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About this Book


Can a single kiss change everything?



For years, Jayden has harbored a secret: he's in love with his straight best friend, Nate. Growing up in a conservative family, Jayden has hidden his true self. On his thirtieth birthday, he takes a risk and finally comes out to his best friend.



To Jayden's surprise, Nate responds with unwavering support. But as Jayden starts dating other men, Nate grapples with unexpected jealousy. Everything changes when a spontaneous kiss meant to protect Jayden from unwanted attention sparks Nate's revelation that he may not be as straight as he thought.



As Jayden and Nate navigate the complexities of their friendship, will they dare to embrace the possibility of something deeper?




This steamy grumpy/sunshine, bi-awakening gay romance novel is for a mature audience. It has a happy ending and no cliffhanger.




CW: homophobia, transphobia, religious discrimination 


Chapter 1


Nate soaked up the sound of laughter and the buzz of conversation that echoed through the cavernous room. Here in the church basement, surrounded by volunteers, he felt a sense of belonging. Only one thing was missing, and that was Jayden.

As volunteer coordinator, Nate was in charge of this gathering. He liked being in the center of the action. Charitable work gave him a different sort of satisfaction than he got from his job as a video game producer.

He wished he could share that feeling of connection with Jayden. But his best friend had quit coming to church when they were teenagers. Jayden had sworn he’d never come back again—and in fifteen years, he hadn’t.

Still, Nate smiled at the sight of happy faces ranging in age from toddlers to great-grandparents. The décor was cheesy but cheerful. Hanging on the yellow-painted concrete block walls, the bulletin boards were trimmed with pilgrims, cornucopias, and colorful leaves. In a few weeks, Christmas decorations would take their place.

Nate checked the time on his phone. It was after two-thirty, and they were supposed to be done by three. A thread of anticipation tightened in his stomach.

Most of the donated items had been sorted and packed away for the church bazaar. At least, Nate hoped so. He had important plans that night.

Mason, one of the volunteers, sauntered toward him. The guy was in his twenties but still had something of a baby face. Nate couldn’t help noticing that Mason’s husband watched admiringly from across the room. Or to put it more bluntly, Rhy was checking out Mason’s ass. The two were newlyweds, and ridiculously cute together.

“Rhy and I have finished sorting the clothes,” Mason said. “Are there more?”

Nate looked around. “Can you check upstairs? Kim Caulfield is in charge of bringing down the drop-offs, but you know how she loves to chat.”

Mason grinned and gave him a thumbs-up. Grabbing Rhy’s hand, Mason led his husband toward the stairs.

Something about the guy reminded Nate of Jayden. True, Mason was dark-haired where Jayden was blond. But they were both on the short side with boyish good looks that made you want to pinch their cheeks.

Jayden would hate being described that way. He liked to think he had a Goth vibe. And he did, sort of. But Nate’s heart always felt lighter when he saw him.

And of course, unlike Mason, Jayden was straight. For a while, in their teens, Nate had wondered whether his BFF was gay. But then Jayden had dated a girl in college for almost a year. So Nate had put his questions about Jayden’s orientation out of his mind.

The memory brought a pang to Nate’s heart. It was natural, when your best friend started dating someone, that he would have less time to spend with you. And Nate had had a girlfriend, then, too. But when he thought back to that time, what he remembered most was the sadness he felt. He was no longer the most important person in Jayden’s life.

Selfishly, a part of him had been relieved when Jayden’s relationship with his college girlfriend had ended. Nate wasn’t proud of that fact. Jayden had been a constant in Nate’s life for so long, he had felt unmoored without the guy’s daily presence in his life.

The sound of a folding chair scraping across the floor drew him from his reverie. The rest of the volunteers seemed to be finishing up. That was good. With any luck, he’d be out on time.

That hope died when he spotted Rhy and Mason returning with armfuls of donated clothes. Nate’s jaw tightened. What had Kim been thinking, letting the donations accumulate like that? Now, he’d never be out of there by three.

It was his own fault. He should have assigned someone else to help with the task of carrying donations downstairs. Kim was too social.

Nate made sure everyone else was okay, then went to Rhy and Mason’s station. As the other volunteers folded up and stacked the tables and chairs, Nate helped the couple sort and box clothes. Mason’s sister pitched in as well.

Nate’s heart squeezed as he watched the newlyweds joke and flirt with each other while they worked. Part of him yearned for what they had. What must it be like to be married to your best friend?

