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CHAPTER 1
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Right. 

Reader, hello. Hi. 

Question. 

Do you remember the first time you fell in love? 

Yes, or no? 

I'm a ‘yes’. 

I messaged my friends on our WhatsApp group chat, and the consensus is that, yes, they remember. So do both of my sisters, my husband, my neighbour Shelley, and my beloved dog Barney. Okay, maybe I'm guessing on that last one—obviously animals can't talk—but Barney is a very well-known bachelor in our local dog park. 

I will also go out on a whim and guess that you, too, Reader, remember your first love. 

See, I have a theory; we never truly get over our first big love affair. 

We're sold a dream from Disney movies and Chick Flicks when we're young. Love is supposed to be a fairy tale, and everyone has their own ‘Happily-Ever-After' written for them. We assume that we're destined for an effortless love affair, but instead, we eat a rotten fruit that ripened too early and died before it reached its sweetest. This rotten fruit leaves us with a bitter aftertaste that lingers long after we spit it out. We try and wash our mouths of it, of course, but once we've tasted the poison, it's hard to forget. 

Eventually, though, as time ticks on, bringing us age and wisdom, we can look back on our first love affair and scoff. How could something so insignificant, so high school, seem so scarring? 

But we forget how vulnerable our teenage self was without this hindsight. We were walking blindfolded through a field of landmines. 

As melodramatic as first loves are, they stick with us. I'm sure some people escape less injured than others, or less than I, shall I say. Mainly because, at that age, sexuality and self-acceptance mix as well together as oil and water, not just for me but for anybody. But imagine seventeen-year-old me, gay, confused, and in love – yet so unprepared and without this hindsight. 

My first love was far from normal. Think of it less as a Disney Happily-Ever-After and more of an EastEnders storyline. It's a time in my life that I still feel the effects of today - like a paper cut you forget it is there until you use hand sanitiser. To save my sanity, I've decided to lay the story out once and for all. To give it to the universe and let her do whatever she likes with it. 

This is my own teenage love affair, told in the first person, so I can shed the hindsight, shed the age and the wisdom, and live through the events with unsuspecting teenage eyes once again. 

To revisit the love. 

To revisit the lies. 

To revisit the trauma.
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CHAPTER 2
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It's First Period on a Wednesday, and every Wednesday morning before school, my two friends, Sian, Jess, and myself, oversee the ' Breakfast Club' in the small canteen. It involves getting to school an hour earlier than usual, standing in the cafeteria, putting frozen slices of bread into the toaster, and handing toast and orange juice to any student who comes in. It's usually the Younger Years – well, Years 7 – 11... my friends and I call them the Younger Years because once you get to Sixth Form, the years below you all seem to melt into one. It's hardly the most glamorous of jobs. Still, it's going to look good on my University Application form. If I even end up applying to Uni next year, that is. So, anyway, this weekly undertaking of serving "breakfast" to a bunch of children who are yet to discover the world of hand soap and showers means I'm always late to my first lesson every Wednesday because we're left to clean up and wash any dishes that the little gremlins left behind. 

"Sorry, Miss. A Year 7 thought it would be smart to open the orange juice carton from the bottom, and it went all over the floor,” I huff, rolling my eyes as I shut the green, classwork-covered door behind me. 

"It's alright," she waves me off from behind her laptop, her back hunched and her eyes squinting at the screen. "We're not ready yet, anyway." 

I clutch my folders a bit tighter to my chest as I awkwardly walk over to my seat, with the class's eyes all on me. I say that like we're a big Photography group, but really, I'm one of four students who actually chose this subject. 

Clomping my bag down on the table and lowering myself down on the red plastic seat below me, I take a second to catch my breath after the walk across campus and take in my surroundings. 

The classroom around me is cluttered with tables and chairs sprawled across the usual blue, fibrous carpet you find in schools. The bookshelves are stuffed with textbooks with damaged covers and frayed pages, and they sit under open windows that waft in the smell of the damp morning dew that still hangs on the grass of the school field. The faded yellow walls with boards of past Photography students' work do well in trying to brighten up the cramped classroom, but the cracked paint and scuff marks across them do nothing but show its age and misuse. 

I sit towards the back, with an oasis of empty tables surrounding me. Miss Parks sits at her desk in the far-right corner, still trying to find the button on her laptop screen to launch her PowerPoint. The other three students in class, Sophie, Anne and Charlie, sit in the second row. The two girls are chatting away about some reality TV show that's on at the moment, and the boy, Charlie, sits hunched with this borg collar jacket covering his mouth and his eyes glued on his phone. 

This is one of the reasons why I like this class. It's empty and chilled – not that any of my classes are uptight and strict, because once you get to Sixth Form, teachers treat you with a calmer, more laid-back energy since we're supposedly ‘young adults’ now. 

"Dan?" 

I'm brought out of my thoughtful daze by Miss Parks calling my name. 

"Earth to Dan..." 

I shake my head out of the daze and snap my gaze towards her. 

"Huh? Sorry? What was the question?" I ask in quick succession. 

"Long night, Dan?" Anne asks behind her long chocolate bangs that dust the top of her brows. 

"Early morning," I correct. 

"That's why I don't do Breakfast Club," Charlie pipes up, locking his phone and putting it in a pocket inside his jacket. "Not a morning person, me." 

"You're not exactly an afternoon person either," mutters Sophie playfully. "I can't imagine how bad you are in the morning if Afternoon You isn't even you at your worst." 

"Why don't you stay with me tonight, and I can show you just how bad I can be in the mornings," Charlie winks. 

Its times like these where I wonder why those two even try to deny the dating rumours.  Well, I say this. Charlie is also rumoured to be hooking up with Alice Charter. And Lyla Polars. And Tamara Fieldings. 

"Don't make me throw up; I'm hungover as it is," Miss Parks pleads. 

Anne laughs, "Drinking on a school night, Miss?" 

"Trust me, if you were a teacher, you'd be an alcoholic, too." 

Fair point. I think I'd rather throw myself in a woodchipper than teach. 

