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Dedication

For everyone who is trying to find the courage

to be true to themselves





One

Jack



“Is this a joke?”

OK, it’s not the reaction I’d hoped for, but coming from Dylan, it’s practically a compliment. I wave my hands up and down my tuxedo in the manner of a game show hostess. “It’s Italian tailoring, one hundred percent pure wool, with satin trim details.”

He crosses his arms and gives me unimpressed eyes. 

“Is it the shoes?” I ask.

“It is not the shoes.”

“Dolce and Gabbana.”

He shakes his head and steps inside like the shoes are nothing and closes the front door behind him.

I blow my cheeks out, really giving it some serious thought. “Oh!” I say, feigning suddenly remembering. “Do you mean”—I twirl around on the spot, the rainbow flag cloak that’s around my shoulders billowing out like some fabulous gay tornado—“THIS?!”

Dylan still isn’t smiling, which is weird because this has to be the most spectacular thing ever.

“Very funny.” He grimaces.

“Thank you, I think, but this is actually my outfit. So.”

Dylan glowers at me. I’m pretty sure this is meant to be one of the most romantic nights of my life, the sort you look back on if you’re lucky enough to make it to eighty and sigh and remember it all in gorgeous sepia, but my boyfriend literally looks like he’s going to murder me—and not with something clever and glamorous like cyanide in champagne (surely the weapon of choice for any homosexual with a shred of self-respect?), but violently. With an axe. “I thought we agreed—”

“I know, but I wanted to—”

“It can’t always be about you, Jack.” He stomps through to the kitchen. “Can I get a glass of water?”

“Sure,” I mutter, staying in the hall while he disappears.

So, it’s going well.

“You look nice!” I shout through to him. And he does.

He looks fricking gorgeous.

The sound of a tap running.

“There’s a bottle of Evian in the fridge if you prefer not to drink piss water. I know it’s environmentally less friendly but since we’re all going to die in the apocalypse anyway, I say DRINK THE GOOD STUFF, BABY!”

Silence.

He’s pissed off with me, but year eleven prom is, quite frankly, the end of five years of near total hell at secondary school and I’m not going to mark its passing quietly. Hell no. This shitshow is going out with a bang. And turning up in the same shiny polyester suit that all the other year eleven boys will turn up in is not anywhere close to being “a bang.” Screw that. If I’m not going to fit in, if I’m going to stand out, then I’m really gonna stand out.

Speaking of which, he didn’t even mention the glittery eye makeup. Do I need more? I walk through to the kitchen, where Dylan is finishing off a glass of chocolate milk.

“Sorry,” he says, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. He knows the chocolate milk is mine, and he knows it’s precious to me.

“The eye shadow,” I begin.

He licks the last of the milk off his lips and looks across at me. “Uh-huh?”

“Do you love it?”

He stares at me, then his face breaks into a smile. “Well, you . . . I mean, you certainly look gay.”

“I am gay!” I say. “So are you!”

He doesn’t deny it, but he ever so slightly flinches, and I know I’ve said the wrong thing. “Besides,” I continue, “you don’t win prom king and queen without going to some effort.”

He scratches his tousled dark brown hair. “You really think they’re gonna give it to a gay couple? Really? Our school?”

He has a point, of course, but he must clock the look of disappointment on my face because he quickly adds, “Hey, but who knows? Maybe things are changing.”

I nod at him and smile, although I know he was probably right to begin with.

“I want to have a nice night, so I’m sorry I was a dick about your outfit,” he says.

“That’s OK.”

“I’m a bit tense.”

“Why are you tense? Do you need a massage?”

“No. I mean, yes, I do, but—” He gestures to his bow tie. “It’s real. I don’t know how to do it back up again if I untie it.”

I laugh at him. “Were you dressed by your mum?”

“Practically.”

I know why he’s tense. He prefers me to be “straight acting.” He told me that when I turned up to one of his matches in a Some people are gay. Get over it! T-shirt. I was just trying to do my bit to challenge homophobia in soccer, but apparently some of the other boys found it distracting and that’s why they lost the game. I don’t know, it’s almost like some people have a poor excuse for everything. I sigh. “Do you want me to lose the rainbow cloak?”

“No.”

“I want them all to see it, Dylan. I want everyone who made my life hell for the last three years to see they haven’t won. I’m here. And I’m gonna shine so bright I’ll blind the fuckers!”

“I know.”

“Aaaaand I’ve only gone and bagged the hottest guy in the school. Also worth celebrating.”

He flicks his eyes down to the floor, embarrassed, I think.

“You look really good, Jack. You’ve maybe got a whiff of gay vampire about you, but it works.” He smirks at me. “Now make a joke about what gay vampires suck.”

I roll my eyes. “I’m classier than that.” 

He holds his arms out wide. “Come on.” 

And I go in for a hug.

Dylan.

I one hundred percent truly, madly, deeply, unreservedly, from the bottom of my big gay heart, love this boy. And OK, OK, I know what people say. I know how I’m not supposed to really understand the meaning of love because I’m “only sixteen,” so how could I possibly get my innocent little head around such a complex thing, but it’s not like I see anyone older with their shit together in this regard. In fact, I vividly remember the screaming match Mum and Dad had, before Dad left, when I was ten years old. “I love you!” Dad had pleaded, shielding his head from the onslaught of shoes that Mum was hurling out of the window at him. “You don’t know the meaning of love!” Mum had snarled back.

