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Dedication

​ This is for everyone who had to put up with me
in high school, from teachers to kids to the general public. I was
a mess, but so was everyone else, and we learned from that wild
experience. We developed as people, and became who we are today,
even if those five years weren't too long ago. There were
tears—lots of them. But there was also laughter, too many jokes to
remember and smiles. Relief, and victory. I try to look back on
that time fondly, but find myself appreciating the faces more than
the places, and perhaps that isn't a bad thing. So thank you for
not murdering me, even if it was tempting sometimes.



Introduction

​ On a base level, Lighter Fluid was a project
that was started, put aside, reviewed online and brought back to
life, then dragged to a finish and painted into something close to
a finished novella. Even now, in creating a second edition, I am
admitting that it is not finished, although I doubt it ever will
be, in the same way that nothing is truly finished. Even great
works could be edited by some busybody wanting to improve them,
whether that be paintings, inventions, songs, novels, or even my
lowly novella. But Lighter Fluid is more than words on a page,
falling prey to the merciless editorial eye.

Lighter Fluid,
at its essence, is emotion. The time which it depicts, a perilous
high school education, is brimming with emotion in every form,
filled with wild highs and lows which match with the unpredictable
nature of hormones and identity. Although Lighter Fluid does not
attempt to precisely depict real-life characters, it attempts to
embody them in hyperbolic form. Some moments feel mundane, as if
anyone could experience them. Some are exhilarating, devastating or
furious, only experienced by a few (if any) individuals. Such is
the power of fiction; my characters aren’t real, and neither is
their setting, nor their situations. Lighter Fluid has many
elements which may raise eyebrows or elicit 'that could never
happen' from an audience's lips, but, if these things occur, then
my intention has been fulfilled.

This is not
real life, this is a realistic fantasy. This is what could've
happened, if a million hypothetical factors had been set in place
by fate to create the perfect conditions for specific events. I
like to imagine it as a conglomerate of possible high school
experiences, with all their peaks and lows mashed together—rather
unfortunately, for some of my poor characters.

On a boringly
realistic level, do not try this at home. Do not see the misery
which is brought about by bad decisions and somehow glorify those
consequences. There are many messages which you could take from
this, but, above all, hold onto your friends. If they're true to
you, faithful, honest, helpful, cheerful or decent, or any
combination thereof, attempt to keep them. You may not find them in
your life after a few years, or even a few months, but that is no
reason to become pessimistic. A bar of chocolate doesn't last
forever, but you don't lament it for that. Or perhaps you do.
However, you shouldn't. It was nice, and that's all that
matters.

Enjoy Lighter
Fluid. It's an experience, and I hope you won't forget it.


Novella—Lighter
Fluid

​ scene one—sparks—year eleven

“I can’t believe you
got caught again, Jey—you’ve been doing this for five years and you
still can’t keep out of Miss Denn’s way.”

Huffing their
discontent, a scrawny teenager, drowning in a royal blue blazer at
least two sizes too big for them, messed with the knot in their tie
with pale fingers, as a slight buzzing in their veins alerted them
to their legs beginning to fall asleep.

Around them,
their group of high school friends chuckled at the statement, made
by one of the taller kids stood around the small area which they
occupied. It would’ve been sensible for them to pick a part of the
Yard with benches, or maybe some sort of protection from the
elements, but none of them could be truthfully described as
sensible, and so they were huddled around the back of the Arts
building, watched over by the few teachers residing in the
classrooms which surrounded their area. For them, it was home—or
close enough.

“Isn’t my
fault; she’s got eyes like a cat. Always watching, like Kiss.” They
responded, after a moment of quiet deliberation, their voice
quivering a little with the rising icy wind, which liked to bite at
their exposed ear tips and ankles. “Has anyone seen Kiss
today?”

“He don’t come
out when it’s cold, you know that.” A smaller kid chided Jey, their
eyes sweeping the surrounding rooftops even as they spoke. “Doesn’t
like it.”

“And anyway,
what happened with Denn?” The first returned to his questioning,
fixing two eyes on Jey, whose gaze found the concrete flagstones
and remained there. “No way she let you off that easily, not for
cigs.”

“She didn’t
find cigs.” Their voice was quiet, too quiet: it made the small
group strain to hear them, since the words seemed to hold so much
importance in their tiny world of schoolyard politics and high
school romances. “Not today.”

“What did she
find, then?” Again, the first picked up the questioning, just as
the wind began to snap at them again, seeping into their area of
the Yard despite their weak but foully-worded protests. “Go on,
Jey. You can tell us.”

“Can I?” The
question was hollow, like the eyes which asked it—deeper and
emptier than any ancient well or canyon. Scarily hollow, like the
eye sockets of a skeleton’s skull, or the shadows haunting
malnourished cheeks.