"Right, before this turns into an AA meeting," Parks stands up, rolls up her sleeves and walks over to the whiteboard, "let me go through what we're doing today."
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“This croissant tastes like my granddad’s ashes.” 

“Jess, you always say that when you get Canteen food. Why are you surprised?” 

“Sian, it’s a croissant. How do they manage to fuck up a croissant?” 

“Because it’s the Canteen,” I but in. “They probably mess up boiling a pot of water.” 

The three of us sit in our usual spot in the Common Room - in the corner, on the tatted leather sofa. It’s Break Time, and it’s as rowdy and crowded in here as it always is. People sit in their friendship groups eating snacks, showing each other TikTok’s and hurriedly trying to do their essay due next period. 

Our Sixth Form, comprised of Year 12 and 13’s, doesn’t quite have the politics that you see in films about High School – you know, the Jocks, the Populars, the Wannabes, the Nerds etc. But during times like these, when you look around the room at everyone, you can definitely smell a whiff of hierarchy within the students. 

There are people at the top, like The Boys, as my friends like to call them. These are the typical, popular, rowdy group of lads you’d expect at our age. Then you have The Girls, who usually date The Boys and often compete for their attention – which, of course, The Boys lap up. Then you just have everyone else, really. 

I guess if we’re trying to label them, some are The Scholars who study hard and get excellent grades – they’re often seen in the Study Room during their free Periods with their heads in textbooks or fingers on computer keyboards. 

We also have the One’s Who Don’t Really Care, who, if you couldn’t tell by their title, don’t really give a flying shite. And then, I suppose, you have people like me, The Fillers. The ones who aren’t smart but don’t really struggle, who aren’t horrifically uncool but aren’t North Face Jacket, Daddy Bought Me a Fiat 500 kind-of-cool. We just, sort of, are... here. Some students blur the lines between Filler and Scholar, or Filler and The Ones Who Don’t Really Care, but one thing is sure – none of us ever dabble in being part of The Boys/Girls. It’s us versus them. 

To be part of that group, you must be committed. It is not a part-time role or a zero-hour contract position. You’re either in it fully or not at all. There is no mixing. 

Well... there is one exception. 

“Why don’t you ask your boyfriend to go with you to the Bakery?” Sian suggests. 

“Because I’m mad at him.”  

Jess White and Adam Jones. 

You couldn’t get any more Chalk and Cheese if you tried. Adam’s one of The Boys. He’s the quietest one out of the group, but not in a soft way. He’s blunt, emotionless, tall and hard to read. Jess, although also blunt, is loud, emotional, small and an open book. But most importantly, she’s part of The Fillers. 

Remember how I said these two groups don’t mix? Now imagine the absolute drama when they got together back in Year 10. Oooft, it was almost bordering on a Civil War. 

Okay, maybe that was a bit dramatic, but there were definitely some raised eyebrows and shaking heads. 

They’ve been off and on ever since. 

“Why are you mad at him now?” I huff. 

She lays on the sofa with her legs over Sian and her head in my lap. 

“Because he told me I look better when I’m not wearing makeup,” she whines, putting my hand on her long brunette hair as a subtle hint to start playing with it. “Which may not sound like a big deal. But I feel pretty when I wear makeup. And now he’s saying I look better when I don’t wear makeup? As if I’m now suddenly ugly when I wear makeup? Is all the effort I put in to look good on his arm for nothing?” 

“Stop spiralling,” Sian warns. “You’re putting too much thought into it.” 

“Am I, though? Like, imagine if I told him he looks better with a beard, or he looks his best when he’s wearing that stupid cap he likes to wear? He’d be offended.” 

“He wouldn’t,” Sian replies. 

“Why?” 

“Because he doesn’t shave his beard or wear that cap for you; he wears it for himself. Because he wants to wear it. And that’s what you should be doing with makeup. Wear it because you wanna wear it, not because you want to impress a boy that can barely read at a Year 3 Level.” 

“Sian, he has dyslexia; leave him alone,” I chuckle. 

She throws her hands up in defence, “I have dyslexia, too; I’m allowed to make that joke.” 

“So what do I do? Do I break up with him?” Jess says exasperatedly. 

Sian and I both throw our heads back in frustration. 

“No, because that would make it the second time this week,” I groan. 

“What do we always say to you?” Sian rubs some lip gloss on her lips, trying to offer some actual, sound advice. “Talk to him about it.” 

Jess huffs and sits up - unhappy with the advice. 

Then the bell goes.
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CHAPTER 4
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"I just wanna know why," I say, putting my middle fingers on my temples and pulling the skin tight. 

"'Why', what?" Mason says. 

"Why life is full of such injustice. It's Friday night, and I'm sat here doing a fucking 16-mark essay." 

"Why don't you just do it Sunday night?" 

"Because for once, I wanna enjoy my weekend without having homework looming at the back of my mind." 

"Okay," Mason says, "you can do your essay, and I'll just sit here doing nothing and pretending like I don't exist." 

"Mason, you literally invited yourself over. It's your fault if you're bored." 

"Well, excuse me for wanting to see my bestie." 

Mason and I have been friends for a couple of years now. We met when he moved into my village and started getting the same bus to school as me. This was before the fare increased to £6.50 each way, and my mother started taking me. With those prices, you'd think I'd be travelling to Alaska and back every day.

Like many of my friendships, I can't really remember how it started. One day, we started chatting on the bus, and it went from there. Actually, no, that's a lie. I remember him getting made fun of on the bus by the other schoolkids because he was very obviously homosexual. They always teased him about his shoes because they had a frilly tassel on them and one day, he sat next to me, and I said to him, ‘I actually like your shoes’. He told me he got them from Primark, and they were on sale. Two years later, he's lying with his head off the end of my bed, scrolling through his phone. 

"What do you think of him?" he asks, pointing his phone at me. 

I turn around in my swivel chair and look at the screen, then roll my eyes before returning my chair to face the desk once again. 

"Well, as your bestie," I mock, "I feel it's my legal requirement to remind you that you need to be 18 to be on Grindr." 