So I’m not convinced it’s an age thing. 

And me, I do know the meaning.

And right now, he is standing in my kitchen, my date for the prom, in a dinner jacket and bow tie, with that dark brown messy hair of his, those goddamn deep brown eyes, and that playful little smile he always has when he knows I’m about to kiss him, and I think, Yes, this is love, because if it isn’t, then what the hell is it?

OK, maybe right now, it’s mainly lust. Let’s say seventy percent lust and the rest—I can’t even do the math because I’m so horny—is love.

Thirty percent. It’s thirty percent love. But normally it’s more fifty-fifty.

It’s just . . . Christ alive, he scrubs up well. I go in for a kiss.

“You smell gorgeous,” I murmur.

“It’s actually my dad’s,” he says. “I just spritzed it on.”

“Well, it’s certainly a step up from Axe.”

“Which there is nothing wrong with.”

“If you want to smell like the boys’ changing rooms after year eight PE.”

He chuckles, and his hands snake around my waist and inside my dinner jacket, and he pulls me into him. Him taking the initiative like this is a new thing. Dylan came out at the beginning of year eleven, causing a major stir because he doesn’t just play soccer, he is—wait for it—captain of the goddamn soccer team, oh, yes, he is! So basically he was the first person in school to come out who wasn’t instantly hated and bullied, because Dylan is adored as a sportsman—he’s like this hero that even the straight boys check out (in fairness, he looks so hot in his soccer uniform, anyone would lose their shit), and suddenly gay was cool. Now, obviously that annoys me—anyone should be able to come out and not take crap for it—but on the plus side, it did mean quite a few people found the courage to come out too, so I’m glad for that. And literally, from the LGBTQ+ society having a membership of five, it’s now up to fifteen. Next year, I get to be president and plan to double it. Next year is going to be so gay. It’s totally going to piss off Mrs. Nunn, the evangelical religious education teacher.

But I digress. I was sitting by myself one lunchtime as usual, and Dylan strode right up to me with such a sense of purpose I seriously thought he was going to hit me.

“What are you doing?” he said as I cowered behind the bench.

I just stared at him.

He sighed. “I came to apologize.” He looked down at the ground, then back up at me. “About the year nine thing. In PE.”

The mention of it made my stomach turn to lead. But also the thing happened two years previously, so why was he apologizing now? The story was this: I’d just come out, and some of the boys in my year responded by refusing to get changed with me in PE because I made them feel “uncomfortable.” Their ignorant parents got involved too, backing their stupid kids up, like parents of those sorts of kids always do. After a lot of arguing, the school suggested that maybe I’d prefer to get changed in the accessible bathroom, dressing the whole thing up like it was a privilege, my own personal changing room, when really they’d just yielded to the bigots because it was easier.

“It was really shitty,” Dylan said.

I shrugged. “You weren’t part of it.”

“But I didn’t stand up for you. Not one of us stood up for you.”

“Well, when you’re the only gay boy in the year, it goes with the territory.”

Then he looked me right in the eye, his bottom lip wobbling slightly. “You’re not the only gay boy.”

Obviously, I couldn’t believe it at first. Dylan Hooper. Gay. But over the weeks that followed we started hanging out more and actually enjoying one another’s company. Now, it’s true there wasn’t (isn’t!) a wealth of options in terms of gay kids to hang out with. In our year, to start with, it was just me and him. Afterward, thanks to the Dylan Makes Gay OK Factor, there was Theo, who’s bi and seeing a girl in the year above, and then Tariq. Tariq’s super sweet, super geeky, and has a rich dad who runs an app company, so if any of those appeal, he’s your boy. He’s now on the LGBTQ+ society committee with me, and next year, he’s going to be my deputy. Honestly, he’s such a sweet lad, so utterly wholesome, he must be protected at all costs, but I guess he just didn’t do it for Dylan. The sixth formers are all in very serious and committed relationships with each other, and apart from a collection of very marvelous girls, that only leaves a couple of lads in year eight and nine and, well, no. However, I did eventually shake off the idea that Dylan was only hanging out with me due to a lack of other options and started to entertain the idea that he possibly actually quite liked me, and so I took the bull by the horns and asked him if he wanted to come back to mine to start the history homework together. At which he was all,

“Er, um, I guess, yes? OK, then?” 

And just as we got to mine, he added,

“You do know I don’t study history, don’t you?”

And I smirked at him. “I do know that, Dylan, yes.” Bless.

To start with, whenever we would “do history homework” together it was always me suggesting it. But after a while (at least until GSCE exams got in the way and literally everything was put on hold), it would be him. It’s always been behind closed doors, usually his bedroom, which is a monument to dreary masculinity, with its simple, functional decoration and pungent smell of IcyHot (a far cry from my own fairy light, scatter cushion, lavender pillow mist kingdom), but he seems a bit more comfortable in his own skin these days. It’s nice.

We break away from the kiss. “We should get some pics,” I say.