Not like that was an option for him. Nate and Jayden were both straight. Still, Nate felt like something was missing from his life—the deep connection Rhy and Mason had.

Nate’s phone sounded, and he checked the notification. He smiled at the sight of Jayden’s name in his text messages.

Jayden: Still at church?

Nate: Sorry, it’s a madhouse.

Jayden: Text me if you’ll be late.

Nate: Hope it won’t come to that.

“Everything okay?” Rhy asked.

“Yeah, fine,” Nate said. “Just…I have plans tonight.”

Normally he would be content to stay all afternoon if people wanted to hang out. There were always a few stragglers, and sometimes they’d get dinner together or find something else to do.

But tonight was special. It was his best friend’s thirtieth birthday.

“Hot date?” Mason asked.

“Not exactly,” Nate replied. “Not with a woman, at least. With my friend Jayden.”

The truth was, Nate was bad at dating. After almost fifteen years of trying, he still couldn’t figure out how to keep a woman happy. Sometimes he’d wondered if romance would be easier if he was gay.

Still, he had a full life. Between work and church and Jayden, he had no reason to feel lonely.

“Jayden Taylor?” Mason asked. “I’ve hardly seen him since college. Tell him I said hi.”

Nate smiled. “Will do.”

He would have liked to throw a party, but Jayden wasn’t a fan of huge birthday celebrations. Instead, Nate had planned something small and intimate that would make his friend smile.

Fortunately, the work went quickly. By three-fifteen, all the volunteers had made their way upstairs and toward the parking lot. Nate took one last look around the room before turning off the light and heading for the vestibule.

Standing by the exit were Jayden’s parents, Tom and Susan Taylor. They were putting on their coats and scarves. His heart sank. He’d managed to get through the afternoon without an intimate conversation with them—but now he wouldn’t be able to avoid them.

He berated himself for his impatience. After all, they were like a second set of parents to him. And Tom and Susan had led him to this church. They had attended here for decades.

When Jayden had quit, they’d had a rough time with his decision. They hadn’t approved—they were pretty old-school when it came to church—but they hadn’t stood in his way.

“Nate!” Tom called, waving him over.


Nate forced a smile. It’s only five more minutes. Then I’ll be with Jayden for the rest of the day.


Susan gave him a hug. She squeezed him as if she hadn’t seen him in ages, when they’d just talked last Sunday. Sometimes he felt like all the love she wanted to pour into Jayden, she poured into Nate instead.

The Taylors weren’t bad people. They just had rigid expectations when it came to their son. And for some reason, because Nate was active in the church, they thought he could bring Jayden around to their wishes.

But Nate was on Jayden’s side. He would always be on Jayden’s side—no matter what.

Susan looked at Nate expectantly, tension in her voice. “Are you and Jayden going out tonight?”

Nate nodded. “I’m taking him to the bowling alley. Pretty low-key, but I figured we could make an evening of it. Don’t tell him, though—it’s a surprise.”

When they were kids, the bowling alley was one of the first places their parents had let them go unsupervised. They’d spent hours there during the summers—at the lanes, the arcade, and the skating rink all under one roof. It was pretty much a kid’s version of heaven.

Nate was looking forward to seeing the old haunt again. But then he always enjoyed hanging out with Jayden, despite how different they were.

Susan gave Nate a smile, and the sadness in her eyes made him fidget even more. Clearly it hurt her that Jayden didn’t want to spend his birthday with his parents. “It’s good that he’ll let you take him someplace,” she said. “We’ve been trying for years, but it’s always the same thing.”

“You know how he gets about birthdays,” Tom agreed.

Nate nodded. “It embarrasses Jayden to be the center of attention. I’m sure he’d appreciate a call, though.”

Some days it seemed like Nate knew Jayden better than the people who’d raised him did. Maybe that was okay. Just because Nate was close to his parents, that didn’t mean most people were.

Of course, it was easy for Nate to avoid conflicts with his parents when they lived in Florida and he lived in North Carolina.

Jayden’s parents meant well, even if Jayden misunderstood their intentions. He was an artist, a free spirit. He felt like they were trying to rein him in, when really, they were trying—and failing—to understand him.

“We don’t want to get in the way of your boys’ night out,” Susan said. “Let him know we’re thinking of him, will you? And tell him he’s always welcome to join us at church on Sundays.”