"Sorry, who else has been on Grindr before?" he jabs. 

"I was drunk at a house party, okay? You're on there sober." 

Funnily enough, that's how Mason found out I was gay too. Well, if you ask him, he didn't "find out", but more like had his "suspicions confirmed" the night he found me on there. He tapped me and messaged me saying, 'AS IF YOU'RE ON HERE LMAOOOO'. I promptly deleted my account and texted him saying that we shall never speak of the event again. The next day, he rocked up at my house with a pride flag mug and a jockstrap. Both of which are locked in a box under my bed, away from the prying eyes of my sisters and parents. 

I wish I was lying. Hand on my heart, this genuinely happened. I don't even think the jockstrap was new. Ew.

"My hole, my choice," he says. 

"Hole?" I mutter to myself, "Or canyon?" 

"I heard that." 

It's at this point I lose all motivation and close my laptop. I get up from my creaky chair and lay beside Mason on the bed. Snatching his phone off him, I take another look at the profile.

"What am I supposed to be looking at? It's a photo of this guy's abs." 

"So you agree he's fit." 

I shoot him a look, "He hasn't got a face; he's probably an old guy who found the picture on Twitter and is catfishing you." 

"I wonder if it's the same guy as last time." 

"Probably!" 

"Right," Mason says as he locks his phone and lets it drop on the floor, ''this is depressing; let's watch Housewives."
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Surprise, surprise—I didn't do the essay. Mason and I watched Housewives before falling asleep, and then I spent all day Sunday walking around Town with Sian and Jess. 

It's now Monday, Period 3. Sian and Jess have scamped off to RE while I decide to go to the Study Room and finish off the essay. I have these two Periods free each week, and let me tell you, having free Periods on a Monday is an absolute Godsend. It just makes the first day of the working week more manageable.  

I choose not to let the time restraint get to me, and whack out the essay as best as possible. 

This isn't a work of great academia since I'm coping straight from a textbook, but hey. It's just what we Fillers do. Never overachieve, but never underachieve. 

After 90 minutes of hammering on the computer keyboard, I'm finally done. Just don't ask what I've just written; I won't be able to tell you.

As I click the print button, I suddenly remember that Mr Cooper wanted this to be a hand-written essay, and my stomach knots. 

"Fuck," I blurt out, startling the girl sat next to me. 

I hate how quiet it always is in here. There's nothing but the sound of keys clicking and computers whirring. Every creek of your chair seems to echo off the walls. It makes me feel self-conscious, like I'm swallowing my spit too loud or breathing too heavily. 

The girl rolls her eyes and goes back to doodling on the cover of her notebook. Gradually my cheeks start to lose their blush, and I decide that Mr Cooper would rather I hand in a typed essay than nothing at all. Even if he grills me and says the usual, ‘You need to practise writing out these essays so you can get used to it for the exams!’

My exams aren't until next June, so as far as I'm concerned, they're out of sight, out of mind. Besides, Cooper has a soft spot for me. I'm cute and quiet. 

I go over to the desk by the door and catch my essay when the printer eventually spits it out. 

When I walk back to my computer, I lean over the blue swivel chair and log off before shoving my essay in my bag and zipping it up. Looking at my phone, I see I've just enough time to head down to the Bakery at the end of the road and pick up something for Lunch. 

It's a cute little place that pretty much everyone in Sixth Form goes to – mainly because the Canteen food is so shocking. It's about a 5-minute walk towards the town centre, but it's far enough away from the centre that it's never really that busy. If you go there during Lunch, you'll often see teachers grabbing a coffee and giving the cashiers instructions for what they want in their sandwiches. Or you'll see them sitting on the few tables outside the shop, puffing away on their cigarettes. It's surprising to see how many of the faculty smoke, but then, thinking back to Parks' 'alcoholic' jibe, I suppose it's the stress. 

I always try to go to the Bakery before Lunch starts because then I miss the rush and get first dibs on whatever they've laid out. My mum often asks me to bring her some bread home, too. Their multi-seed loaf is to die for. 

On my way out of the Study Room, I quickly detour to the loo. They're just like your typical school toilets. Cold, smelly and unsanitary. I hold my breath and head over to the stall. Does anyone else prefer to use the stalls in the men's bathroom even when the bathroom is empty? Or is it just a me thing? I dunno, but the idea of whipping my cock out next to some rando at a urinal makes me shudder. That's too much intimacy for me. 

Someone else comes in a few seconds behind me, so I thank myself for going to the stall and avoiding the awkward bathroom meet-up. 

When I'm done, I flush, turn, and open the stall door—but I jump when it only opens about a quarter of the way before slamming against something and coming to an abrupt stop, rattling on its hinges as it goes. 

"Jesus, ow!" A voice grunts. 

Turns out it's hit someone, not something.  

I slide past the half-open door and immediately jump into a flailing, panicked apology. "Fuck, I'm so, so sorry, I didn't realise you were out here!" 

It took me a few seconds to realise that the guy I'd nearly knocked out was Charlie from my Photography group. 

He stands winching in pain, rubbing the side of his head, "Who the fuck opens doors with that much aggression?!" 

I get defensive, "Who the fuck stands outside someone's stall and listens to them go to the loo?!" 

"I wasn't listening! I was waiting for you to come out!" 

I narrow myself at him in confusion. 

"Sorry, is there not a urinal you can use?!" I retort sarcastically. 

I know that's a bit rich coming from me, but hey. 

"No, I was waiting to talk to you," he lowers his voice slightly, but frustration still drips from his words. "I was waiting for you to come out!" 

I stop for a second and tilt my head in thought. That doesn't quite give him a reason to stand right outside the door, but we're just going to go around in circles otherwise. And I'm conscious this is only, like, my fourth conversation with this boy ever. I don't want to come across as rude. 

"Sorry," I huff dramatically. "Next time, I'll knock before opening the door." 

He shoots me a look of half warning and half amusement. 

"Y'know, I've only got a few brain cells left; if something hits my head again, I'm in trouble." 