“For Instagram.” Dylan does not like Instagram. He reluctantly lets me post pictures of us, but he refuses to be involved—doesn’t even have an account. That’s the reason I haven’t told him that any pictures of him always get significantly more likes than anything I post without him. And the comments are something else. But I don’t want his head to get big, so blissful ignorance is best.

I take a few selfies of us, a few of him looking all smoldering and James Bond, and then a bit of video of me romping around the garden with my gay cape, before he checks the time on his phone and suggests we make a move, because god knows it would be catastrophic if we got there so late the nonalcoholic punch had run out.

But this is the bit I’m most looking forward to actually. Dylan has a motorcycle. Not only that, he has passed his test and is legally allowed to ride it with a passenger—a.k.a. me. Which means I am going to roar into the schoolyard for the year eleven prom on the back of a motorcycle driven by a massive hunk, like some glorious moment in an American coming-of-age movie circa 1985. If he also does the Dirty Dancing lift with me, like I’ve made him promise, the prom is going to be so kitsch and camp it will literally explode into confetti.

We walk toward my front door. “Are we technically supposed to be wearing motorcycle leathers for this?” I ask. 

“You do know it’s a moped, right? Not a motorcycle,” Dylan replies. 

“I mean, what’s the actual difference?”

And then he opens the door, I step outside and I see the thing.





Two

Nate



I’m pretty sure prom is something you’re meant to look forward to, but somehow I’ve made sure I’m not. Which is me all over. I’m really good at making sure I don’t have a good time.

Elements of Dread in Ascending Order of Dreadfulness


	My outfit. My tux is rented because money is tight and we couldn’t afford to buy one that you can get altered. That’s no one’s fault, but it’s classic bad luck that the rental shop didn’t have anything left in my size. So now I look like a year seven kid on the first day of term, all dressed up in an oversized blazer and trousers that are slightly too long.

	The speech. Oh god, the speech. “Someone’s got to do it, Nate!” the head merrily told me. “And you’re the spokesman for your year!” I mean, I’m really not. I was voted senior prefect, but it wasn’t a vote of popularity or respect—it was malicious. The title confers no benefits whatsoever, only loads of horrible responsibilities, like monitoring the lunch queue, putting away chairs after assembly, and giving speeches to people who are just waiting for you to fail, preferably hilariously, so they can upload it somewhere.

	The BIG THING. You see? And there I go again, already building this one up by calling it “the big thing” in the first place, when I could just call it “the really stupid thing that I’ve no idea why I’m doing and maybe I won’t.” Except, of course, thanks to a certain someone, I finally feel like I actually want to, so there’s that. Yes, I’m going to come out to everyone. And I’m doing it big-gesture style because I’m an idiot (a) it’s a special prom surprise for Tariq, and I know it’ll make him proud and happy, and what more could I want? And (b) I don’t want everyone gossiping about it, I just want to get it out there, all at once, really clear, fresh start, new page, all that stuff. Plus, it saves me having the same conversation, like, over a hundred times, and the only other effective way of doing it would be to take an ad out in the end-of-term school newsletter: Nate Harrison would like to proudly announce that he is officially gay—flowers are not necessary, but please send any donations to his PayPal account so his wardrobe becomes befitting of his new status.



Yeah, I’m not doing that.

But first, I have to deal with THE BIG THING (must stop calling it that) with my parents because if I don’t, they’ll hear about it anyway from some third party (probably Linda at number fifty-five) and Mum will be upset because she’ll think me not telling her first means our parent-child relationship has broken down and that I’ve got other secrets, like being addicted to meth or keeping a scrapbook under my mattress full of my favorite BTS pics and self-insert fan fiction, with a list of all the boys ranked in order of how cute I think they are, with detailed explanatory notes and appendices. For example.

Anyway, I take a deep breath and enter the lounge, where I know my parents await me and where I’ve strategically given myself approximately five minutes to get it all out in the open before I really have to go because Mr. Walker says I need to do a “sound check” before everyone arrives in the gym.

“Oh, Nate, look at you!” Mum coos, coming over to tweak my bow tie needlessly.

“Hey.”

“Who’s a handsome boy?”

I grimace. “Mum, you’re doing that thing again!”

“Hmm?” She’s only half listening, brushing down the shoulders of my jacket, making me paranoid I’ve got dandruff. 

“Where you’re talking to me like I’m a dog,” I continue. “Do you want me to start peeing on the carpet?” 

She frowns. “You are not going to pee on the carpet, Nate.”

“No, I know, but that’s what dogs . . . Oh, never mind.”

“Well?” Mum says, presenting me to my dad.

I stand awkwardly, not really knowing where to put my hands, but eventually just opting to shove them in my trouser pockets, although they turn out to be smaller and higher up than I’m used to, meaning my hands don’t really fit properly.

“Hands out of pockets,” Mum says, smiling and using her primary school teacher voice—firm, calm, slightly disappointed. “You don’t want to look slovenly.”

I clear my throat and remove my hands. 

Dad is looking impressed.

“If I were thirty years younger—” Dad says.

“If you were thirty years younger, what?” I interrupt. Dad looks flummoxed.

