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The story of a boy whose dreams came true

 

And he could be you

 

Joseph and the Amazing Technicolour Dreamcoat




Preface

 

Dumpster Kid explores emotionally rich and complex themes centred on identity, adolescence, and resilience. While written with care and sensitivity, this story contains material that may be distressing to some readers. Please note the following content warnings:

 

• Mental Health: depictions of anxiety, grief, panic

attacks, emotional burnout, and internalised shame

• Family & Domestic Issues: parental rejection, divorce,

controlling relationships, and custody disputes

• Sexuality & Identity: homophobia, outing (refer-

enced), trans identity (stealth), queerphobia, and societal pressure

• Medical: cancer diagnosis (prostate), chronic fatigue,

and neurodivergence (dyslexia, dyspraxia, sensory pro-cessing)

• Substance Use: alcohol and marijuana (casual adult

use); references to past misuse

• Social Themes: online harassment, media scrutiny,

emotional manipulation, and public pressure

• Language & Dialogue: strong language, including slurs

(presented critically and contextually)

 

This novel features queer characters and relationships with

i

honesty and tenderness. Reader discretion is advised, and care is encouraged while engaging with this story.

 

 

ii


1

 

 

McKenzie

 

“So that’s it?”

I couldn’t look at him, my chin resting on my hand as my eyes tracked a bird through the window. It flew back and forth, collecting sticks and pieces of bark, creating a nest. I didn’t want this to be it, didn’t want it to be done just like that — but I knew it had to be. We both knew, I think.

“McKenzie.”

I sighed.

“That’s it,” I agreed, as the bird fluttered around the tree. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be.”

I looked at him out of the corner of my eye.

“Don’t be, baby. I guess it’s the right thing to do.” He stood; I looked back out of the window. “I love you, you know that.” He came towards me. “You’re not going to be able to get rid of me that quickly.”

I know.

He stroked his hand through my hair, then kissed the top of my head.
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“Yeah?”

“I love you too,” I told him, before chancing a look up at

him. “But this time, I think this is for real.”

“I know, baby.” He kissed me — dry, just lips. “I could be

all dramatic, but I will literally see you tomorrow.”

“And then every day for the next…” I inhaled gently, “four

months?”

“Four months,” he agreed. “Are you ready for this? It’s

going to be a big one.”

“It’s going to be huge,” I assured him. “I don’t think I’ll ever

really be ready for this.” I looked back out of the window.

“I’ll be with you every step of the way.” I smiled, despite the breakup.

“I know. Thank you, John.”

He nodded, chewing on his bottom lip as he started away

from me. I watched him go.

He turned back just before he left completely, smiling at

me — as gentle, as loving, as John as he always did. I blew him a kiss.

The door hadn’t even fully shut when I retrieved my phone,

sending: I did it.

The reply came almost instantaneously. The doorbell followed forty or so minutes later. “The irony…” Annie began, holding the plastic bag up to

me, “of this takeaway being on me is that you pay me.”

I leant against the door, my head knocking against it as I

attempted a smile.

“You did it?”

“I did it.”

“And how did it go?”

I exhaled, stepping back so she could come in. I closed the
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door after her, following her into my kitchen.

“He wasn’t surprised. He wasn’t…” I frowned. “Bothered.”

“I’m sure that isn’t true.” She passed me the little box and a fork. “And isn’t it better that it’s kind of neutral, given you’re literally going to be living on a bus together for a month, followed by three more months of seeing each other every day?”

“Well, yeah — but I wanted him to be a bit more…” I rotated my wrist. “A bit…”

“Sadder? Did you want him to cry, McKenzie?”

I smiled, twirling the noodles around my fork.

“No.” I laughed. “I didn’t want him to cry.”

“Not even a little moisture behind the eyes?”

“Annie.”

“It was the right choice, and you know it was. You’re allowed to be sad about it, my darling, but don’t let doubt creep in.”

I shook my head. “Don’t let doubt creep in,” I scoffed, as I went through to my living room, walking around the couches and sitting on the windowsill. “I don’t have time for doubt to creep in — it hasn’t been factored into the schedule.”

“John’s schedule,” she commented as she came to sit opposite me. She rearranged the pillows one-handed before folding her legs underneath her to sit on them. “You don’t have to follow John’s schedule.”