I take this as him trying to lighten up the already awkward encounter, so I chuckle. 

"Noted," I nod. "But, seriously, you okay?" 

"Yeah," he waves me off, "I'm good." 

To be fair, he does seem to be alright. The door didn't even hit him that hard. Nonetheless, I still feel a bit bad. 

I break up the awkwardness by going to the sink and washing my hands. 

"So, why did you want me?" I ask, not daring to look at him in the reflection of the mirror in front of me. 

"I have a small favour to ask," he says, adjusting his jacket to sit better on his shoulders. 

"Is it to borrow my Sociology essay?" I say, unamused. 

He seems shocked, "How did you guess?" 

I press the head of the tap down to start the water again, "Because you asked Sian for her essay last week. Don't think I've ever seen you hand in an original piece of work." 

A tinge of hurt flickers in his eyes for a second, "Not my fault. I'm not smart." 

"You might be if you tried," I say, rinsing the last of the soap off my hands. 

I surprise myself by saying this. Usually, I wouldn't dare to talk back to someone like him, not through fear but intimidation. And, although Charlie is intimidating, he's not as bad as the rest of his group, it seems. 

"I have tried. Can't do it," he mumbles. 

'I dunno, you're good at photography,' is what I want to say because he is. But he'd take offence. Guys like him aren't supposed to be academic. To be seen as such is to be seen as uncool. I decide not to mention it. 

I sigh heavily, binning the used paper towels, "I'll need it back by Last Period." 

His eyes light up, "Yeah, of course, I'll get it done over Lunch and give it back to you before the lesson; there won't be any issues." 

This is probably a bad idea, but bearing in mind that I just whacked him in the head with a door, I think I probably owe it to him. 

I sling my bag off my shoulder and fish out my essay. 

"It's shocking, so beware," I say, handing it over to him. The paper is slightly crumpled on the top left corner from where I shoved it in my bag earlier. 

"Doubt it," his eyes skim the words. "you're smart." 

I snort, "Hardly." 

He furrows his brow, "How are you not?" 

I shoot him a look as if to say, 'Come on'. 

"You are!" he insists. "Well, I've always thought so, anyway." 

We look at each other for a second, seemingly surprised at what the other person has said. I can't believe he thinks I'm smart, and he can't believe I think I'm not. Maybe I'm just more shocked that he's given me a compliment. If I'm quite honest, it makes me feel a bit uncomfortable. 

Then someone else comes through the bathroom door, and Charlie and I both flinch. 

He mutters quickly and quietly, ‘Cheers, Dan,’ before scampering off.
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"Where the fuck is he?" 

"Who?" 

"He said he'd give me it back before the start of the lesson." 

"Dan, what are you jabbering about?" Jess presses for an answer again. 

I stick my head down the line of students waiting outside the Sociology classroom and see a distinct absence of Charlie and his friends. 

"I gave Charlie my essay to copy, and he's not given it back yet." 

Sian snorts. 

"Well, there's your first mistake," she says. "Don't give your homework to Charlie Hawthorne." 

"He cornered me in the bathroom; I could hardly say no." 

Sian shakes her head at my lapse in judgment, "Well, I doubt he's gonna give it back now, not in front of everyone. You know that lot would rather fail than be seen needing us."  

Listen, there are a few things in life I don't like. One of them is getting in trouble. It makes my anxiety rocket. My cheeks go red, my palms sweat, my eyes tear up; it's all just a bit of a mess. And getting in trouble at School, as we all know, is public humiliation. And no one likes public humiliation. Well, unless you're into that... 

"Alright, guys," Mr Cooper says, appearing out of nowhere and unlocking the classroom door. "let's go in." 

We all file in the classroom and sit in our usual spaces. The air is thick and stale from the door and windows being closed all day. I pull my chair out and sit between Jess and Sian, and a couple seconds later, Charlie and his friends come bashing through the door. 

I stare at him and wait for him to look at me, waiting for a sign that he's gonna come over and give me back my essay. 

"Essays out, please, everyone," Cooper bellows as he finishes writing on the whiteboard.

Charlie doesn't flinch. He just sits down, puts his bag on his lap and digs out his notepad. I keep staring at him, waiting. I need this essay back. Before the humiliation, sweating, and my face going red. I can feel it bubbling up already. My legs are shaking. 

Charlie seems to look everywhere else but in my direction. 

Cooper starts walking around, scooping everyone's essays off their desk and piling them up in his hands. That's when I see Charlie get out a piece of paper. 

It's slightly folded on the top left side. 

He gives it straight to Mr. Cooper. 

Cooper huffs and makes a general announcement, "Guys, can we please remember to physically write out our essays instead of typing them up. It's good exam practice." 

It's my essay—the one I printed out in the Study Room earlier. He just handed it in. 

I clench my jaw. That little shit. 

I have every intention of telling Cooper when he gets to my desk that the essay Charlie's just handed over is actually mine. We'll both get in trouble – I'll get told off for giving someone my work to copy, and he'll get a detention for trying to pass off my work as his. But at least we'll go down together. 

But, for the tiniest of seconds, I see Charlie flick his eyes at me. They meet mine. 

And for that split second, I see fear. Guilt and fear. He knows what he's done. And he knows what's going to happen next. 

Cooper comes and stands in front of my obviously empty desk. 

"Mr Adams?" he says with an exaggerated, surprised tone. "Surely not." 

Everyone stops and cranes their neck to look at me. I feel my cheeks hotting up and my mouth drying out. I look over at Charlie again. He's the only one not looking at me. His eyes are planted on his notepad, pretending to write something down – trying his best to look as innocent as possible. 

But he doesn't look innocent. He has 'guilty bugger' written right across his forehead. 

Jess looks at me, waiting for me to choke out a response. 

She looks like she's about to come to aid and drop Charlie in it for me. 

She opens her mouth, ready to sentence Charlie to his punishment. 

"I left it at home," I sigh. "Sorry." 