“That’s not a thing parents say to their kids!” I tell him. “Or to anyone!” I add.

He raises his eyebrows. “No? Doesn’t it just mean that you miss the good old days?”

Mum tuts. “No, Mick, it doesn’t. It’s really inappropriate.”

I shake my head. “Oh my god, right, listen—”

“Rose? Come and see your handsome brother!” Mum shouts through to the kitchen. 

“Mum, no—”

But my six-year-old sister has already run through, blond hair, cherubic smile, butter wouldn’t melt, and you would never tell she was actually possessed.

“OK, here I am, thank you, please go back to the kitchen,” I tell her.

Rose looks me up and down, giving nothing away in terms of whether I look OK or not. “Do a twirl,” she demands.

I grit my teeth because denying her will only make this last longer and I really do not have the time. I turn around on the spot. “Ta-da. There we go.” I gesture to the door.

Rose sits down on the sofa.

“Oh my god,” I mutter. “OK, so—”

“Photo time!” Mum declares, squinting at her phone as she tries to access the camera.

“No, but—”

“I want one of you on your own, one with Dad, one with Rose, we’ll need one of you by the front door . . .”

There’s a shot of me by the front door for every major, and for that matter minor, life event of the last sixteen years. First day of every new school year. Last day of every school year. Joining the Scouts. Opening night of the school play. Grandpa Henry’s funeral. The day Mum decided my voice had started fricking breaking!

“I’m putting them on Facebook and emailing them to the family—everyone wants to see!” she continues.

“OK, but—”

It’s futile. Mum starts shepherding us, adjusting sofa cushions in the background “so the family doesn’t think we’re messy” and telling Dad to “smile more” so that “no one thinks he’s too depressed about losing his job.” When she’s done, she starts swiping through them and then it’s all, “How do you attach a photo to an email again?” and all I want to do is just say the thing I want to say and get out of there.

“You seem tense,” Mum says, glancing up from her phone. “Remember to breathe during your important speech, and don’t babble. You know how you babble when you get nervous.”

Oh my god.

“And who knows,” she continues, “maybe a little romance will blossom at this prom?”

My eyes widen.

“Maybe you will lock eyes with a special someone across the crowded dance floor . . .”

“OK,” I say. “So, look, about that, what if . . . you know, maybe there already is a someone who is . . . special, you know?”

Mum’s eyes light up and then fill with mild panic. “Are you using condoms?”

“Mum! We’re not . . . We haven’t . . . That’s not . . .”

“But you would?”

“I mean, yes, but—”

She actually breathes a sigh of relief. “So, tell us, then!”

“Yes, tell us all about him!” Dad says.

“Yes, him, that’s right, because I’m—Hang on, what?”

Everyone’s just looking back at me expectantly. This was not as I’d planned it in my head. At least one person should have been crying by now.

“What’s his name?” Mum asks.

“OK, so, it’s Tariq, but can we just backpedal a little here?” I look at my parents, who are smiling inanely at me. “OK, so, I am”—I pause because drama—“gaaaaay.”

“Yes,” Mum says, with this sort of manic fixed grin on her face.

“I like boys.”

“I like boys,” Rose adds.

“No, but I really like them,” I tell her. “I don’t like girls, I like boys.”

She frowns at me. “I’m a girl.”

“Right, but—” I glance at Mum for help, but she doesn’t seem to clock any problem. “I like girls, but I don’t like like girls, Rose? OK? Makes sense? Good.”

“No.”

“OK. Mum?” I look at her pleadingly.

“Well, you haven’t explained it very well, Nate,” she says.

I take a deep breath. “So, like, Cinderella falls in love with the prince, but instead of Cinderella, it’s . . . Colin.” It was the first name I could think of. It’s a shit example. Everyone knows it.

Rose shakes her head. “I’m winding you up, dumb-o. Someone actually like likes you? Wow!” And she flounces out.

That girl.

I turn back to my parents. “How are you not surprised? I never told you any of this.”

Dad furrows his brow. “I think you did.” 

Mum nods. “You definitely did.”

“I definitely did not.”

“Yes, because in year nine you went to school with nail polish on that time.”

I blink at her. “Mum! Me going to school with nail polish on was not me coming out to you!” I glare at them. Are they actually serious? “What did you think I was doing that evening after school that would require nail polish?”

“Going to Gay Club?” Dad shrugs.

“Gay Club? Gay Club?” My voice is squeaking it’s so high at this point. “It was the drama department trip to The Rocky Horror Picture Show!”

“Oh,” Mum says weakly. “Aren’t you meant to wear stockings and garters for that?”

“The school wouldn’t let us, in case of complaints. I don’t know, nail polish was as far as they’d let us go. Maybe a bit of eyeliner.” I look at them both and shake my head. I’ve been fretting about this moment for months, but it seems they knew all along—or they thought they did.

Dad’s already grabbed the framed year eleven group photo we had taken on our last day before exam leave from the mantelpiece and is scanning over it. “Which one is Tariq?”

“He’s the kid standing next to me.”

“On your right?” Mum says.

“Well, the other option is a white girl called Lucy on my other side, so place your bets.”