“I will,” Nate said, keeping a smile on his face.

As soon as they left, though, the smile slipped. Jayden’s parents should let it go and respect his wishes about attending church. Nate definitely wouldn’t relay that part of their sentiment.


What he would do was give Jayden the best birthday possible. After all, that’s what best friends were for.


And Jayden was the best friend a guy could have.


Chapter 2


Jayden pushed back the computer chair in his home office and stared at the blank wall. His eye muscles relaxed, freed from focusing on the drawing tablet that was slanted like a miniature easel on his desk.

This project didn’t have to be done until end of business on Monday. And it was already in a “good enough” state. But Jayden didn’t want it to be “good enough.” He wanted to wow the project team. The next time a lead artist position opened up, Jayden wanted to be at the top of the list for that promotion.

At least working on his birthday distracted him from dinner with Nate.

Now, though, it really was time to stop. Nate would be there in an hour, and Jayden had to get ready.


He clenched his jaw. Tonight wasn’t just another night on the town with his best friend. Those he enjoyed. No, this was a celebration.


Nate would embarrass him by trying to make the night special—even though Jayden hated nothing more than being the center of attention.

His phone buzzed, and his sister Hope’s face flashed on the screen. “Happy birthday, dummy,” she said when he picked up. She was a junior at UNC–Chapel Hill, and a total pain in his ass.

“Love you, too,” he replied.

“Are you having an awesome day alone in your apartment?”


“What makes you think…” But there was no point arguing with her. He was alone in his apartment.


He sighed. “I’m not a total loser. I’ve got plans with Nate tonight.”

“Speaking of which…” she replied. “Mom saw Nate at church today, and he encouraged her to call you. Only she’s afraid if she calls on your birthday, you’ll be pissed.”

He scowled, drawing his brows together. “Why would she think that?”

“Why does Mom think anything? I guess to her mind, you hate birthdays. You won’t let her throw a big party where she invites everyone from church. And where she introduces you to Lisa and Brian’s daughter who just graduated from med school and is currently single.”

Jayden let out a little groan.


“Jay, you’ve got to call her. I can’t be in the middle of this all the time. I’ve got a paper due, and I’ve fielded three calls from her today. I try to explain why you don’t want to be fixed up with women—without, you know, explaining why you don’t want to be fixed up with women.”


He froze. “What do you mean?”


“Oh, for the love of…” She growled. “Okay, fine, I’ll say it, since you won’t. You haven’t dated a woman seriously in ten years. Ten years, Jay. At least not that I know of. And I get that you wouldn’t exactly confide in your baby sister about your love life, if you have one—”


“You’re ten years younger than me. When I graduated college, you were still in middle school.”


“Right. I get that. But I’m not blind. The way I figure it, you’re either asexual, or you’re gay. And whichever one it is, I’m fine with it. But I’m really sick of Mom turning to me because you won’t talk to her about your life.”


A weight settled on Jayden’s chest. Out of the blue, here was his chance. He could finally come out to someone he cared about, without judgment. And instead of being relieved, he was terrified.

Hope said she didn’t care. She wasn’t religious like their parents. Even so, he was afraid if he told her the truth, she would stop loving him.

It was stupid, and he knew it. He needed to break through the feelings squeezing him like he was caged in iron.

This could be a practice run. Jayden had promised himself that tonight, on his thirtieth birthday, he would finally come out to his best friend. He would tell Nate he was gay.

And he had no idea how the guy would react.

A cold sense of dread gripped him.

“Jay, are you still there?” Hope’s voice said. “Please say something. I’m worried I freaked you out.”

He let out a nervous laugh. “You did, a little.” With an effort, he forced out the words. “You’re right, I’m gay. I had no idea you suspected.”

She let out a scoffing sound, and he was sure she was rolling her eyes. “So,” she said, an eager note in her voice, “are you and Nate a thing?”

“Me and Nate?” His world shifted a little. When it righted itself, he said, “Nate isn’t gay. We’re just friends.”

“Well, that’s disappointing. You two would be a perfect couple. Are you at least seeing someone on the DL?”

“The what?” he asked. Sometimes Hope’s words flowed so quickly, it was impossible to keep up.

“The down low.”

“Where do you get this lingo?”

“Urban Dictionary.”

He let out an exasperated laugh. “You go to Urban Dictionary to learn gay slang?”

