it’s been a pleasure. But I can’t. So I won’t.”

“Of course, Mr. Tiberius. I even waived the fee to break the contract.”

“You did? Why would you do that? Is this some form of emotional blackmail? I swear I’ll—”

“No blackmail. No contracts. No fees. Go with the grace of God.”

“That was awfully religious-y. Don’t force your god on me, Mitzi. I don’t want your pamphlets left on my door!”

“I wouldn’t even attempt to try. Is there anything else I can do to help you today?”

“No. No, no there isn’t. Well.”

“Mr. Tiberius?”

“Hypothetically.”

“Oh no. No, no, no. Maybe you should—”

“Hypothetically. Let’s say that you were dating an asexual stoner hipster. And let’s say he’s back in LA packing up his life to move to Abby, Oregon, probably for good. You with me?”

“As much as I’m forced to be given that I cannot disconnect customer phone calls without getting reprimanded.”

“Good. Now. Let’s say you might be in love with said asexual stoner hipster. Now, this is all hypothetical, mind you.”

“Oh, of course.”

“Right. So. How might one go about informing said asexual stoner hipster that you are in fact in love with them?”

“You could just… tell him.”

“What? I’m not talking about me!”

“Right. Sorry. Hypothetically, a person could just tell the asexual stoner hipster about their feelings.”

“It wouldn’t be too soon?”

“Maybe. But not if that is what is truly felt.”

“Huh. Okay. So how do I—I mean, how does one go about admitting this?”

“You mean, like, a love confession?”

“What? Don’t ever say that to me again. Love confession, oh my god. We’re not thirteen-year-old girls reading Tiger Beat or Reader’s Digest or whatever the hell they read these days. Love confession. What the hell.”

“Uh-huh. So, hypothetically, it’s not a love confession, it’s just confessing to someone that there is love.”

“Exactly! You got—oh. I see what you did there. Goddammit.”

“But this is all hypothetical, so.”

“Right. Hypothetical.”

“Mr. Tiberius?”

“What?”

“You really love him, don’t you?”

“….”

“It’s okay if you do.”

“I’m not sending him a goddamn winkie face, Mitzi, so get that out of your head right now.”

“I think it’s sweet.”

“Oh gross.”

“Just tell him that, then.”

“What. Like. I love you?”

“Mr. Tiberius, please. I have a husband.”

“Oh my fucking—”

*Customer disconnected phone call*

 

 

“SO WHEN does he get back?” Bernice asked as she leaned against the counter at the Emporium.

“Why?” Gus asked, rubbing Harry S. Truman’s belly as the ferret tried to gnaw on his fingers.

“No reason,” Bernice said. “He’s been gone three weeks and I just want to make sure everything is going smoothly.”

“She’s already decorated the room at the house she’s going to use when she kidnaps him,” Betty said. “I caught her researching where to purchase chloroform and what is the safe amount to use on a person without causing any long-lasting damage.”

“Hmrph,” Bernice said. “I have wide and varied interests such as decorating and knocking people unconscious so I may keep them subdued more easily. That has absolutely nothing to do with Casey.”

“Should I be concerned here?” Gus asked.

“Absolutely not,” Bernice said. “Casey probably just will need to go on a six-month business trip in the near future where he won’t be allowed to have any contact with you. Because of business.”

“Oh good lord,” Bertha said, standing in front of the C section. “I had to sit through a remake of Charlie’s Angels which was essentially a cinematic abortion, only to find out there’s a second one?”

“I don’t know,” Betty said. “I’d Drew her Barrymore any day of the week.”

“Yuck,” Gus said. “That was potent.”

“Yeah,” Bernice said. “I’d Cameron her Diaz.”

“It’s like I can taste it,” Gus said, grimacing.

Bertha sighed. “I suppose I must Lucy her Liu then.”