I'm just as surprised at myself as my friends are. They stare at me and then over to Charlie. They look at me like I've gone crazy and don't know what I'm doing. But I do, and that's the worst part. I'm actively shielding Charlie Hawthorne. 

"Right," says Cooper, "you left it at... home?" 

He doesn't sound entirely convinced, either. 

"I've done it," I clarify, "I just must not have packed it. Sorry." 

Cooper raises an eyebrow, "I expect it on my desk tomorrow morning." 

"Yes, Sir." 

Cooper turns on his heels and goes on collecting the essays. 

"Why the fuck did you do that?" Jess whisper screams. 

"I couldn't be asked to start any beef." 

Even I'm not entirely sure why I decided to save Charlie's neck and where my sudden heroism came from. But I'm not going to dwell. Cooper didn't give me a detention or anything. I'll have to rewrite the essay so it doesn't look like Charlie's, but at least I can print it off again. 

No harm done, really. 

But, if I didn't really have much of an opinion on Charlie Hawthorne, I definitely do now.

And it's hardly a good one. 
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"Are you planning on getting out the car some point today, or?" my mother asks from behind the steering wheel. 

It's 8:21 a.m., and we're parked on one of the side streets near my school. 

"Not if I can avoid it," I retort, not looking up from my phone. 

"Well, as much as I would love to sit and chat with you all morning, the dog will wee himself if I don't get back soon." 

"That kind of sounds like a you-problem, not gonna lie." 

She huffs and slides her hands off the steering wheel and into her lap. It's hardly her fault I'm not exactly chomping at the bit to go in after a day like yesterday, but can you really blame me after the day I had yesterday? I was up until 12 last night trying to edit my essay so I wouldn't get a detention for plagiarism... of my own work. 

My mum seems to read my mind. 

"You got this, sweetheart. I know you're tired," she says, flashing the kind of comforting smile only a mother could give. 

The word "tired" triggers a yawn. 

"I just want to sleep," I groan, rubbing some sleep out of my eyes. 

She puts her hand on top of mine, "I know, sweetheart. It's not long before the weekend."

"Mum, it's Tuesday." 

"Exactly. At least it's not Monday," she chuckles. "Now, get out my car before I boot you out." 

"Fine, I'm going," I throw my hands up. "Can't believe my own mother doesn't love me." 

I pull my bag up from the footwell and drop it onto my lap. I then go into the front pocket and take out my headphones. 

"Did you order that textbook you needed, by the way?" Mum asks as I pop my earbuds in. 

"Whoops." 

She rolls her eyes, "When do you need it for?" 

I look at her sheepishly, "Tomorrow?" 

"Tomorrow?!" she gasps. "Dan Adams, why do you always do this to me?" 

If you're wondering if I was one of those kids who told his parents he needed Food Tech ingredients for Monday's First Period at 9 p.m. on a Sunday night, I was. 

"I'm sorry," I say, fake defensively, "You know what my memory's like." 

"Yes, I do. You get it from your father," she huffs. "Send me the details, and I'll try to get it for you. But I probably won't be in time for you to take it with you tomorrow." 

I pop the car door open, "That's fine; I'll share Sian's until it arrives." 

I sling my bag on my back and start climbing out the door, "I'll order the textbook on Prime when I get in the Common Room." 

"But you don't know my card details!" she calls from inside the car. 

I bend down and peer at her through the doorway. 

"That's what you think," I wink. "Bye!" 

I swing the door shut before my mother can say anything else. 

I don't need to look around to know my mother is shaking her head, but she'll be doing it with a smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. I jump onto the curb just as she starts the engine and begins to pull away – the tyres crunching the gravel as they move. I walk and turn onto the road that leads up to the school. It's a quiet little suburban street with trees, houses, and well-kept front gardens. It's quite serene, a stark departure from the corridors filled with running Year 7s and rattling bells of Brentwood School. 

I queue up my usual playlist, settle into a stride and zone out. I look around and notice a few, not many, but a few leaves on the trees starting to lose their green and dry out. A for sure warning that Autumn isn't far behind. 

Funnily enough, Autumn isn't the only thing creeping up on me from behind. As I'm walking, I feel vibrations on the pavement that don't match the rhythm of my own footsteps. They're loud and quick, unlike the current slow, soft glide I'm currently doing. I crane my neck to see what's coming towards me, expecting a middle-aged jogger in a luminous hi-vis zip-up and a red bobble hat. But, no. 

"Dan!"  I hear Charlie call over the music playing in my ears. My name sounds weird coming out of his mouth. 

I suck in a deep breath and look up to the heavens. I pretend I don't hear him, but I know it's only a matter of time before I feel a tap on my shoulder and have to see what he wants.

Charlie runs around in front of me. 

"Hi," he smiles, walking backwards so he can see me. 

I take an earphone out and adopt a blank expression, "Hi." 

"How's your day going?" 

"I've been awake for 90 minutes." 

"Okay?" he chortles. "And how were those 90 minutes?" 

"Fine. Yours?" I say, making it obvious I'm only half interested. 

"It's been alright." 

He stops walking backwards and settles into a stride next to me, and a few seconds of thick silence sinks between us. I would fill the space with a topic of discussion, but bearing in mind I'm only just on conversation #4 with this boy, I don't know what to bring up. 

I rack my brain for something to say, but he beats me to it. 

"So, um, yesterday," he says. 

"Mm," I hum, unimpressed. 

He chuckles as if this is funny to him - as if we now have some weird sort of banter. 

"Sorry about handing in your essay. I didn't have time to copy it at lunch." 

"So, you just... handed in my work instead of giving it back to me?" 

His step falters for a second, as if he realises this isn't something he can just laugh off. 

"I'm sorry. I panicked," he admits. 

"Doesn't quite give you a reason to get me into trouble, though, does it?" 

"No," he shrugs. "I wanted to give it back to you, but I thought it'd be a bit bait if I just walked across the classroom and gave you it. Didn't want Cooper to find out." 

"That, and you didn't want your friends to know you had asked me for help." 

Silence. A very telling silence. 