“Ooh, he’s handsome! Isn’t he handsome, Mick?” Mum says.

“Mmm,” Dad replies. “Done well there, Nate.”

Not sure how to take that, to be honest. I think he’s implying I’m punching above my weight, which, OK, I am, but to say that. Your own father?

“Anyway,” I say, “I should really—”

“Whoa, hold on a sec there, Nate!” Dad says, standing up and reaching behind the back of the sofa. He pulls out a bottle and twists the cork out with a pop.

“It’s just prosecco, not champagne,” he says, pouring some glasses.

“Why?” I ask.

“Well, because champagne is, like, thirty or forty pounds a—”

“No,” I interrupt. “Why are we celebrating with bubbles?”

Dad smiles at me. “End of an era, right? Finished GCSEs, it’s your prom, you’ve got your whole future ahead of you . . .” He thrusts a glass into my hands. I can’t drink this, I have to give a speech, but then, maybe it’ll help me relax?

“I should get a photo of this to email too,” Mum says. “Actually, scrap that, Mum’ll think it’s irresponsible to give him alcohol at his age.” She looks at my dad. “And she already thinks you’ve got an alcohol problem.”

Dad screws his face up, like, what?

“Well,” Mum says. “You downed all those beers in front of her last Christmas.”

“Anyone would, spending three days in her company,” Dad replies.

“Mick,” Mum warns.

Dad smiles and hands Mum a drink, then pours one for himself. “Life’s hard, so enjoy it while you can,” Dad says, raising his glass.

Well, that’s certainly inspirational, although I don’t blame him for saying it. Dad was laid off from the yogurt factory three months ago, and then his best mate was killed while riding his bike. He’s had a pretty crappy year so far. “Great!” I say. “Hooray.”

Mum just quietly chuckles, looking like she’s in her own world. “Well, he’s not wrong! I thought I’d have it all when I was younger—now, I’d be happy with curtains that had blackout lining.”

We spend about thirty seconds (feels like thirty minutes) sipping the drinks while I wait for any more downers Mum and Dad can come up with.

“Best days of your life, school days,” Dad says.

And here we go!

“Life drags you down after about twenty.” (Mum.) 

“Earn money, pay bills, stress, stress . . .” (Dad.)

“Jo Carter’s husband had a stroke he was so stressed!”

“. . . on this tax treadmill, like little tax hamsters . . .”

“He’s partially paralyzed down the left-hand side now . . .” 

I blow my cheeks out. “ANYWAY, yay for life!” I say. “I can’t wait for all the things to look forward to.”

“Well, there’s some good stuff too,” Mum mutters, entirely unconvincingly.

There’s another awkward silence. “I really need to go,” I say, downing the rest of my glass and placing it down on the coffee table.

“Have a great evening, Nate!” Dad says. “Take lots of photos!”

“And don’t babble your speech!” Mum says again. 

“Mum,” I say, “I’ve done stuff onstage before, I’m OK. Remember the Tin Man in Wizard of Oz?”

They both look at me, an expression of concern and mild horror on their faces.

“Oh my god, I’ll see you later.”





Three

Jack



So, it’s not exactly as I’d hoped. I had been thinking about roaring into the school, sitting astride this powerful, throbbing machinery, skidding to a halt, before my leather-jacket-wearing boyfriend helped me down from the bike and I removed my helmet and shook down my hair in slow motion and soft focus.

The first problematic point being that I don’t have long hair to shake down. It’s short. And one of my concerns is that the helmet threatens to mess up the product I spent at least twenty minutes very carefully applying.

The other issue is that Dylan doesn’t have a leather jacket, but he has got an anorak, which his mum made him bring, “in case it rains.” I’m not a vacuous, image-obsessed airhead, but I had to draw the line at the anorak and made him leave it at mine—it’s a beautiful summer evening, not a cloud in the sky. It’s not gonna rain.

Dylan informs me, with a ridiculous amount of pride, that the moped has a top speed of—wait for it—twenty-eight miles per hour. But when you’re actually on it and you’re zipping along, it does feel faster. And the wind is blowing in my face, and it’s really quite loud and impressive. My gay cape is billowing behind me, and I’m proud that I’m not in one of those hired limos or the double-decker party bus, because doing my own thing—even though it was forced upon me in year nine—has become something I’m finally happy about. It was survival back then, walking down the corridor to find that almost every kid in my year had arranged to mutter “gay” under their breath at me as I passed by. I responded by embracing it. “Yes, I am!” “No shit?” and, “Here and queer, baby!” I trilled as I bigged it up, head held high, inspired by the loud and proud camp of Drag Race but actually dying inside. But now I absolutely want to be that person because why should I hide? And screw you, every single one of you who made my life hell. And tonight, Dylan and I will take the prom king and queen crowns and VICTORY SHALL BE OURS!

Also, the pics are going to go down a storm on Instagram—I honestly think it could be our most popular yet. I am so ready for all the brands to start getting in touch.

And I have another little surprise for Dylan that is really going to be the icing on this fabulous gay cake!