“This can’t possibly be sanitary,” Gus said. However, it was enlightening, and maybe one day, he’d finally have the coverage to ask if they were ménage dykes or sisters. He couldn’t quite say one way or another yet. He hoped he’d never walk in on them Drewing their Barrymore if it turned out to be a polyamorous situation. He didn’t think his heart could take it.

Casey had been gone twenty-two days, not that Gus was keeping track. At all. Granted, it’d been a quiet couple of weeks without him, a flashback to life before. Gus was not a fan of the life before. Luckily (well, depending upon how you look at it), Casey felt the need to text Gus constantly about anything and everything. Gus had received such gems as meat sammich 4 dnnr and U r kewl <3 and Saw Cgull fghtng chkn burrito WTF *\o/*. He was getting better at understanding texting, but there were times it was like Casey was speaking using hieroglyphics and Gus most definitely was not ancient Egyptian.

Casey was supposed to be back in a week, and Gus was ready for it. He’d told himself it was fine that Casey was gone, that he’d survived almost thirty years without him. Truth be told, he wasn’t fine. Not that he’d admit it to anyone, but Gus missed Casey more than he thought he would. It was absolutely ridiculous, though. Obviously Gustavo Tiberius did not pine and therefore did not sit around moping and waiting for his boyfriend to return so they could skip off into the sunset—

“You’re moping,” Bernice said.

Gus glared. “That’s not even remotely true. And stop reading my mind.”

She shrugged. “It’s a thing I do. I can’t help it.”

“Liar. Prove it.”

“Fine. I’ll read your mind right now.”

“Fine. Go ahead. See if I care.”

Gus resolutely did not think about Casey.

“You’re thinking about Casey.”

“Goddammit.”

“It’s okay to miss him,” Bertha said. “He’s a big part of your life. It’s hard when that goes away for a while.”

“I’m fine,” Gus said. “It’s only one more week.”

“I think it’s sweet,” Betty said. “Who knew you could be so smitten with someone.”

Gus scowled at the We Three Queens. “Never use the word smitten to describe me ever again. What the hell.”

Lottie came in a moment later, her drag queen hair trailing behind her. “Ladies,” she said. “And Gus. I have your egg salad.” She set the sandwich on the counter.

Gus looked at it suspiciously. “Are there pickles in it? God help you if there are pickles in it.”

Lottie rolled her eyes. “No pickles, Gus. There have never been pickles. There will never be pickles.”

“I have to check,” Gus said. “For all I know, one day you’ll decide to take revenge against me for some perceived slight and put pickles in it.”

“Ah,” Lottie said. “But then I wouldn’t even tell you, though, would I? I would just want to see your face when you bit into a pickle. The satisfaction that it would bring me would be immense.”

“I don’t want it,” Gus said, sliding the sandwich back toward her. “Take your revenge food and leave my store forever.”

“Cadet!” Betty said. “Inspirational message for the day!”

“Ooh,” Lottie said. “Right. I forgot to ask you this morning.”

“That’s because you made me list all costume design nominees in the 1950s,” Gus grumbled. “I’m not your circus elephant. You can’t make me do tricks on command.”

Lottie patted the back of his hand. “You sort of are our circus elephant.”

“I’ve seen you eat peanuts,” Bernice said helpfully.

Gus rolled his eyes. “I don’t think you—”

“Cadet!”

“Ugh. Fine. The message said that today was the first day of the rest of my life and that I should make the most of it. Honestly, I’ve always hated that expression. If today is the first day, then what the hell was yesterday? Or tomorrow? What if today was the only day? I could walk home tonight and be hit by a bus or a meteor or whatever. Stupid.”

They stared at him.

It was cool. He was used to it.

However, he was not used to them… lingering.

Lottie had brought him his food. She should have gone back to her shop.

The We Three Queens had gotten their movie and harassed him. They should go back to their den of lesbian triads (or sisterly affections).

But they were lingering. Even after letting him vent about stupid inspirational messages that he most certainly did not adore at all, they were still here. He finished his complaining for the day and fell silent.