"It's fine," I sigh, "I re-wrote it last night. Didn't take long." 

Incorrect. It did take a long time. And telling Charlie that would make him understand just how shitty it was for him to do what he did. But I decide to lie and spare him the guilt. 

He stays quiet. Not sure he's buying it. 

"Cooper didn't seem that pissed either, to be fair. So, I'm good." 

"Because he actually likes you," Charlie snorts. "Wish he liked me." 

"I mean, maybe if you did your homework..." 

He scoffs, "I could get all A*'s and never miss a deadline, and Cooper would still find something to grill me over." 

"That's just who he is, though. S'nothing personal. Sixth Form's tough." 

He seems to get more fidgety as we go further up the road and get closer to the school gates. He's running out of privacy. Someone's going to see me talking to him soon. 

I decide to make it easy for him to escape. 

"Well, I'm gonna wait here and see how far away Sian is," I lie, coming to a stop. "But I'll see you in Photography?" 

He stops, too, and slips his backpack off. Holding the handle at the top, he unzips it and digs inside for something. 

"I, um, also wanted to give you something," he says over the sound of things clunking in his bag as he rummages. "As something to say sorry for yesterday." 

Eventually, he grabs onto something small and brings it out. 

It's a gingerbread man wrapped in cellophane and stickered with the logo of the bakery down the road. It's gotten a bit battered in transit, with his left hand snapped off and crumbs collecting in the bottom of the packet. But it still managed to make me soften up a little.  

I reach out and take it from his hands. 

"You're stupid. But thank you. You didn't need to." 

He beams with pride, "It's just a little thank you." 

Then, before I can say anything else, he turns on his heels, slings his bag over his back and jogs off. 

"See you later!" he calls back. 

"See you later!" I repeat, but much quieter. 

I'm a bit dumbfounded. Yesterday, I thought Charlie had shown me his true colours, but now I'm not sure if that's entirely the truth. He's still a dick, and I still won't be helping him again in a hurry, but it's nice to see he's not as hard as maybe he likes everybody to think he is. 

I watch him jog to the top of the road and disappear through the front gates. Then I decide to continue my walk towards Campus – and I tell myself to wipe this stupid smile off my face while I'm at it.  

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 8
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"But I don't know if blonde would actually look good on me." 

"Why would it not?" Sian groans, throwing her head back in exasperation. 

This conversation has happened way too many times. 

Jess shrugs, "I dunno, I'm just used to being a brunette." 

"Okay, well, why don't you dip-dye it?" 

"Um, because we're not in 2013 anymore?" Jess scoffs, insulted at the notion. 

I chuckle, "Well, if you do go blonde, please don't post a reveal on Instagram with the caption 'I heard blondes have more fun.' It's been done." 

We walk through the bustling town centre bundled up in our coats, with leaves scattering across the pavement every time the wind whips up an icy breeze. It's unusually cold for Autumn, but that doesn't stop me and the girls from going on our almost-weekly trip to the shops. I don't know why we always go on Sundays when shops open later and close earlier, but we do. 

Jess suddenly veers to the left and enters a clothes shop, having been enchanted by the jumper hanging on the mannequin in the window. She sees the clothes hanging on a nearby rail and slings them across the metal in search of the right one. 

"This is the closest they have to my size," she huffs, picking one up, pressing it against her torso and looking at us for approval. 

"I think it's cute," I nod, coming over to feel the material of the chocolate-coloured jumper. 

"You don't think it's too small?" 

I look at her, "You're tiny. We could literally go to Build-a-Bear and find something that fits you." 

After a little more persuasion and a trip to the fitting rooms, Jess decides to get it. When we leave the store through its open glass front doors, we check the time and choose to finish off the day with a trip to Starbucks. 

"Dan, what you getting?" Sian calls down from the queue, her voice silenced slightly by the sound of the barista steaming milk. I saw a free table and sat at it before anybody else could. 

"My usual." 

A soy milk cappuccino with peppermint. Try it and thank me later. 

"They've got a gingerbread latte..." she suggests with a smirk. 

Charlie getting me that gingerbread man has now become a thing in our friendship group. They remind me about it or make it the punchline of many questionable jokes multiple times daily, mainly because it was such an out-of-the-blue gesture. 

When we're all sat down with our drinks, we find ourselves talking about it all. 

"He could give you his kidney and I would still think he's a knob," Jess shrugs. 

"I don't know," Sian starts, "my opinion on him has changed slightly." 

"He literally stole Dan's homework." 

"But he apologised. Charlie doesn't do that. Men don't do that." 

I but in, "Don't get me wrong; I still don't like him. But it's still nice to know there's a human being in there somewhere, even if it was a bit weird. Usually, he and his group don't even breathe in our direction." 

"I dunno," Sian says, pulling her coffee cup up to her lip-glossed mouth. "It used to be very us versus them, but I feel like Jess and Adam have sort of broken down that divide. And I think everyone's matured a bit over the summer." 

She may have a point. Listen, I wouldn't awkwardly run up behind someone I didn't know and give them a gingerbread man, but then again, I wouldn't steal their essay. But that's beside the point. It was a nice gesture to make up for a shitty one, and Charlie being so awkward on our walk into school was actually quite... cute? 

"I still don't like him," Jess huffs. 

"We know," I laugh, "you've made that very clear." 

"I just don't trust him. Adam tells me what he's like." 

Sian pulls a thoughtful face, "He has a good butt, though." 

I laugh. I can't say I've ever really looked. 

We sit in the coffee shop for the best part of an hour, laughing at anything and everything. Jess decides that she won't dye her hair blonde, but Sian and I shoot each other a look. I'll give her a week before she brings it up again. By the time we leave the smell of roasting coffee behind us and head back out onto the street, the sun is just beginning to brush colours of pink and orange across the sky. Sian and Jess live close to each other, so they head off to the car park, where Sian's mum is waiting for them.

Meanwhile, I head in the other direction and towards the bus stop. Thankfully, most people seem to have decided to stay home today, probably put off by the icy fog that didn't lift until midday. It's been a lovely day since, though, even if the crisp blue sky was coupled with a slightly bitter breeze. 