“How else am I going to keep up with my gay brother?”

He shook his head. “I’m not going to talk to you about my love life. In my mind, you’re still ten years old.”

“And you’re still a sulky teenager who wears black metal-band T-shirts and hides in his room playing video games. Although now you’re a sulky thirty-year-old who wears black—”

“Enough. I need to get ready for dinner with Nate.”

“Call Mom first.”

“Whatever.”

He ended the call. Within minutes, his head was throbbing. If his mom wanted to talk to him on his birthday, he’d take the call. But he wasn’t going to initiate one. He had enough on his mind without trying to soothe her ruffled feathers.

For now, he wanted to focus on Nate—and how to come out to him.

Jayden hadn’t been living a secret life, exactly. He’d suspected he was gay in high school, but he’d never acted on it. He kept busy, without much time for a social life, and even less time to think about dating. That didn’t stop Nate from trying to be “helpful” though, fixing him up with girls he thought might be a good fit.

Jayden could’ve kept going on like that. Letting himself get roped into the occasional date—enough to keep his parents and Nate from thinking he was some sort of recluse—and otherwise throwing himself into his work.

Except Jayden was tired of that life. Truth was, he was lonely. And he immersed himself in work to soothe that ache.

He looked back at his computer screen. It was filled to the edges like a canvas. The artwork showed the concept for a lush planet that would become home to a tropical rain forest of alien life forms. At least, once the 3D artists got the chance to build them.

The concept had grown from Jayden’s research into terrestrial ecosystems and astrobiology, as well as his own imagination. It was bright and colorful, with strong focal points and all sorts of hidden details. It would make a good opening level for the new Biosphere game.

But he knew he couldn’t get overly attached to it. The rest of the project team still had to approve it.

He’d probably spent too much time on it already. As usual, one idea led to another led to another…and he couldn’t stop until he’d seen how they all played out.

Hope would call him a perfectionist. “Just like Mom,” she would say.

When in fact, it was the opposite. His mom obsessed over details because she had a picture in her head of exactly how things ought to be. Jayden put his ideas into action so he could watch the vision develop. He didn’t know what it would look like until that magic moment when everything came together.

He’d reached that point. If he kept fiddling with it, he might wreck it. Time to get ready for Nate’s birthday surprise.

With a sigh, Jayden padded into his bedroom and over to his closet. He pulled out a button-down shirt and dark jeans to wear for the night out.

He’d never understood why people made a big deal out of milestone birthdays. But now, looking back on the past thirty years, and on the years still to come? Seeing the updates from friends and family when they posted about the progress they’d made as Regular Human Beings?

While he enjoyed his solitude, he didn’t exactly want to spend his life alone.

To that end, Jayden had joined an LGBTQ message board. The community had urged him to test the waters, so he had. Or at least he’d started looking at the waters from some distant hill near shore.

Jayden’s phone dinged, and he grabbed it from his pocket. His heart rate quickened as a couple of notifications showed up for his dating app. He didn’t get a lot of hits, so two in one day was unusual.

Opening his inbox, he pulled up the first message. “Fucking hell,” he said to his empty apartment. And to the dick that gave him a one-eyed stare back.

Had he started a conversation with this guy and forgotten about it? He tried to scroll up, but no. The dick pic was the first message to greet him.

He deleted it and warily opened the next message. No dick pic, at least. But what he got wasn’t much better. The guy who’d contacted him—whose profile pic was just a shot of washboard abs—said only:

i like my boys a lil scrawny. ;-) U shaved?

Wow. Fucking creepy. That was another delete. Another block.

All the photos on this app showed guys who were ripped, and Jayden…wasn’t. So he hadn’t bothered with a profile pic. He’d described himself as slim—not scrawny.

While he didn’t have rock hard abs, he worked out five days a week. With his body type, he’d never bulk up to whatever this app considered the “ideal man.”

Why should looks matter so much, anyway? He just wanted to meet a nice guy. But the messages he got were from creepy dudes who seemed desperate. Or into some kind of fetish.

Maybe Jayden’s standards were too high. The community he’d joined had urged him to download an app and “sample the buffet.” Get drinks, fool around, find out what he liked.


So far, Jayden was collecting a long list of things he didn’t like.


Tossing his phone onto the bed, he raked his fingers through his already messy hair. He stepped into the bathroom and stripped out of his clothes. Maybe the people he talked with online found it easier than he did to approach random guys.