But they didn’t leave.

Gus narrowed his eyes. “What did you do?”

“Nothing at all,” Bertha said immediately.

“I don’t do things,” Bernice said.

“Of course you don’t, dear,” Betty said.

“You’re a Suspicious Sally,” Lottie said.

“That’s not a thing,” Gus said.

“It’s a thing,” Lottie said. “Everyone knows it’s a thing.

“You’re loitering on my premises,” Gus said. “All of you. Why?”

They smiled at him.

“Are you going to sacrifice me?” Gus asked. “Is that what this is?”

“Of course not,” Bernice said. “You’re not a virgin.”

“That’s… not comforting,” Gus said.

“Do we need to have a reason to want to spend time with you?” Bertha asked.

“Yes,” Gus said.

“Maybe we just want to see your face,” Betty said.

“You could take a picture,” Gus said. “And then leave.”

“You heard him, ladies,” Lottie said. “Gus wants a selfie. Everyone smoosh in.”

“What? That’s not what I said! No smooshing. No smoosh—oh, goddammit.”

They all crowded around the counter, smooshing Gus. Lottie held up her phone in front of them and the flash went off.

“Did you know they make things called selfie sticks?” Bertha asked as they uncrowded Gus. “You put your phone on the end of it and then it has further reach for the photo.”

“That sounds literally like the worst thing ever invented,” Gus said. “If I saw anyone using that, I would punch them in the liver.”

“Of course you would,” Betty said. “We wouldn’t have it any other way.”

“I wouldn’t be caught dead—”

Gus’s phone rang, a monophonic beep.

“Even his phone rings like it’s sad,” Bernice whispered quite loudly. “Do you think it knows it’s outdated?”

Gus wanted to scowl at her, but Casey was calling and he couldn’t stop the smile on his face. It was terrible.

“Aww,” all the ladies said.

“Oh my god,” Gus muttered. He connected the call. “Gustavo Tiberius speaking.”

“It’s so weird you do that, man,” Casey said, sounding amused. “Every time I call.”

“It’s polite,” Gus said. “Just because you kids these days don’t have proper phone etiquette.”

“Oh boy,” Casey said. “There’s the Grumpy Gus I know. You miss me?”

Gus was well aware the others could hear the conversation loud and clear. He was also aware he had a reputation to maintain. “Hadn’t really thought about it.”

“Really.”

“Yes.”

“Gus.”

“Casey.”

“I miss you.”

“I miss you too,” Gus mumbled into the phone, blushing fiercely as the We Three Queens and Lottie tittered at him like little birds.

“Yeah? How much?”

Gus was in hell. “A lot,” he said truthfully. “There have been allegations made against my person of pining and moping. False allegations, mind you, but allegations nonetheless.”

“I know what you mean,” Casey said. “The guys were saying the same thing about me.”

Gus smiled. “How embarrassing for you.”

“Completely. You have no idea.”

“They’re going to get you packed up this week?”

“Ah, yeah. Sure. Something like that.”

“Casey.”

“Yes, Gustavo.”

“You’re being cagey.”

“I have no idea what you mean. Hey, man. That’s a nice Hawaiian shirt you’ve got on. Pink? I don’t think I’ve seen you in that color before.”

Gus shrugged. “Pastor Tommy had a shitload of them. I think I could wear one every day for the rest of the year and not repeat. I think he may have had a bit of a….” Gus trailed off when his hand started shaking. Then, “How did you know what I was wearing?”

There was a knock on the window to the Emporium. Gus looked up.

Standing on the sidewalk was Casey. His hair was pulled up in a messy bun, strands hanging loosely around his face. His beard had gotten fuller in the last few weeks, and Gus wondered what it would feel like against his cheek. He was wearing bright green skinny jeans and a white and red shirt that proclaimed him to be a member of the 1987 Pasadena Bulldogs Women’s Softball team. His glasses were sitting on top of his head. He looked ridiculous. And like the greatest thing Gus had ever seen.