Except I did.

If I didn’t follow John’s schedule, I wouldn’t get anything even close to done. The colour coding was necessary if McKenzie was to be productive.

I knew I could depend on John to ensure I was always on track — I knew I had to. But that was what happened
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when your producer was your boyfriend — or, I guess, ex-boyfriend. He was still my producer, though. He still worked for me.

“I’m going to, though,” I told her.

She tutted lightly at me.

“I need at least the illusion of being in control.”

“So why did you break up with John?” she waved her fork

at me.

“You know why…”

“Ah yes — to fuck cross-country.”

I buried my face in my hand, laughing as she grinned at

me.

“As much as I love him…” I said into my hand, “as

much as I care about him and adore him — he isn’t my endgame.” I shrugged. “It’s best our relationship stays purely professional.”

“Well, that’s boring.” She scoffed.

“I appreciate your ongoing support on the matter.” She touched her heart. “I’ve always got your back.” I held my fist out to her; she fist-bumped me. “I need regular updates, though. Every single painful

moment of you two in close proximity.”

“And believe me, you’ll get them.”

 

I was early. I was always early — but today, being early meant sitting on the steps leading up to the tour bus we’d hired, with no one else around.

Liam wasn’t awake yet — or was simply ignoring me,

which I couldn’t completely blame him for.

Annie wouldn’t be awake for hours.

John simply hadn’t arrived yet. God, I hoped he arrived.
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This whole thing would fall apart if John didn’t turn up — and I hadn’t even started to consider how I would fall apart if he didn’t.

I jumped when I heard a sigh, almost falling from the stairs as I looked up at John.

He smiled down at me, holding two paper cups on top of each other.

“You’re early,” he commented.

I nodded.

“I’m always early,” I told him, while avoiding looking at his actual eyes. “It’s one of the things people always say about me — McKenzie comes early.”

He snorted at the obvious dirty joke I was making.

“Well, it’s the second thing I hear people say about you.”

I met his eyes, frowning as I shook my head.

“What’s the first?”

He smirked, lifting the top cup and holding it out to me.

“He never buys his own coffee.”

I took the cup, biting my bottom lip as he smiled at me — gentle, loving.

I don’t think he was hiding behind it. It looked genuine. Maybe he wasn’t going to sabotage this in a villain-like plot revealed near the conclusion with a cape sweep and cloud of smoke.

Or something.

“I buy my own coffee.”

“Baby, you don’t even wash your own clothes.” He nodded towards the bus. “Let’s get started then.”
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Ben

 

There were some sure-fire methods. Fool-proof, guaranteed to work every single time.

Vomiting was top of that list: be sick, get off. Simple. No

one questioned the validity of that — but that was because it was one of the harder ones to pull off. Although it was my first port of call most days, the success rate was slim. After coughing violently, my head over the toilet until my throat felt raw, I usually had to seek alternative methods.

Threatening that vomit was imminent sometimes worked

— or at least, it worked the time I’d smothered myself in Sudocrem so my dad thought I looked peaky.

Oversleeping never worked. That was a lost cause. Just asking never worked either. I was the youngest of

three — Dad had well passed boss level on that particular game.

Crying sometimes worked, if Dad was feeling particularly

empathetic that day.

But mostly…
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“Ben, you are one second away from being late,” Dad’s voice bounced up the stairs.

I spat into the toilet, sighing deeply before leaning back against the wall.

“Benjamin Edmund, I will get you out of that bathroom myself!”

I knew he would. I didn’t doubt for a minute that he would.

He had before.

I even considered letting him.

Then we could have a blazing row and I’d be so late for registration that the gates would be locked — so I might as well stay home anyway.

But we wouldn’t row.

My dad wasn’t a shouter. He wasn’t a conflict kind of man.

Instead, when he forced entry into the bathroom, he held my chin, his fingers grazing against my cheek.

“Ben.”

“Can’t I negotiate one day off?”

He clicked his tongue at me. “You know you can’t. We’ll get into trouble.”

“Not if you call in for me, not if you…”

“Ben.” He smiled at me — his I understand you’re at that age smile. “I get it, okay? School is shit. No one wants to be there. But you have to go, you have to…” He sighed. “Come on, I’ll give you a lift.”