If that was the case, then maybe they were wrong about Jayden’s decision to come out to Nate.

He turned on the shower and stepped into the spray of hot water. The sensation was heaven on his tense muscles. As he lathered up, he considered his options.

On one hand, Jayden felt awful hiding his orientation. Nate was a good friend and deserved the truth. On the other hand, Nate’s devotion to his church unsettled Jayden.

From the time Jayden was a toddler, his parents had enrolled him in Sunday School. Around the age of fourteen, though, he’d started questioning his sexuality. As soon as that happened, he knew the church wasn’t the place for him.

He told his parents he didn’t like the new fire-and-brimstone preacher. That was only part of the story. Every time Jayden walked through those doors, he felt like he was being judged. Like he had to hide his orientation—or be hated for it.

Nate would never understand. Whatever he saw in the church, it wouldn’t be swayed by Jayden’s opinion. And maybe that was a good enough reason to keep the truth from him. What would it really change?

Best case, Nate would quit setting him up with women and otherwise meddling in Jayden’s nonexistent love life. Worst case, Nate would pull away, and their friendship would crumble.

Realistically, they’d probably end up on some middle ground where everything between them became a lot more awkward.


Even without Nate learning of Jayden’s fruitless crush on him.


∞∞∞

Jayden looked at the kitchen clock again. The early setting of the sun this time of year made his brain think it was later than it actually was. The minutes dragged by, his anxiety growing with every tick of the second hand.


When the knock finally came, it startled Jayden so he almost tripped over his own feet. Jumpy much? It was exactly six, and Nate was nothing if not punctual.


Jayden’s cat Tabitha jumped onto her perch by the door, meowing insistently. She seemed to know it was Nate on the other side. Not like that was a feat, since Jayden didn’t exactly have a ton of visitors over.

When Nate stepped inside, she purred up a storm. Jayden felt like he was doing the same thing on the inside. The guy made him feel warm and fluttery.

Nate was tall and slim, and his face had a wholesome look about it. Not sharply angled, but masculine. Expressive, full of light, his lips criminally kissable. Those dark eyes betrayed every emotion as soon as Nate felt it.


Maybe he was a little After School Special, but in an earnest way. That whole aw, shucks thing really worked for him. Coupled with a tireless work ethic, it had gotten him far in life.


“Hey, Tabbycakes.” Nate reached a gloved hand out to scratch behind the cat’s ears. She rumbled violently, leaning into his touch.

Jayden totally understood the impulse. But as usual, he hid away his attraction. He’d been doing it so long, it was second nature.

“Is it really that cold outside?” Jayden asked, looking at Nate’s long winter coat and gloves. “Or is it just Nate cold?”

“It’s human cold, thanks.” Nate flashed him a grin. A brilliant, sexy grin that made Jayden’s stomach bottom out. “I don’t know about snow-beast cold. You’ll have to check.”

Jayden snorted and stepped past him. It was chilly, but there wasn’t much of a breeze. He could get by with a bomber jacket. That would be easier to keep track of than the hat, gloves, and scarf that made up Nate’s ensemble. Especially if they went drinking.

He eyed his friend suspiciously. Nothing in his hands. No bulge in his coat pocket. In the car, maybe?

“Where is it?”

“Where’s what?” Nate asked innocently.

“I overheard you talking to Grant last week. You got me something, even though I told you not to.”

Nate’s eyebrows climbed. “Wow, that’s super rude, man. Eavesdropping like that.”

Jayden rolled his eyes. “You were, like, three feet away.”

“You had your headphones on!” Nate’s fingers stroked all the way down Tabitha’s back, making soft little furrows in her gray and black fur. “You always say you can’t hear when you’re wearing headphones.”

Jayden gave him a playful smirk. Shrugging into his coat, he grabbed a small laser pointer to lure the cat away from the door.

Sure enough, when Jayden shone the elusive red dot on the floor, she launched off her perch to chase it. Once she was safely out of range, he and Nate slipped outside.

As Jayden locked up, it was on the tip of his tongue to ask where they were going. But he knew better. Nate would evade that like he’d evaded the gift thing. He might be a terrible liar, but he could dodge and weave with the best of them.

Holiday lights decorated some of the homes as Nate drove in the direction of the commercial district. Once there, the scenery changed to strip malls and restaurant chains. The town of Azalea Ridge was nestled into the foothills near the Blue Ridge Parkway and known for its spectacular fall colors. But under the cover of darkness, it could have been any town in America.