Casey waggled his eyebrows at Gus. “Hey, man.”

“Hi,” Gus croaked.

“Come over here, but stay on the phone, okay?”

Gus didn’t even argue, unable to take his eyes off Casey. He hadn’t expected him for another week, but here he was on a pretty Saturday afternoon, standing outside the Emporium like it was no big deal.

Gus went to the window, and Casey smiled that lazy smile.

He said, “Hi.”

Gus said, “Hi.”

“So, I’ve spent the last two days driving back,” Casey said. “Tried to make it a surprise, you know?”

“I’m very surprised,” Gus managed to say, about ten seconds away from busting through the glass just so he could hug Casey close.

The smile widened. “Good. I’ve had some time to think about things, man. About a lot of things. And I came to this realization as I drove past Weed, California. Gus. It was called Weed, California. It was a sign.”

Gus didn’t even try to stop the eye roll. “Oh my god.”

“Right? Kismet. Because right when I entered Weed, California, I was thinking about you and it hit me. Gus, it hit me.”

“What did?”

Casey put his hand up against the glass. Gus did the same on his side. “Hey, Gus?”

“Yeah?”

“I’m going to ask you a question, okay?”

Gustavo’s throat felt very dry. “Okay.”

“It’s all right.”

“I know.”

“What was the Oscar winner for Best Song in 1984?”

Automatically, Gus answered, “Stevie Wonder for the movie The Woman in Red. The song was ‘I Just Called to Say I Love You.’” It was fine, of course. Because he knew the answer to the question. He knew all those things. He didn’t know why Casey wanted to—

And then he could barely breathe.

Casey’s smile wobbled a little bit. “Okay?”

Gus blinked the burn away. He nodded as best he could.

And Casey said, “Yeah, man. I love you too.”

Gus didn’t even care that he dropped his phone then. All that mattered was getting as close to Casey as humanely possible. He threw open the door to the Emporium and suddenly found himself with an armful of hipster. Casey laughed wetly into his neck and Gus just held on as hard as he could. He thought that it was possible that he might never be in a position to let go. For some reason, that didn’t bother him in the slightest.

(Nine thousand, two hundred, and eighty-one days before he died, a man named Thomas Tiberius held his son in his arms for the very first time and tearfully said, “Look at you. Just look at you. Your little hands. Your little face. My god. Your little face. I never realized. I never thought it could be like this. Hello. Hello, little Gustavo. I love you. I love you. I love you. Oh my god, my son, I love you.”)

 

 

LATER, AFTER everything had calmed down, while the We Three Queens and Lottie wiped their eyes and Gus finally let Casey go (but continued to hold on to his hand tightly), Casey frowned and said, “Huh.”

“What?” Gus asked, trying to ignore how happy he sounded. It really was the worst.

He shrugged. “It’s no big deal. I was just thinking about a question I had, man. For the We Three Queens.”

“Oh?” Bertha said. “What question?”

“If your question is to ask if you can come and live with me and write me stories, the answer is yes,” Bernice said with slightly crazy eyes. “Always yes. Forever yes.”

“Rein it back in, dear,” Betty said.

“You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to,” Casey said. “It’s personal.”

And Gus knew what he was going to ask.

Holy.

Shit.

Finally.

“But you all have different last names,” Casey continued. “And I can never tell. So, don’t take this the wrong way, but are you sisters? Friends?”

“Or in a polygamous lesbian relationship,” Gus whispered in Casey’s ear.

“Or in a polygamous lesbian relationship,” Casey said.

The We Three Queens smiled and joined hands, curling their fingers into one another’s.

“It’s so funny you should ask that,” Bertha said.

“We thought it was obvious,” Bernice said.