I turned away from him, his not-too-tight grip dropping from my chin. Then I followed him from the bathroom. I hung my tie around my shoulders. I didn’t tie my shoes.

Maybe if I was lucky, I’d trip over my laces and end up spending the day in A&E with an undisclosed injury.

Here’s hoping.
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I got in the car.

School was eight and a half minutes away — by car.

Walking it verged on twenty minutes — but I had a tendency to drag my feet.

Dad was talking about all kinds of nothing. Meaningless

things about people I didn’t know, or in fact care about. He parked on the street.

We looked at each other for what felt like an eternity. His

expression softened.

“Remind me to get you some razors.” He reached for my

chin again, knocking his knuckle against me. “You’ll have a five o’clock shadow at ten in the morning soon.” He shook his head, but it said I can’t believe how big you’re getting. I think he wanted me to smile. “The triplets will be around for tea tonight.”

“Will they?”

Okay, so he knew my weak spot was my nephews. Well,

Joel was my weak spot.

“Yes, J insisted. Told Sean there was some sort of musical

TV thing on tonight and the only way to watch it was with his uncle Ben.”

“He’s not wrong.”

He squeezed my knee. “So just get through the day, Ben.

It can’t be that bad.”

“Well sure…” I opened the door. “But you’re looking at

school with the parental rose tint, not the teenage reality.” I got out, closing the door behind me and walking through the gate.

It wasn’t necessarily school that was the issue. It’d be

wrong to solely blame the brick and mortar that was my educational setting. No — it was because I was stupid.

8


BEN

Wait — sorry, I wasn’t supposed to use such a negative word.

I was challenged? I had my own skills? I just hadn’t found my place yet — all of which I wasn’t so stupid that I didn’t realise meant I was, in fact, below my reading age, barely able to write, and should generally use bigger words.

I’d had my diagnosis.

I’d had that a handful of years ago. Benjamin Edmund, you’re dyslexic. Oh, and you’re also displaying signs of dyspraxia. And that was fine — because those were two words that had no meaning to me whatsoever.

I was eight. I didn’t care. No one else cared. All my friends wanted to know back then was if I had their desired Pokémon swap or if I could roll my tongue.

Then we were nine. Ten. Then we were eleven and they started to notice that I was a little slower than them. That I struggled more. That I wasn’t in their set lessons. That I was taken to a smaller, more manageable class — that did very little work.

Then we were twelve. Thirteen. And we barely saw each other in lessons, not even walking the same halls — it was as if we went to different schools.

Now we were fourteen, and they barely remembered that I’d existed in their life.

I didn’t exist in anybody’s life.

Actually, that was a lie.

Because if I had a break — if I was simply only dreading lessons — I might’ve turned up for school. But in the breaks, it was all eyes on me.

I was target number one. Big X on my back.

And boy did I exist in their lives.
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Bad Breath and his cronies.

I don’t know which of them I’d pissed off, but I must’ve at

some point — initially. Now I guess Bad Breath was sensitive about his oral hygiene — apparently, people don’t like it when you point things like that out.

Who knew.

Today, however, I appeared to have gained visibility in

somebody else’s life.

We met eyes across the canteen. He had been looking at

me and I’d checked — looking away and back over and over — he was still looking at me.

He was familiar. I think.

He’d been in this school from Year Seven, a different form,

in none of my classes — but I knew him.

He wasn’t wearing his blazer — one rule violation. His top button was undone, his tie loose — two violations. He was extremely pretty.

That’s one violation for me.

I couldn’t let on that he was pretty. I looked away. When I looked back, he’d gone.

Was I imagining pretty boys? Was I so lonely I was

hallucinating?

“Ben, right?”

I jumped, knocking my carton of juice over and turning

to find the pretty boy stood behind me.

“You don’t look much like a Ben to me.” He tilted his head

at me. “Doesn’t quite fit you.”

“Yes.” I squawked, then cleared my throat. “Yes, I’m Ben.

What do you mean I don’t look like a Ben?”

He examined me but didn’t answer my question. “Emery.”

“I look like an Emery?”
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“No.” He laughed — it sounded quite joyful. “I’m Emery.”

I would never have guessed that was his name.

“You always sit alone.”

I looked around the table. “Yep.”

