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      The fire snapped and cracked, shooting tiny sparks into the night sky. When they faded away, Tyler brought his attention back down to the group around him. He clutched his can of off-brand soda tight in his hand. It was mostly empty and partially flat, as he’d been methodically sipping on it all night.

      “Well, here’s to our friendship,” the guy across from him, Steven, said, raising his own can in the air.

      Tyler raised his can in salute, then downed the remaining dregs down his throat.

      “I’m glad we could finally get away from our busy lives to hang out,” Ryan said, shooting Steven a playfully dirty look from Tyler’s right. He was reclined back in his folding lawn chair, one that had a broken leg and fixed again with orange duct tape, which reflected the light from the raging fire in the middle of all of them.

      Tyler nodded along. The group used to hang out at minimum once a week. They’d do exactly what they did now and hang out in Cody’s backyard, light a bonfire, and occasionally grill something on the barbeque. Though these past few years, it had been more and more of a fight to even see each other every few weeks.

      “It’s not my fault I have a good job and a hot girlfriend,” Steven retorted. “Speaking of which, how did you get Anna to let you come here?” Anna was one of the more controlling of the girlfriends. Tyler had met her a few times, and he always left their encounters feeling like he’d been kicked in the balls.

      “Yeah,” Cody chuckled, piping in as Ryan opened his mouth. “You’re whipped.”

      Ryan huffed and shifted his weight. The broken leg creaked slightly, and he stilled. “Fuck you,” he muttered, but there was a smile on his lips. “Who are you with now? Jessica? Theresa?”

      “Willow, actually. But we’re not exclusive,” Cody responded, undeterred. In fact, he seemed to puff out his chest. “Jessica and Theresa are old news.”

      Tyler grinned, looking around at all his friends bickering and glad to be on the outside of it all. Usually, it was him they picked on mercilessly and without remorse.

      “And Tyler,” Ryan said, turning to face him. “What about your love life?”

      Damn. There it was. “Anybody want some more marshmallows?” he asked, bending down to grab the roasting stick currently propped on an unused log. “I’m going to make some s’mores.”

      “Yes please,” Cody said, then added, “but it doesn’t get you out of our question. Are you still single?”

      Tyler took his time putting two marshmallows on the metal prongs and picking a spot on the fire where there were more embers, less flame. He stuck the marshmallows in the firepit and cleared his throat. “Nah, I’m single right now.”

      “You’ve been single for three years,” Steven argued. “When are you going to put yourself out there again?”

      It had been the same question practically every time they hung out. When are you going to get back into it? And I have a cousin that I think you’d like, were extremely common.

      But he felt like he was out of excuses. It had been three years since his last relationship, and that one had only lasted a handful of weeks. He’d broken it off with her and didn’t really think much about it. For the months after, he argued to his friends that it had been too soon. Then, he’d moved to another city after college, and that had been his new excuse. Now, he was back, and he was all out of reasons to push them off.

      “I don’t know,” he admitted. “I just… I don’t like the idea of manufacturing love.”

      “Here we go,” Cody said, rolling his eyes. “You know, you don’t always have to date to love. You can date to have fun, date to get to know people better. Or, better yet, date to get intimate.” Even in the firelight, Tyler could see Cody wiggle his eyebrows.

      “Exactly!” Ryan chirped. “Love comes after.”

      He knew that, but Tyler really loathed the whole awkward stage. He simply wished he could be in an instant relationship where they understood each other. He wanted love, but he didn’t want all the failures that came before he found it.

      Tyler’s marshmallows caught on fire, as he hadn’t been paying attention to them. He brought them out of the flames, cursing and sputtering as his friends laughed at his attempt to blow them out. By the time he managed to do so, the marshmallows were black, charred lumps that smelled disgusting.

      “I’ll put myself out there,” he promised, knocking the fried marshmallows off his stick and into the flames. “Start… talking to people.”

      “Yeah, right,” Steven snorted. “I don’t believe that for a second.”

      “I will!” He grabbed another couple of marshmallows from the bag and stuck them on the end of his prongs. “You’ll see.”

      “This isn’t for our sake,” Steven reminded him. “But for yours. You’re lonely, Tyler. Anyone can see it.”