“Exactly,” Betty said. “Why, anyone can see that we’re—”
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Book One of the Elementally Evolved series

 

Set in a world that closely resembles our own, Burn is a story of redemption and betrayal, of family and sacrifice, which leads to the greatest question of all: how far would you go to save the ones you love?

Fifteen years ago, Felix Paracel killed his mother with fire that shot from his hands. Since then, he has hidden from forces bent on exploiting him and his fire and wind Elemental abilities. But Felix’s world is about to change, because he is Findo Unum—the Split One—and his coming has been foretold for generations.

Though Felix’s arrival brings great joy to the Elemental world, it also heralds a coming darkness. No one knows this better than Seven, the mysterious man who rescued Felix from that horrible fire years ago and then disappeared... who now has returned to claim what’s rightfully his: Felix’s heart. But even as Felix begins to trust Seven and his feelings about his place in the world, the darkness reveals itself, bringing consequences no one could have predicted.
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Five years ago, Benji Green lost his beloved father, Big Eddie, when his truck crashed into a river. Everyone called it an accident, but Benji knows it was more. Even years later, he’s buried in his grief, throwing himself into managing Big Eddie’s convenience store in the small-town of Roseland, Oregon. Surrounded by his mother and three aunts, he lives day to day, struggling to keep his head above water.

But Roseland is no ordinary place.

With ever more frequent dreams of his father’s death and waking visions of feathers on the river’s surface, Benji finds his definition of reality bending. He thinks himself haunted; by ghosts or memories, he can no longer tell. Not until a man falls from the sky, leaving the burning imprint of wings on the ground, does Benji begin to understand that the world is more mysterious than he ever imagined—and more dangerous. As uncontrollable forces descend on Roseland, they reveal long-hidden truths about friends, family, and the stranger Calliel—a man Benji can no longer live without.
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John and Jackie first laid eyes on each other when they were twelve years old. Now, seventy-one years later, Jack prepares to give his beloved husband the ultimate gift. Before he does, they’ll relive five key moments from their younger lives together over the course of a single afternoon. From their first meeting and first kiss to the violence of an abusive father and the heartache of growing up, these moments have defined who they have become. As sunset approaches, John will show the depths of his love for the one man who has made him whole: his Jackie. They’ll soon learn there is no force more powerful than their devotion to one another.
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Once upon a time, in an alleyway in the slums of the City Of Lockes, a young and somewhat lonely boy named Sam Haversford turns a group of teenage douchebags into stone completely by accident.

Of course, this catches the attention of a higher power, and Sam’s pulled from the only world he knows to become an apprentice to the King’s Wizard, Morgan of Shadows.

When Sam’s fourteen, he enters the Dark Woods and returns with Gary, the hornless gay unicorn, and a half-giant named Tiggy, earning the moniker Sam of Wilds.

At fifteen, Sam learns what love truly is when a new knight arrives at the castle—Knight Ryan Foxheart, the dreamiest dream to have ever been dreamed.

Naturally, it all goes to hell when Ryan dates the reprehensible Prince Justin, Sam can’t control his magic, a sexually aggressive dragon kidnaps the prince, and the King sends them on an epic quest to save Ryan’s boyfriend, all while Sam falls more in love with someone he can never have.

Or so he thinks.
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Do you believe in love at first sight?

Paul Auster doesn’t. Paul doesn’t believe in much at all. He’s thirty, slightly overweight, and his best features are his acerbic wit and the color commentary he provides as life passes him by. His closest friends are a two-legged dog named Wheels and a quasibipolar drag queen named Helena Handbasket. He works a dead-end job in a soul-sucking cubicle, and if his grandmother’s homophobic parrot insults him one more time, Paul is going to wring its stupid neck.

Enter Vince Taylor.

Vince is everything Paul isn’t: sexy, confident, and dumber than the proverbial box of rocks. And for some reason, Vince pursues Paul relentlessly. Vince must be messing with him, because there is no way Vince could want someone like Paul.