When Nate turned on his blinker, Jayden recognized where they were. One glance at the half-broken neon sign was enough.

“AlleyCatz?” he teased, smiling. “Are we twelve?”

The old bowling-alley-turned-fun-center was a source of good memories for Jayden. It was nice of Nate to think of it—though Jayden wasn’t surprised. Nate was that kind of guy.

“Oh, this isn’t AlleyCatz, my friend. It’s ‘Al-e-atz.’”

Jayden snorted, looking at the few letters actually working on the sign. “My mistake. Al-e-atz sounds like a fine establishment.”

“Too right,” Nate said, trying on an awful British accent.

They headed toward the old building. Nostalgia hit Jayden hard as they got closer, as did the familiar smell of stale popcorn and staler beer. Opening up the heavy door, he was enveloped by the unmistakable sound—balls gliding down the lanes and striking against pins. The carpeted floor cushioned their steps, and muscle memory guided the walk to the counter.

Instantly, Jayden shed his grown-up self. He let go of his responsibilities so he could enjoy this time with his best friend. He would give Nate credit for this one—as birthday celebrations went, this one didn’t suck.

Yet.


Chapter 3


Jayden eyed the bored teenager at the counter as she flicked through her phone. He tried not to grumble when Nate pulled out his wallet like a practiced gunslinger. Jayden would let Nate pay tonight. Next time they went out, though, he’d settle the score.

“What size?” the girl asked, running Nate’s card, her attention still on her phone.

“Nine for me,” Jayden said. “Eleven-and-a-half for the beanpole here.”

Nate smirked and looked tempted to roll his eyes. Truth was, he had lost that lanky look by the time they got to college. He was trim but muscled. Jayden had seen enough of him at the gym to know he was rocking a six-pack under that innocent-looking Oxford shirt and fisherman-knit sweater.

The girl went to fetch the shoes. Jayden reluctantly pulled off his ankle boots. When he was a kid, he’d never seen anything weird about handing over his shoes to a stranger. Now he watched the girl carefully, noting where she put them. Those boots had not been cheap.

When he was handed the bowling shoes, he eyed them dubiously. “These are cleaned between uses, right?” he asked.

“Sure,” she said, handing Nate back his card. “Have a radical night.”

That was the most unenthusiastically-said slogan ever, but it made Nate laugh. The sound distracted Jayden from wondering how many feet had been inside the shoes he was about to put on. Nate’s dimples were a good distraction, no matter the situation.

“Looks like the old lane’s open,” Nate said. “You want to get us a couple of balls? I’ll get the food.”


Jayden stifled a groan at hearing the word balls come out of Nate’s mouth. It was stupid and immature, but the thought woke desires Jayden didn’t dare let show.


He had wanted Nate all their adult lives, had ached to explore that lean, muscular body. Usually, Jayden kept that longing tamped down for the sake of their friendship. But sometimes it surfaced, like it did now, and it was all he could do not to lose his mind.

He forced himself to stop watching Nate’s tight, round ass as he walked toward the snack bar. Instead, Jayden picked out a scuffed-up black ball for himself, and one of those midnight blue ones streaked with white for Nate. He brought them to their usual lane—thirteen. Then, he loaded them into the machine, taking his place behind the janky-ass screen that started a new session.

AlleyCatz wasn’t all that busy, so Nate soon returned with two bottles of beer and a mountain of nachos.

“Dude,” Jayden said with a laugh. “I think that cheese was sitting in the vat the last time we came here.”

“You know you love it.”

Jayden couldn’t deny that. Stale chips and processed nacho cheese had been staples for the two of them growing up. While his palette had refined over the years, a part of him still appreciated really awful junk food. Since it was his birthday, he gave himself permission to indulge.

They bowled for a couple of hours. The time and the beers disappeared quickly, with Nate volunteering to get the next round.

Jayden hadn’t miraculously turned into a better bowler than his teenage self, and Nate’s performance was as mediocre as ever. But that was the only thing where Nate was mediocre, in Jayden’s opinion.

The guy had the golden touch. Whenever there was a conflict, Nate could find a compromise. Whenever things looked bad, Nate could find the silver lining. Jayden tended to see the negative—so it was good his best friend was the most optimistic person he knew.