Four

Nate



People are gathering in the yard outside the main entrance to the school because they’re doing group photos as you go in, so everyone’s waiting to make sure all their friends are there. I’m standing with Tariq, Alfie, Connie, and Luke—a group I suppose you would call “the kids who survived five years at secondary school by being in the library every lunchtime.” The library’s the only place there’s guaranteed adult supervision during lunch—the rest of the school is pretty much a war zone.

The library is also where I first spoke to Tariq. In the last term of year ten, Mrs. Davidson put this big display up, with a giant rainbow flag, loads of colored bunting, a sign saying “Read with Pride,” and all these books about LGBT stuff. I’d casually walked past it, pretending to be on my way to do something very different and not connected to the display, like, three or four times, and I really wanted to pick some of them up but didn’t quite dare. So then I did this thing where I pretended I’d dropped my pen, when actually I’d literally just thrown it so it rolled right by the display. I was doing a pretty good job of looking for my pen, all huffing and puffing and like, “Oh, gosh, where could my pen be?” while getting closer to the books and trying to memorize them so I could look them up online later, and suddenly this voice says,

“This one’s really good.”

I looked up, and it was Tariq, pointing to a book with a big banana on the front.

My cheeks went hot in a flash. “Oh, right, yeah, but I’m not—”

“You don’t have to be gay to read a book with gay characters in it,” he said. And then he smiled and walked off and I scrambled back to the desk I was sitting at, hot, embarrassed, and ashamed.

I didn’t dare even glance at that display again.

The next day, after school, I found a wrapped package in my bag—brown paper, string, no message or anything. I opened it, and it was the banana book with a little card, which said:

I took it out on my account so please return it! Tariq

Points for being thoughtful.

Points for knowing me better than I knew myself.

Points for being concerned about potential library fines.

I think I fell in love with him a bit right then.

And after that, every few weeks or so, a new book would magically appear in my bag. I don’t know how he got them in there—I never once saw him—but from me barely acknowledging what he’d done, we progressed to one-word conversations:

“Enjoy it?”

“Yup.”

And then longer ones, in quiet corners, where I’d admit how much I shipped the two boys in whatever book it happened to be, and he’d agree with an “I know, right? Cuuuuuute!” And I’d smile and blush again and say, “Yeah. Cute.”

One afternoon in June, I was sitting next to him in class, the blinds drawn because we were watching some video about coastal landscapes, and he shifted his left leg so it was pressed up against my right. And that’s how our legs stayed for the whole lesson. I think it’s one of the most excitingly erotic things that has ever happened to me. I couldn’t focus on the video. All I could hear was the rhythm of his breathing. All I could feel was the warmth of his leg against mine, and the tingles that touch was sending through my body.

I was careful at school. I was careful not to be seen with him too much. I was careful not to look at him too much. I’d seen exactly what happens when people decide you’re not like them, and I couldn’t face any of that. A few weeks later, fate put us together to work on an English project, so there was a reason for him to come around to my house after school.

“Are your parents at work?” he said.

“Yes. WOULD YOU LIKE SOME LEMONADE?” I replied, completely failing to play it cool by randomly shouting about lemonade at him.

He nodded. I made some. We drank it. We moved to put our glasses down at the same time and ended up standing really close.

“Sorry!” we both said.

And that was that until two days later, when he needed to come around again for the same project.

“Are your parents in?” he asked.

“No. WOULD YOU LIKE A COOKIE?” I replied.

He nodded. We had cookies. We moved to go upstairs to start the work at the same time and got wedged in the kitchen door.

“Sorry!” we both said.

Two days later, he turned up again.

“But the project is done and my parents are in!” I said. 

“Sorry,” he muttered.

He turned to go. 

“Wait!” I said. 

He turned back.

I just stared at him.

“See you at school, then,” I said.

He gave me a small smile. “See you at school.”

See, I like Tariq because he’s an awkward kid like me, but the problem with two awkward kids is that the process of anything actually happening is completely fraught with . . . well, awkwardness. And so, it wasn’t until the start of year eleven and a field trip that fate had decreed would see me end up in a hostel bedroom with Tariq when he actually kissed me.

“Oh god, sorry,” he said straightaway afterward. 

“It’s fine,” I said. “I don’t think I’m gay, though. Sorry.”

“Oh god, sorry. I’m so sorry.”

I nodded. Then kissed him again. And we spent all that night kissing, and the next morning, down at breakfast, I was like, “Behold! I have extra confidence and swagger, because I, Nate Harrison, have now officially kissed another person, I am desirable and desired, I am a stud!” but that was obviously all in my head because no way did I want anyone at school to know what we’d done, and no way did I want anyone to think I might be gay because I wasn’t even ready to admit that to myself yet, even if I had just spent all night snogging another boy.

It has taken me a while to get to the point where I’m ready, but I think that’s OK. Tariq has been patient—he actually came out shortly after Dylan Hooper, the soccer captain, though he said it was cool if I wasn’t ready to yet—but I clocked the look of disappointment on his face when he asked if we were going to turn up to this prom as a couple and I said, several weeks ago, maybe not. It didn’t feel right at the time. Plus, it was the middle of GCSEs and there was other stuff to think about. But now I have thought, and it feels right, it feels like something I want to do, and I feel I owe it to Tariq to do it big style. I want him to know that I’m proud. Of him. Of me. Of us.