“Why?”

“No one wants to sit with me.”

“Your personality must be horrible.”

I laughed beside myself, turning back to him.

“I could sit with you.”

“To test a theory?”

“Exactly.” He agreed, smiling at me, so I smiled back. Then he exhaled dramatically. “Oh shit, it’s Friday, and…” the bell rang. “The end of lunch.”

“Monday then?”

“No.” He tutted. “Leaving me in anticipation for the entire weekend? Benedict, that’s cruel.”

“Benedict?” I repeated. I could feel my cheeks beginning to ache from my smile.

“I didn’t want to assume Benjamin. That felt quite rude of me. Benvolio.”

“What do you suggest I do?”

He nodded to himself, biting his lip as if he was happy with how this conversation was developing.

“Beach.” He tapped his chin. “Tomorrow, half one.”

“What part of the beach?”

“Find me by the tower.” His eyes cast over me. “See you there, Benson.”

I turned in my seat, watching him leave the canteen.

The second bell rang.

 

I’ll give Mr Bad Breath credit, he’s clever in that he knows
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the hiding places, the dark corners,he knows not to even look my way during break, during lunch. He knows not to push me into the tree line when we’re running laps.

He knows the best time to get me is on the way out of

school, or on the walk home.

And you would assume, because I knew this fact, that I

would be able to avoid it. Leave early or leave later. Join an after school club, or just, simply go a different way home.

And sure, it wasn’t like I hadn’t done these things, but

they’d gotten savvy, they were always one step ahead of me.

Today they got me as I walked alongside the sports

pavilion.

I figured given I’d ended my day in Maths, on the other

side of the school they wouldn’t expect me to take the Sports exit.

I don’t know why I thought I could out smart them. I was stupid. Stupid.

Stupid.

I took the beating. The harsh words that were thrown

without caution, without thought almost like the disgusting terms were simply a standard part of their vocabulary.

I came out of it with a bloodied nose. They left me be when the blood was flowing because they

were also smart in that regard.

No obvious injuries, no lasting damage, no visible bruises,

no evidence.

They never pushed it too far.

I stayed sat my head forward as I waited for the blood to

stop.

When I could simply taste it rather than see it, I lifted my

head, knocking it back against the wall and closing my eyes.
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“How do you always end up covered in blood?”

I opened my eyes, wincing lightly as I lifted my hand to block out the sun.

Joel stood in front of me, frowning at me as I swallowed roughly, coughing and spitting out some blood.

He offered me his hand, I let him help me stand.

“I’m just so desirable. I guess.” I wiped my hand across my nose. Joel cocked his head at me. “Why are you here so late?”

He frowned at me, “drama.” He said then, “Mr Jefferson is starting to come around to letting me touch the lighting desk.” He clapped his hands together. “I think he’s actually starting to believe that I won’t break it.”

I smirked at him, “maybe by the end of year seven.”

“Maybe.” He shrugged, his eyes examining me, “you look like you need some Aaryn and Liam therapy.”

“Good diagnosis.” I agreed, “where are your brothers?”

“Owen was in drama too, Eddie’s well gone. I think they’re going home before heading to yours.” I nodded.

“Are you?”

“Do you want me too?”

I shook my head, “come help me hide the bloody evidence.”

He saluted, I wrapped my arm around his shoulders and began to walk home.

“I think you’ll be the officially unofficial lighting techni-cian by year eight.”

“You do?”

“I do.”

“Thanks Ben.” He murmured, knocking against me as we walked. I squeezed him a little tighter.
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McKenzie

 

The concept was quite simple.

My debut show, Dumpster Kid, was being given a West

End revival, after its last run nearly ten years ago. It had been successful — or at least the two Oliviers I had on my bookshelf told me it had been — and had paved the way for my following musicals: Midnight, Concrete Jungle Rhapsody, and Broken City Blues, all of which had been as successful as the last. Did I mention Broadway transfers for Jungle Rhapsody?

The Dumpster Kid revival had come out of — all things

considered — nowhere. I hadn’t been expecting the email. I hadn’t been expecting the little invite to the meeting.

And then I’d found myself sat in a board (bored!) room

with John at my side — always with John at my side — as some guy who was the king of theatre or something talked at me about my musical.