It remained
unanswered, because all the gathered people knew they didn’t have
to answer. They knew the vacant look, and they knew the reserved
tone of voice. It was impossible not to, when you spent enough time
with them. You came to know their mannerisms and voice inflections,
and all types of things which hinted to their mood, if you scraped
deep enough.

If you scraped
deep enough, you could find anything.


scene
two—earphones—year eleven

It was the eyes which
killed them. They could deal with the endless speech—the empty
threats of dire punishment—even the shaking of her head and the
occasional wagging of her finger, which, in all honesty, made her
look more like a cartoon or a caricature than a head of year. But
when her eyes fixated themselves on theirs, and they were compelled
to look into them, all they could feel was the overwhelming pool of
disappointment which they saw reflected in her face. They could
deal with everything else, just- just not the eyes.

“I honestly
don’t expect this sort of behaviour from someone like you, Jey.
You’ve always been a good student…” At some point, their ears began
to automatically tune out the bullshit. Their grades were average
at best, their attendance patchy and their behaviour just plain
unnoticed. They weren’t ‘good’, by any stretch of the
imagination—but they knew how to fly under the radar, and usually
cared enough to do so. “I’m on the verge of contacting your
parents-”

“Please don’t.”
Their eyes flew up from where they’d previously been inspecting the
crappy crimson carpet, seeking refuge from her disappointed glare,
and found something akin to muted sympathy in her mud-brown irises.
“Miss- please don’t.”

“All this fuss
over a pair of earphones—I doubt they’ll treat you that harshly.”
And there was the most idiotic part—the apparent reason they were
standing centimetres away from her, with various promised
punishments floating in the musty air between them. The tiny office
seemed to have never had a breath of fresh air since it was built,
the gurgling radiator churning out the same old lukewarm gas minute
upon minute. “Why couldn’t you have just kept them in your
bag?”

“Weren’t mine
to keep.” That much was true—the fiver stashed in their pocket
attested to as much. “Miss.”

“And after all
that complaining Mr Chancer was doing about you—to think that I
didn’t believe him and defended your character against him!”

“Mr
Chancer?”

Even in the
stuffy, cramped office, their blood ran cold. Shifting their weight
from one scuffed school-shoe-covered foot to another, they pushed
their hands further into their overly large blazer pockets, their
left fingers brushing over the familiar structure of their
lighter—but even its comfort couldn’t console them at this
point.

Time seemed to
slow, just for a moment. The flimsy-looking white clock on the wall
behind them ticked more and more gradually, until it was barely
ticking at all, and then it wasn’t. Their breaths became longer but
not deeper—her blinks were few, but she seemed to become a sleeping
doll throughout them, if dolls were created with prominent stress
lines and the occasional acne scar. Her next words were quiet but
deliberative, almost contemplative; it was almost as if she wasn’t
just regurgitating the same speech she gave to every student who
stepped out of line and got caught.

“Yes, Mr
Chancer. He’s had more than a few stories to tell about you, Jey,
more than a few.”


scene three—trap—year
seven

They’d never meant to
raise their eyes—never meant to look him in the face; to aggravate
that purpling mass of skin and eyes, skin and slits for noses and
mouths and all sorts. He was a human, or so he claimed, but they
saw him as a monster. Not a monster to be feared, but one to be
pitied. They were too young to know any better—too young to know
that monsters didn’t need pity, no matter how much they demanded.
But they were too young to have fear bleeding through their veins,
and so their eyes dared to find those of a monster.

A science lab
was no place for a stand-off such as this, but a science lab was
where both participants found themselves, the youngest armed with
sparks of mischief swimming in their eyes, the older with his
incredible mass and the fury coursing through his body. It was a
stupid, stupid event which brought them both this close to each
other—usually, the younger would’ve slipped away already, washed
out of the lab with the waves of students who so often occupied it,
but they had been stopped by one bulbous hand, crowned with five
straining, fleshy fingers, and it was all because of something so
stupid-

“I saw them,
Turner—you know I did, and I know I did.” Every word was surrounded
by the raspy pants of days spent lounging in the same spot on the
same old sofa, consuming the same junk food and watching the same
monotonous daytime TV day after day; that was why they, in all
their childish naïvety, they felt pity towards him. “If you just
hand them over, we can be done with all this nonsense. A Year Seven
like you, you shouldn’t be involved in anything like this-”

“Like what,
sir?” And there it was—the joyfulness which he couldn’t possess,
not anymore, came so easily to this small incarnation of youth.
“Haven’t got involved in anything, sir.”

“If you’re
holding onto them for someone else-”

“And what would
they be, sir?”

“ENOUGH!”