I notice Luke tense as a white limo glides into the yard, and at least three of the boys responsible for the lion’s share of all the bullying over the years hop out like they’re full-on reality TV stars. Jordan, Mason, Brandon, and Tyler all have skinny-fit suits, worn with no socks and slip-on shoes, and I immediately feel like a full-on knob in my oversized dinner jacket and bow tie.

The Mean Boys help four Mean Girls out of the car, all in what look like hugely expensive prom dresses. Chloe, Megan, Jas, and Amanda—the girls who made fun of my dancing at the year seven dance so badly I’ve never danced since. Funny how both me and Luke remember the things those kids have done to us so clearly, but as they laugh and hug each other and call one another “babe,” they don’t even acknowledge us. It’s like we don’t even exist.

They all pose in various combinations in front of the limo.

They’re the sort of people that life always seems easy for. 

Luckily, before I’m sucked into a vortex of despair, there’s this gentle humming noise, the sort of high-pitched buzz you hear when a fly’s trapped in a spider’s web, and then in pootles Jack Parker on the back of Dylan Hooper’s scooter and, honestly, he may as well have just arrived on the back of a sewing machine on wheels. Simultaneously with his arrival, Theo Appleby, who is secretary of the LGBTQ+ society committee, fires up that “St. Elmo’s Fire” song on a portable speaker system he’s rigged up.

A-mazing.

I can’t help but smile. Jack and I may have gone our separate ways in the last few years, but one thing I’ve always admired about him (not that I’d ever tell him; not that he’d ever tolerate a conversation with me anyway) is his dry sense of humor and the way he subverts everything so many times over, you can’t quite tell where the genuine ends and the sarcasm begins. No one’s looking at the limo kids anymore, which must be really annoying for them when they’ve spent all that money on renting it and, knowing Jack, arriving just moments after them and stealing their thunder was probably not accidental.

Jack comes to a gentle halt and steps off the scooter, and there’s an actual round of applause and cheers from various year elevens who are standing around, waiting to go in. Jack laps it up, does a twirl with this wild gay cape thing he’s wearing, and a theatrical bow. I’m well aware that Jack hasn’t had an easy ride of it over the last few years, so what does it take to have confidence like that? It’s like a switch flipped with him at some point, and he was all, This is who I am and I don’t care what any of you think. And somehow, because he didn’t care, the bullies started caring less too. The thing with Jack is, he’s really good-looking—he’s five ten, so he’s tall, but not too tall; he’s got a good physique, toned, but not too toned; his hair always looks great (textured, blond) and his skin is always clear and radiant. If that weren’t enough, he’s bright, like one of the top students bright, but he’s not geeky. He’s witty, he’s sharp, he just sparkles, and he’s completely happy to be himself. He’s basically A-list gay. Lucky him, because I feel like that helps. I haven’t even come out yet and I already know, with my stunning ability to be awkward in any social situation, complete lack of fashion sense, appalling lack of knowledge about the gay “scene” and even s-e-x, plus low-level anxiety and occasional paranoia, that I’m destined to be the messiest sort of disaster gay. In fact, that will probably be on my gravestone, which everyone will see soon enough because I’ll probably die onstage tonight during my speech, metaphorically and literally:

NATE HARRISON

2006–2022

GAY DISASTER

Why am I thinking about death? Why can’t I just be happy?

Jack catches me looking at him, and he gives me a nod. I nod back, then look away quickly. Part of me does wish we were twelve again, mucking about in my room, before things got weird and we never spoke again. I wonder what he’ll think tonight, when I come out.

I watch as Jack gives Dylan a kiss, then they stride off hand in hand toward the entrance. I glance at Tariq, who gives me a small smile. I know Tariq would love it if we kissed and held hands in front of everyone, and sooner than he knows, I guess we will be.

The thought of that suddenly makes me very happy indeed.





Five

Jack



I don’t want to sound mean, but I was not expecting much. Let’s be clear, this is a British secondary school; compared to what happens in the US (if the movies and TV shows are accurate, which I assume they are!), our prom was going to be the equivalent of their cheese: an abomination.

And yet, hats off to Maddie Maddison (yes, her parents really called her that) and her prom committee because I walk into the school gym and it looks fantastic.

After persuading the school board that Netflix probably wouldn’t sue for IP infringement, the theme was announced as Stranger Things. They’ve decorated the whole gym like the Upside Down: white and gray drapes cover the ceilings and walls, there’s dry ice fog billowing over the floor, a mirror ball casting specks of light everywhere, and they must have used hundreds of cans of that spray-on cobweb stuff you get at Halloween, which is covering pretty much everything else. The DJ is playing eighties tunes, and Ms. Munroe and Mr. Walker, our heads of year, are dressed up in Scoops Ahoy outfits, serving ice cream. The centerpiece is this huge Demogorgon, about six meters high, which must have taken the committee months to construct. It’s impressive, somewhat precarious looking, almost certainly a fire risk, but hey, it’s in an enclosed space with a hundred and fifty fifteen- and sixteen-year-olds, half of whom are already hammered on the alcohol they hid around school before we went on exam leave, so what could go wrong?