I find myself standing alone at the bus stop, which is odd since usually there are at least four other people here. Only one bus stops here every hour, and it's the only bus that goes to my village. There's no other way for me to get home. No train, no Ubers. Hence the abnormality of me standing here on my lonesome. 

The bus is due in 6 minutes, so it'll probably arrive in 12. The bus company is known across the county for its lack of punctuality. It's never a surprise to find yourself waiting long after the 861's supposed arrival time - but even I'm surprised to find myself waiting 15 minutes after its 6 o'clock ETA. 

I'm even further taken aback when 20 more minutes pass, and there's still no sign of it. 

Maybe they've missed one out, I think. 

I wait until the next hour rolls around, with the ice in my fingers growing more painful with each passing minute. 

Seven o'clock and still nothing. Now my airpods are dead, and my shoulders are starting to shiver. What's even more queer, no pun intended, is that nobody else has turned up at all in the nearly two hours that I've been standing here. Nobody else is here for me to share my rage with. It's somehow just me – and the town centre is hardly empty. 

At 7:35, I go to phone my mother. I listen to the line trilling lifelessly until I'm eventually passed onto an overly joyful lady who informs me that I've reached my mum's EE voicemail. Then I remember she's at my aunts this evening. 

Damn it. 

I'm stuck in Brently's town centre, with no money for a taxi and no loving mother to pick me up. 

On the 131st minute of me standing here, something finally pulls into the bus stop. It's the exact car I just watched slow down on the opposite side of the road as it passed me before heading up to the roundabout to do a U-Turn. It's also a car that I very vaguely recognise. White VW Polo. CH06 HAW reads its number plate. Personalised, obviously. The driver pops open their door and then steps out – peering over the car roof at me. 

"Oi oi, Stranger," the driver greets, a beaming smile finessing his words. 

It's Charlie. 

Of course, it is. 

He wears a baseball cap backwards on his head, his dirty blonde pocking out in the hole above the tightening strap. His shirt is black and clings to his torso, sculpting his body in a way that you would hope a gym t-shirt would. Well, I'm guessing it's a gym t-shirt anyway, seeing that he looks like he's just come back from one. I assume the PureGym in Town is where he comes from. He famously works at the Costa next door to it. 

"Ain't it past your bedtime?" he continues, crossing his arms on top of his car's roof. 

I roll my eyes at him and dryly chuckle, "My bus is late." 

He nods his head sarcastically, "I can see that." 

I want to reply with something snarky, but my words get frozen on my tongue. The ice now has travelled further than just my fingertips. 

"You cold?" Charlie calls over the sound of a car swooshing past on the road behind him.

Again, I can't speak. Maybe it's not the cold but the small knot in my stomach. I'm not good at talking to people I don't know, especially someone like him. 

"Need a lift home? I drive through Oxley on my home." 

Oxley Green is my village, or just Oxley if you're local. How the hell he knows where I live, I do not know, but I decide not to question it. 

"No thanks," I call back, finally speaking English. "Think the next bus will be here soon."

Charlie looks up the road sarcastically, "Doesn't look like it to me." 

I chuckle.

"I'll be fine," I reassure. "Thank you, though." 

He doesn't seem convinced, and for a second, it looks like he will argue again. Instead, his posture loosens, and he throws his hands up in defeat. 

"Okay, well, I won't force you," he sighs, opening his door. "Hopefully, it'll be here soon. I'll see you tomorrow." 

"Thank you for offering, though", I sing, sensing that he's slightly offended. 

But his car door shutting cuts off most of the sentence. Without giving me another look, he starts his car and pulls back onto the road – the sound of his vehicle whooshing through the wind getting quieter as he heads off. This has happened so fast that my brain takes a few seconds to catch up with itself, and when it does, I can't help but feel a bit bad. It was nice of him to offer, even if it was a tad bit awkward and out of the blue. That seems to be his thing, though - being out of the blue. Or maybe unpredictable is a better term. I'm not sure about you, but I definitely would not pull over and offer a lift home to somebody in my Sixth Form who I barely knew. 

Not that I drive. Gay people can't drive – but if we do, we get automatics. 

Anyway, back to the matter at hand. 

I now find myself wishing I had taken him up on the offer. Part of me is intrigued by Charlie. What is his game? Why does he suddenly want to be my friend? What does he want to gain out of all this? The Charlie I know from Years 7-11 is a cocky little bastard who wouldn't even breathe in my direction. What's different now? Why the sudden attention? And why am I finding myself enjoying it? Year 7 Dan would probably freak out over all this – seeing it almost as a privilege that someone with an echelon so much higher than mine seemingly wants to be around me. At that age, popularity was all that mattered, and 11-year-old me would see this as my golden gateway. And, though I've grown up a lot since then, I suppose some of that still hits. Because now, 16-year-old me feels almost... cool? Like, accepted? Worthy? 

I roll my eyes at myself for thinking like this. 

But now, my feeling of privilege is being drowned and diluted by regret. I've missed my opportunity. My free pass has now expired. The offer is no longer redeemable. I'm stuck being a nobody. And I'll never truly understand what Charlie Hawthorne wanted from me. 

I roll my eyes again. 

'Get over it', I tell myself. 'Grow up. This isn't High School Musical.'  

At this point, my attention is again caught by the sound of gravel being disturbed by rubber tyres. 

It's the bus pulling into the bus stop. 

No, actually, it's not. 

It's the same VW Polo that stopped here 10 minutes ago. 

CH06 HAW. 

My stomach knots. 

Charlie pulls up again but doesn't leave the car this time. Instead, he keeps his engine running and winds down the driver's window. He bends slightly to peer at me through it, with one hand still on the steering wheel. 

"Good, you're still here," he calls over his idling engine. "Get in." 

I start flapping again, "No, honestly, I'm fine! Don't worry!" 

Every fibre in my body starts to scream at me. 'Just get in!'  