Slamming itself
into the slightly charred top of a lab desk, the repulsive hand
made itself into a fist, clenching and unclenching, and shaking as
if it were shivering, but the room was not cold and neither was the
red-faced teacher within it. They tilted their head to the side a
little, more bemused than amused, believing—stupidly believing—that
some invisible wall between them and him would keep them safe.

If that wall
ever existed, he shattered it with the pulsating hand, clammy with
sweat and rough-skinned, reaching over like a claw and swallowing a
bunched up section of the front of their pearl-white button-up
shirt. Vital breath left their lungs as their small face became
level with the monster’s frog-mask—if it wasn’t a mask, then they
pitied him, wrongly pitied him. There was a furious smugness about
that mask, as if he was infuriated but incredibly satisfied about
how this Friday afternoon was turning out.

“I’ll get this
out of you, Turner. One way or another.”

That wasn’t
smugness. It wasn’t fury, or irritation. It was cold—colder than
ice. All of a sudden, they found themselves feeling something which
they hadn’t felt in an in age, and never in this place, where they
had been so secure in their safety. They felt fear.


scene four—corner—year
seven

They hadn’t been late
to the corner once. Not once, in the couple of months that they had
been attending high school, had they found themself running to
catch up with their group of friends, who had grown restless while
waiting by the side of the gate for them and decided to head home.
Today wasn’t an exception on the latter part, only the former, but
they wished it was.

“Jey, where the
fuck’ve you been?” Delicately-tongued as ever, the tallest of their
friends began the questioning, as the other three shuffled and
moved about to make room for them in their small circle of people.
“You been jacking off in the toilets, or some shit like that?
Smells like it, geez.”

“Can we go?”
Exhaustion had grown in their bones like a disease, until they were
unable to feel anything else—save a healthy amount of dread for the
half hour walk home.

“You’re gonna
want concealer on that, unless you want Denn chasing you down the
corridor in the morning.” A gentler sound came from the girl to
their left; her voice was as gentle as the tapping of her
finely-manicured fingernails on their face, dancing across the
reddened skin blossoming on their cheek. “Need to borrow some?”

“You been
fighting or something? Without me?” The mock-hurt coated over his
words couldn’t take away the undertone of concern, as he took a
step forwards to inspect their face more closely. Huffing, they
ducked away, covering the injured cheek with one hand. “Jey? Do I
need to murder someone?”

“I just want to
go home.” Keeping their voice to a monotone, they looked off down
the street, their eyes stopping on the last few cars rushing past,
occupied by late parents hurrying to collect their most probably
annoyed and tired children from the dregs of the once-swarming
crowd of kids left by the school gates.

“You’re
shaking.” Her soft voice was accompanied by softer touches on their
arm, even as they pulled away. “You won’t make it all the way to
your house.”

“They can stop
at mine.” He sounded so decided, as if he actually believed that
they were going anywhere but home. If one more person tried to make
them—or made them—do anything, they were actually going to hurt
someone. “Can’t you, Jey? It’s only half the walk, so-”

“Not going to
yours. Going home.”

Without another
word—peculiar for him—the tallest swatted her curious fingers away
from them and grabbed them by the arm, hauling them down the
pavement with a death-stare sent behind them telling the group to
disband and go home. Quickly realising that struggling was futile,
they stared down at the concrete, watching each thin line between
the flagstones and chewing the inside of their cheek to stop any
errant emotion flooding their eyes. After a thousand inner battles
over the near-spilling of said emotion, he finally let go of their
arm, and they felt an inner self rounding on him and arguing over
their treatment. Their outer self didn’t move an inch.

“Now, are you
gonna cut the bullshit and tell me what’s going on?”


scene
five—bathroom—year eleven

The tiles were grey.
They’d never noticed them before, but they were grey, splattered
with strange stains in various places. Their fingers, nails torn
down to the skin, explored the concrete between each tile;
scraping, scraping, scraping, until small red beads rose to join
the pale flesh and began to smudge on the ceramic material. Outside
the cubicle which had become their entire world for a few minutes,
they heard him pacing—he’d pulled them in here, but they’d locked
the door, with faint arguments mostly referring back to them
wanting to be alone.

Their eyes
found the inside of the white toilet bowl: a thin veil of bile
floating atop the most probably infectious grey water. It brought
memories of retching up an empty stomach to the surface of their
mind. Just the thought made them uncomfortable; it made their eyes
flicker down to the floor once again, finding stilled fingers with
growing beads collecting at their tips. Biting their lip, the eyes
moved again, roaming to the gap beneath the cubicle door, which his
shadow passed over at a regular pace. This was… they were… so…
pathetic. The memories made them want to- no, made them throw up.
And now they couldn’t handle being questioned by Miss Denn, or even
their friends, without wanting to crumble.

No. It had been
five years, and they had survived. A couple more months—what was
it, half a year?—and they wouldn
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