      “Gee, thanks,” he grumbled under his breath. “You guys can make your own s’mores.” He was only partially joking. He knew his friends all had his best interests in mind, but they could be annoying as hell.

      “I mean, when was the last time you got laid?” Cody asked, offhandedly.

      Tyler stiffened and hesitated for a moment too long.

      “Have you been laid?” Ryan asked carefully. “Oh my god, you’re still a virgin, aren’t you?” He chuckled but slapped a hand over his mouth to conceal it.

      “How did I not know this?!” Cody asked, not bothering to try and hide his howling laughter. “Little Tyler’s still a virgin!”

      Tyler was happy for the dim light all around as he felt his face flush bright red. “I’m downloading a dating app right now, but only if you three shut the hell up.”

      Even Steven was laughing, though he was doing his best to make it seem like he was coughing instead.

      He was a virgin, but who he did or didn’t sleep with was none of their business. “I’m changing the subject,” he said at once. “Work?”

      Steven launched into a conversation about his engineering position at a relatively high-end tech company. He was the kind of guy that could always be counted on to have something to say about his job. It felt like something insane happened there every day.

      Tyler, on the other hand, was the supervisor at some mediocre retail chain. It was nice, though, as he could set his own hours and delegate all the monotonous tasks to the employees under him. Still, he’d always felt destined for something more than slightly above minimum wage.

      As the rest of them chatted, Tyler pulled out his phone. The bright screen illuminated his face, and he hastily turned down the brightness. He slid through his apps until he found the app store and searched up the generic “dating app”.

      “You should download Rizztify,” Cody said, peering over his shoulder. “It’s the one I use, and the preference manager is really attuned. Not to mention, the women have to make the first move, so you don’t have to come up with any pick-up lines.”

      Tyler hit the download button, then started assembling his s’mores. Staying true to his threat, he kept them both for himself and handed the pole over to a disgruntled Cody.

      He took a bite, feeling the hot and gooey marshmallow hit his mouth. Moments later, the melting chocolate followed. The graham crackers were slightly stale, but he didn’t mind. S’mores were too good to care.

      Finally, when the app finished downloading, he started on creating his profile. He selected a few photos of himself from his album, which were few and far between. As he studied himself, he reflected on how plain he looked. With his dark hair, brown eyes, and pale skin, he looked like every other man out there. He was tall and lean, almost too much so. Despite all this, he wasn’t ugly. Just… boring, in his opinion.

      Still, he finished modifying his profile and moved onto the personality test. It mostly asked him what his favorites were. He assumed that was so that the app could pair him with someone who actually shared his interests.

      As he went through his preferences after, he wondered if, perhaps, this wouldn’t be as bad as he anticipated it would be. After all, with all these conditions, there was no way his first match could be a dud.

      If he matched with anyone at all.

      He swiped through what had to be dozens of women. Some were more his type than others, but he didn’t want to discount any possibilities. Once he went through as many women profiles as he could handle, he resorted to waiting to see if any of them matched with him.

      For five minutes after his profile was live, he kept his screen on, staring at his empty inbox. But when nothing came, he slid his phone back into his pocket. He could check it later and see if there was anyone he might like to chat and go further with.

      He didn’t have to wait long. Only half a conversation later, his pocket buzzed. He instantly pulled it out and looked to see who it was who had messaged him.

      Some girl by the name Sarah was in his inbox, her small profile photo next to text that read, Hey! I saw that you’re into classic movies. I’d love to hang out and chat with you about some of them.

      His heart pounded in his ears, and he went back through her profile to refresh his memory of her. She was pretty, with curly red hair and blue eyes. Her height was taller than him, but he didn’t mind in the slightest. Her face was freckled and innocent-looking, but he knew better than to judge her on that.

      He sent back, I’d love to. Does tomorrow work, or too soon?

      Almost instantly, he got a reply, Tomorrow works great! There’s a coffee shop around Second Street; do you want to link up around noon?

      Just like that, he had a date. He smiled to himself and chatted back and forth with Sarah for a little while longer. She seemed cool and super nice. He felt an instant connection with her, but nothing extremely severe. More like a soft longing to get to know this woman.

      Tyler shut off his phone and clutched it to his chest. Perhaps his friends had been right. Perhaps he really did need to date.
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