But when Paul hits Vince with his car—in a completely unintentional if-he-died-it’d-only-be-manslaughter kind of way—he’s forced to see Vince in a whole new light. The only thing stopping Paul from believing in Vince is himself—and that is one obstacle Paul can’t quite seem to overcome. But when tragedy strikes Vince’s family, Paul must put aside any notions he has about himself and stand next to the man who thinks he’s perfect the way he is.
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Three years ago, Bear McKenna’s mother took off for parts unknown with her new boyfriend, leaving Bear to raise his six-year-old brother Tyson, aka the Kid. Somehow they’ve muddled through, but since he’s totally devoted to the Kid, Bear isn’t actually doing much living—with a few exceptions, he’s retreated from the world, and he’s mostly okay with that. Until Otter comes home.

Otter is Bear’s best friend’s older brother, and as they’ve done for their whole lives, Bear and Otter crash and collide in ways neither expect. This time, though, there’s nowhere to run from the depth of emotion between them. Bear still believes his place is as the Kid’s guardian, but he can’t help thinking there could be something more for him in the world... something or someone.
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Sequel to Bear, Otter, and the Kid

 

Bear, Otter, and the Kid survived last summer with their hearts and souls intact. They’ve moved into the Green Monstrosity, and Bear is finally able to admit his love for the man who saved him from himself.

But that’s not the end of their story. How could it be?

The boys find that life doesn’t stop just because they got their happily ever after. There’s still the custody battle for the Kid. The return of Otter’s parents. A first trip to a gay bar. The Kid goes to therapy, and Mrs. Paquinn decides that Bigfoot is real. Anna and Creed do… well, whatever it is Anna and Creed do. There are newfound jealousies, the return of old enemies, bad poetry, and misanthropic seagulls. And through it all, Bear struggles to understand his mother’s abandonment of him and his brother, only to delve deeper into their shared past. What he finds there will alter their lives forever and help him realize what it’ll take to become who they’re supposed to be.

Family is not always defined by blood. It’s defined by those who make us whole—those who make us who we are.
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Sequel to Who We Are

 

Tyson Thompson graduated high school at sixteen and left the town of Seafare, Oregon, bound for what he assumed would be bigger and better things. He soon found out the real world has teeth, and he returns to the coast with four years of failure, addiction, and a diagnosis of panic disorder trailing behind him. His brother, Bear, and his brother’s husband, Otter, believe coming home is exactly what Tyson needs to find himself again. Surrounded by family in the Green Monstrosity, Tyson attempts to put the pieces of his broken life back together.

But shortly after he arrives home, Tyson comes face to face with inevitability in the form of his childhood friend and first love, Dominic Miller, who he hasn’t seen since the day he left Seafare. As their paths cross, old wounds reopen, new secrets are revealed, and Tyson discovers there is more to his own story than he was told all those years ago.

In a sea of familiar faces, new friends, and the memories of a mother’s devastating choice, Tyson will learn that in order to have any hope for a future, he must fight the ghosts of his past.
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The Lightning-Struck Heart

 

“The Lightning-Struck Heart a stunning fantasy novel that I am certain will go down as one of the top m/m literary picks of the year 2015.”

—Joyfully Jay

 

“This is the first story that has had me laughing almost nonstop throughout it... Truly a wonderful and magical read for anyone.”

—MM Good Book Reviews

 

“In The Lightning-Struck Heart, TJ has once more hit all of the marks and even surpassed them.”

—Sensual Reads

 

Into This River I Drown

 

“…this is another outstanding read by one of my favorite authors… It touched me deeply.”

—On Top Down Under Reviews

 

John & Jackie

 

“…this story is particularly poignant for me. It cuts very close to the bone, and it is told with painful realism.”

—Prism Book Alliance

 

 “This was such an emotional read, a tearing apart of your heart and pasting it back together kind of read… This is a story not to be missed.”

—The Novel Approach
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