I pull Dylan over to the photo booth area, where there’s a cool red neon sign that reads “Class of 2022” in the Stranger Things title font. We put our arms around each other and pose for a couple of “formal” pics, then we do a couple with our mouths wide-open like manic Muppets, and then some where I’m kissing him, and then I jokingly try to dry-hump him, and then he’s had enough and pushes me off and the photographer says he’s going to delete that last one. 

“Kids in America” by the icon that is Kim Wilde starts to play. “Let’s dance!” I tell Dylan. 

“Let’s get a drink,” he replies.

“And then dance?”

“We should get some food too.”

“And then dance?”

“Maybe,” he says.

He slopes off toward where the punch is. He’s being way more moody than usual. Dylan is always fairly aloof and moody—obviously, that was one of the main things that attracted me to him—but tonight he’s extra. I bet it’s the gay cape thing. He’s still cross with me. Doubtless sensing an opportunity to stick a knife in, Chloe Kendall is suddenly by my side with her meathead boyfriend, Brandon, who spent most of the last five years (until I got together with Dylan) as one of my tormentors. His skinny-fit suit looks several sizes too small, barely containing his ridiculous muscles, the overall effect being reminiscent of the Michelin Man. She’s in a full-on ball gown, her bright blond hair cascading over her shoulders, like the sort of Disney princess we’re all bored of seeing. “You know he’ll cheat on you, right?” she says, glancing over at Dylan by the punch table. “The hot ones always do.”

Brandon laughs, then frowns and says, “Not always, babe.” I look him up and down. It’s amazing how people can look so different from each other at sixteen. If I didn’t know any better, I would say he’d had some help along the way. I mean, I’m not saying he’s taking steroids, but I did see him in the showers after PE one time, and his balls are the size of peanut M&M’s.

Anyway, I’m not going to play Chloe’s game. “When are they announcing prom king and queen?”

“About twenty minutes, once everyone’s inside. Why?” she asks, crossing her arms. “Fancy your chances?”

“Do you fancy yours?” I ask, even though she’s no longer looking at me.

When she’s finished waving at a fellow popular kid across the gym, Chloe turns her attention back to me and my unanswered question. “You could win, Jack”—she casts her eyes over my cape—“if you get the LGBT sympathy vote.”

“And what the hell’s that?”

“You know, tick some boxes by voting for the LGBT.” She flashes me a cold smile.

“Chloe, first off, it’s ‘LGBTQ plus’ at the very least; secondly, if you’re using LGBT as an adjective, it needs a noun after it, LGBT people for example; thirdly, if it is a noun, it’s plural; fourthly, fuck off.” I flap my gay cape at her, and she takes a step back.

“God, you people are sensitive. It’s hard being straight these days,” Chloe announces, totally serious.

I cross my arms and cock my head, ready to listen to the bullshit.

“Yeah, it’s hard,” Brandon repeats.

“I’m sure it is, sweet cheeks. Try thinking about some old politician or math,” I suggest, winking.

He squints at me, absolutely not getting it.

But Chloe’s still going on. “Like, I thought Straight Pride was a really good idea before everyone freaked out on Twitter.”

“Uh-huh?”

“But why shouldn’t we celebrate who we are if the LGBT get to? Isn’t it supposed to be about inclusivity?”

“OK, so still missing the word ‘people’ there, Chloe, but sure, sure, let’s . . . let’s imagine how great that could be.” I sweep my hands in front of me, painting the spectacular image for her. “No, I’m really just seeing a sea of beige and people dancing to ‘Mr. Brightside.’”

Brandon moves behind Chloe and wraps his arms around her waist, pulling her into him. “Ba-be, why are you talking serious stuff?” he murmurs into her ear. “Let’s have some fun.”

“Exactly, Chloe.” I smile. “Go and have some fun! You don’t want to be stuck here chatting to a notorious homosexual who’s going to absolutely whip your ass in the voting later this evening.”

Chloe’s about to bite back when Dylan arrives with a couple of cups of punch for us.

“Hey, Dylan!” she says. “You look great!”

“Cheers, Chloe. You too.” Dylan passes me a cup and nods at Michelin Man. “Brandon.”

“Dude.”

“Lewis has vodka if you want to top up your punch,” Dylan says.

“Monkeeeeeeey!” Brandon squeals. 

“Monkeeeeeey!” Dylan squeals back.

I have no idea what any of this means. It’s some entirely separate language that Dylan must have learned before he came out.

The boys start making monkey noises. 

And then what sounds like a parakeet.

And finally an elephant, after which they both collapse into laughter.

Christ, it’s intolerable.

“Good luck with prom king, dude!” Brandon says to Dylan. “May the best bro win!”

And they bump fists.

When Chloe and Brandon have gone to be straight somewhere else, I turn to Dylan. “Such charming people.”

“Yeah,” Dylan says. “Oh. Are you being sarcastic?”

I smile at him winningly. “Sarcastique? Moi? Is it time to dance yet?”

“I need another drink,” he says, finishing the one in his hand.

“Allow me,” I say, giving him a little wink and heading over to the punch table. I get two more cups and surreptitiously slip the little item I’ve been
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