He smirks and shakes his head, "You know, I had a feeling you'd say that. I wasn't even going to come back and offer again. But now I actually need your help." 

I don't pick up on the fact he's joking. 

"With what?" 

He holds up a McDonalds bag, "I accidentally got a cheeseburger with pickles. I don't eat pickles." 

I'm confused for a second, furrowing my brows and narrowing my eyes at him, "Just take the pickles out..." 

He sucks air between his teeth and winces, "See, I would. But the burger's been tainted with them now. I can't stomach it," he pauses. "If only there was someone who would eat it on my behalf." 

Oh. 

Now I catch on. 

"That's a shame, isn't it." 

He playfully pouts, "Oh, come on, don't make me bin it. It's a sin to bin perfectly good food. Think of the environment, Dan," he shakes his head sarcastically. "Why do you hate our planet so much?" 

I ponder for a couple seconds. He can sense my hesitation. He leans across the centre console and pops the passenger door open from the inside. 

He pushes the door open, daring me to give in. The tension between us is thick. He can sense my anxiety, and he's loving it. 

I clench my jaw for a moment, thinking it over. I can feel sweat starting to bead on my palms. 

Then, my feet make the decision for me.
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I have quite a weird feeling as I walk over to the open door and, rather unstably, lower myself into the car. My adrenaline pumps and my chest's tight. 

I'm getting a lift home from Charlie Hawthorne. I'm not quite sure what to make of it. I don't mean it to sound like I'm a flustered little fan girl getting to spend time with her boyband crush because this is not the case, but it is a little surreal. It's an odd situation to find myself in. I'm about to spend the next 30 minutes or so alone with someone I barely know, with no escape. 

I try to seem calm and unfazed, pulling the door closed and snatching the paper McDonald's bag out of his hand playfully. 

"Alright, aggressive," he laughs, watching me push my seatbelt into the holder. "Pop your postcode in my satnav, and we'll go." 

I do as I'm told and load up the route. Once it's loaded, Charlie clicks down the handbrake, and we set off, his car purring away smoothly. 

Quite a few seconds of silence go past without us saying a word. It's awkward, and I'm probably making it worse by panicking. Still, I feel weirdly responsible for starting up the conversation first. 

"You not gonna eat then?" he says, thankfully beating me to the punch. 

He points to the McDonald's bag on my lap, which hat I'm gripping for moral support. 

"Nah, I'll wait until I'm home. Don't wanna stink your car out." 

"You won't," he reassures, pushing down the indicator. 

"No, honestly. I get sick if I eat in cars. I'll just wait. Thank you, though," I say on an ad-lib. 

He shoots me a look, "Who the fuck feels sick when they eat in a car?" 

"Me!" I lie, "Do you not?" 

"No!" he taunts, "I've heard of motion sickness, but not food sickness before." 

"Sorry, I didn't choose to be special..." 

He laughs a little, and I feel my shoulders relaxed. Talking to him is a bit easier than I thought. It's still intimidating, for sure. But there's an ease to it. I decide that I'm perhaps overthinking this whole thing and swallow a chunk of the anxiety weighing heavy in my throat. 

"I have a question," I say, the confidence in my voice surprising me. 

He looks at me unsure while shifting down a gear, "I'm listening." 

"How the fuck did you learn to drive so fast?" 

It's a question I've often thought of when I've watched him pull into the Sixth Form car park. He turned 17 a few weeks into September, and by October, he was driving his friends down to the Bakery in town at Lunchtime. I'm no genius, but it seems rather shifty to get your license so quickly after turning the age when you're allowed to start learning to drive. 

"My dad owns a driving school in Maldridge," he explains, "and onsite, it's got a little course where people of any age can have a 'driving experience' with an instructor. I've been driving around that track since I was 14 with my dad. When I turned 17, I got out on the roads, already knowing how to drive a car. Did a couple weeks on the roads, did my test and passed. So here we are." 

I pull an impressed face, "Sweet. Wish I could drive." 

"I could teach you," he offers. 

I laugh harder than I probably should at that. I want to say, 'Gays can't drive. That's why we always Uber.' But remind myself in the company of a straight man who probably doesn't know I'm gay, and the last thing I want to do is make him uncomfortable. A problematic mentality, I know. But any gay person knows that telling a straight boy you barely know that you're gay can be dangerous. We all have heard the horror stories. It's better to wait until you can trust them. Correction, it's safer to wait until you can trust them. 

"I'm okay just getting the bus for now," I chuckle, politely declining his offer. 

"Ah, yes," he nods. "The bus that never came. How long were you waiting there? I passed you on my way to the gym, and you were waiting for it then. I even waved at you but got nothing back." 

"Oh my God, I didn't even see you!" I apologise. 

"It's fine. I assumed you didn't see me because you're not very observant." 

I whip my head around, "Excuse you?" 

He chuckles. "It's true!" 

"It's not true, thank you very much." 

He leans back confidently in his leather-coated seat, one hand on the steering wheel, "It is true because not only did you not see me waving at you, but you also didn't see the massive sign that said, 'bus stop closed' next to you." 

Oh. 

Oops. 

I flush red and place my hand on my forehead in embarrassment, "Please tell me you're joking." 

He shakes his head, trying not to laugh. 

"Oh my god, that's so humiliating. I was there for ages. Why did nobody walking past tell me?" 

"I mean, I would've told you, but you ignored my waving, so..." 

"I didn't ignore you!" 

He wipes away a fake tear, "It's fine, I knew you hated me." 

"I don't hate you!" I defend. "Although next time you recuse me from a bus that isn't coming, I'd be much easier to persuade if you offer me a Costa instead of a burger." 

"Oh really? And what should I get you?" 

"Soy milk Cappuccino with peppermint or a small Americano." 

"I make a good Cappuccino, " he says. "You should stop by my work one day, and I'll make you one." 

My cheeks continue to stay hot for the next couple of minutes. I can't get over the embarrassment of not seeing that bus stop closed sign. 

I take this moment of silence to take a good look around his car. It's new, obviously. I think I remember overhearing that it was
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