I’d agreed to the revival — so long as I could direct it this

time. When I’d been a childhood prodigy and my musical
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had taken off at the tender age of seventeen, many, many walls had gone up to ensure it wasn’t actually possible for me to have sole responsibility for the show — I’d just about made it to opening night.

And then I’d been allowed to speak in the meeting.

John always held his breath when it was my turn to speak — the anxiety he felt about what might leave my mouth was so tangible I could almost taste it. I enjoyed it a little too much.

All I’d requested — besides the role of director — was that we hired a teenager for the main role. For the role of the shock horror teenager.

Oh, they hadn’t really liked that.

What if their voice breaks?

We’d have to have multiple if they’re too young!

Teenagers can be irrational. What if they’re having an off day?

Is it really necessary?

And no, no it hadn’t been. I would’ve settled for someone in their early twenties with a playing age of twelve, but because they’d not only bored me, but had also reacted as if the sky was falling, I’d said:

“Of course it’s necessary. The point of the show is that the character feels small, insignificant — that everyone else is bigger than him. It’s a small cast, but our main character needs to be the smallest on that stage, and I think a teenager would portray that perfectly.”

John had coughed out his held breath, rubbing his eyes, while the king of theatre had an internal struggle about whether Dumpster Kid was worth me.

Apparently, it was.

But the casting process had been a little trickier.
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I wanted Aaryn and Liam to revive the two male parts.

This wasn’t possible as Aaryn was still too sick to perform — and Liam wasn’t leaving his side. Understandably. So we headed straight back to the drawing board with that one.

And then there was the teenager. The teenager that none

of the big wigs agreed on — regardless of the headshot put before them. So, in the end, we agreed: I’d find my own main character. And I’d do it in such a way that it’d drive people to the theatre while making turnover upon turnover for years to come.

Who didn’t love a nationwide search, broadcast weekly

to the masses, followed by approximately twelve weeks of live shows to narrow down the hopeful adolescents until we ended up with our main character?

What could possibly go wrong?

Well, besides the fact it meant we’d be managing twelve

teenagers.

And the whole having to run a twelve-week live competition

thing.

And that I’d just broken up with John — romantically —

but he was still my producer, so I’d be spending every waking moment with him for the next four months.

All of this was how we ended up sat in a theatre in London

as our first stop, while a small twelve-year-old boy called Brooklyn sang his little heart out with his unbroken voice.

I glanced at John, because I still hadn’t fully figured out

how to tell the small fries no.

He knocked his knee against mine under the desk and

delivered the blow.

Brooklyn didn’t seem to mind — smiling widely at us, and

thanking us before leaving the stage. Well, at least he didn’t
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cry.

Mark commented on that. Jen scoffed from the other end of the table.

I guess the other potential thing that could go wrong was that my judging panel could murder each other.

Mark and Jen had been divorced for four years — and counting. And yes, I’d known that before the show. I’d lived that. But Mark wasn’t my first choice for the panel, and there was no way I was ever forgoing Jen’s vocal coaching skills. So we all just had to make do.

Mark had many roles — chaperone, technician — but first and foremost, he was a singer, which was where his expertise lay in this competition. I quite enjoyed his company. He wasn’t by any means perfect, he wasn’t polished, or even really a musical theatre android. He was just Mark, who occasionally sang at festivals, or in pubs, and released albums when he felt like it. I liked that about him.

Jen did not.

John and I were sat between them, separating them like children in case they turned on each other.

“Why did we agree to this?” I whispered to John as they bickered over us.

“It was your idea, baby.”

“I know. But why?”

John smiled at me, his hand on the back of my neck, squeezing gently. I sighed.

“I miss Liam.”

“He’d be here if he could. You know that.”

I unfortunately knew that.

Liam had been my first choice to sit alongside me on the panel. But, well… same reason as above.
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I could really do with Liam right about now. The green light indicated the next young hopeful was

ready.

A young blonde boy walked on. He looked at ease on the

stage, as if he was used to this kind of environment. His smile was wide, unwavering. He spoke with an Australian twang in his accent.

“What’s your name?”

“Arlo,” he told us. “I’m fifteen.”

“And where are you from?”

“Well, right now Essex.” His smile took a childish turn. I

smiled back at him as John laughed beside me. “Originally Newcastle.”