And it had always been that way.


Once they bored of bowling, they wandered over to the other main attraction: the arcade and its vintage games. They played a few levels of Sonic 2 before looking around at their other options.


“Oh, man, they’ve still got that terrible air hockey table.” Nate took a swig of beer. “Wonder if it was ever fixed.”

“One way to find out.”

It hadn’t been fixed. The magnets keeping the puck on the table were messed up. The puck moved in weird directions and sometimes flew off the table. But the friends played anyway, and Jayden secured his title as the reigning champion of broken air hockey.

“To the victor go the spoils.” Nate pulled an envelope from the back pocket of his jeans. He handed it to Jayden.

“This better just be a sappy card,” Jayden said dubiously. Even though it wasn’t shaped like one.

Nate gave him an enigmatic smile.

Jayden eased open the envelope. He pulled out…a blank index card? His brow furrowed and he turned it over. A URL, username, and password were written on it. “What’s this?”

“It’s the login information for a programming class. It covers a bunch of different gaming languages, and you make a few prototypes before it’s through. You’re always talking about making your own game someday. I figured this would give you a head start.”

Jayden looked down at the collection of letters and numbers. Nate had put real thought into this. He’d given Jayden something he would actually use—something he wouldn’t want to refuse.

Jayden turned his gaze back to Nate, unable to speak. Emotion clogged his throat. This was the best gift he’d ever received.

“Happy birthday, dude.” Nate’s smile lit up his whole face.

Jayden’s heart squeezed in his chest. As he looked into his friend’s deep brown eyes, warmth and gratitude and pointless attraction mixed into an intoxicating brew. It was far more dangerous than the beer Jayden had drunk that evening.

He swallowed, but his voice still came out scratchy. “Thank you, Nate. That’s… I really appreciate this.”

Nate slung an arm around his shoulder, pulling him away from the arcade. Jayden’s skin prickled at the heat and intimacy of the touch. Though the gesture was friendly, Nate’s touch was fuel to Jayden’s libido.

“Want to see what it’s like to roller skate while drunk?” Nate asked.

Jayden would have followed Nate anywhere at that point. They traded out their bowling shoes for skates—the ones with four wheels—and took to the rink.

They weren’t drunk, exactly—just tipsy. Mostly that meant Jayden clinging to Nate a little more than was probably appropriate. Fortunately, Nate didn’t seem to mind.

Best. Birthday. Ever.

When they sobered enough to skate in a straight line, they made for the rink’s exit. They climbed up onto the carpeted floor and took seats. Jayden had worked muscles he’d forgotten he had, and they were burning now.

As they caught their breath, an unfamiliar female voice spoke. “You guys should try out for the Olympics. I bet you’d get the gold with that act.”


Jayden bristled at the taunt, anger filling his chest. But when he turned to the woman, she didn’t seem to be poking fun. Her friendly smile said she wasn’t making some haha gay people are funny joke as Jayden had initially thought.


His eyes assessed her. She was petite and pretty, probably in her late twenties. Her skin was a medium brown, her short hair styled in tight curls. She looked about as non-threatening as a person could.

“You think so?” Nate asked. “I don’t think I could pull off the tight pants, personally, but my friend here can.”

Her eyes roamed over Jayden. “I’ll bet he can.”

Self-consciousness pricked at Jayden’s awareness. But again, the woman wasn’t looking at him like he was a joke. She was looking at him like… Well, like he was a steak, and she wanted to take a bite.

“I’m Nate, and this is Jayden.”

She let out a little laugh. “I’m Jade.”

Jayden’s eyes narrowed. His spidey sense continued to tingle.

“Hey, look at that,” Nate said. “Jade and Jayden. You two already have something in common.”


What the hell. Was Nate trying to set him up? Had he put Jade up to this?


Her eyes danced. “That, and we’re both terrible skaters,” she said, nodding out toward the rink.

Nate laughed. Jayden at least smiled so he didn’t look like a complete douchebag. The nice woman wasn’t to blame for Nate’s meddling.

Jayden had to put a stop to this before it went any further. “It was nice to meet you, Jade,” he said, “but I should probably get home. Long day tomorrow.” He pushed to his feet, almost forgetting he was still on skates.


Nothing said mature exit like having to catch himself before he fell on his ass.


He vaguely heard Nate make some excuse. It didn’t take long for him and his long legs to catch up.
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