I looked at John, frowning deeply as he continued to laugh. “Newcastle, New South Wales?”

“The very same.” Arlo nodded. John touched my arm,

leaning closer to my ear.

“There are some places in Australia with the same names

as here,” he whispered, without making me feel stupid — I appreciated that.

“How long have you been here?” Mark asked, continuing

the conversation with Arlo.

“Almost ten years,” Arlo told us, before talking about why

he wanted the role. And then he began to sing.

Ah. He was why. He was the reason I was doing this. The

reason I’d pushed this.

He was why.

 

“Butterflies?” Liam asked down the phone as I left him on loudspeaker on the shockingly comfortable tour bus bed that I’d be living on from tonight.
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“He was amazing Liam, how is this the first time he’s been discovered, how can that kid be fifteen and never have set foot on the West End stage.”

“You can change that McKenzie.” He told me, I hummed as I changed out of my clothes. “You will change that. For so many of these kids.”

“I hope so.” I exhaled, “that’d at least make it feel a little worth it.”

“Tough?”

“Very.” I sat cross-legged on my bed, looking across at John’s empty bed.

“Because of John?”

“No.” I exhaled, “no he’s one of the easiest parts of this.”

“Where is he now?”

“Getting us some food. When he gets back, we’re going to drive too…” I paused, “one second…” I stood going to John’s side of the room and opening up his folder. “Birmingham.” I told Liam as I tracked the multi-coloured map he’d put at the front; the Birmingham stretch was blue. “Three days then we’re continuing north.” I followed the line with my finger as it became red, then yellow, then green.

“Is the bus at least nice?”

I laughed, “it’s quite boujee.”

“That’s because you have plenty of money kid.” He laughed too, I smiled. “What’s the tough part?”

I shook my head, lying back on my bed. “How’s Aaryn?” I asked instead of answering.

“He’s okay.” He sounded as if he’d turned away from the phone. “We’ve got an appointment next week; we’re hoping the results are good. If they are we might be able to start getting back to normal again.” He paused, “you’re missing
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us huh?”

“I’m missing you.”

“We’ll see you soon, and you know if these results are good

I’ll be a part of your team in the summer.”

“Yeah, and I’m sure they will be good, I’m sure.” I heard

the door to the bus open.

“That’s the kind of faith we need kid.” I smiled, then redirected it to John when he appeared in

the doorway.

“I got us Chinese.”

“That sounds so good.” Liam said then, “let’s order

Chinese.”

John smirked, “hi Liam.”

“Hey John. Look after little Kenzie for us.” John laughed, “I’ve been looking after him for years.” He

walked towards me until he could kiss the top of my head. “Come on let’s eat.” I let him take my hand, pulling me from the bed.

“Keep in touch guys, I’ll let you know how our appoint-

ment goes.” Liam said then he hung up, my phone lighting up on the bed. I let John pull me towards the little couch and table area.

The entire bus smelt like Chinese food. We were eating when the bus began to move. “We’ll just take it one day at a time, okay? Just one day,

one city, one audition at a time. I don’t know about you but I felt sparks with Arlo today, and I understood, fully why we were doing this.”

“I’m just a bit overwhelmed.”

“Understandable.” He nodded, “I mean it’s a lot, today

especially was so much to deal with, it’ll get easier but if
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you want we can implement a safe word for if you feel so overwhelmed you need to leave.”

“I’d like that.” I smirked as I spooned some fried rice, “we could use our safe word.”

He laughed, almost choking on his own spoonful.

“You want to turn to me whilst being filmed for television and say…”

“Chimichanga.” We said together, mine giggled out, which made him smile.

“I think I could get that into conversation.”

“Oh I have no doubt.”

“Thank you.” I said quietly, he nodded spooning more of his rice.

“Can I ask you a question?”

I narrowed my eyes at him, “chimichanga.”

“McKenzie.”

“You can.” I paused, “always.”

“Why did you break up with me?”

“You definitely waited until we were trapped on a moving bus, didn’t you?”

He smiled beside himself, “no, it just felt like an answer I needed sooner rather than later.”

I nodded because that was fair, I moved a few pieces of chicken around my plate.

“I love you.” I told him, “can I start by saying that. I’ve loved you for ten years John, and I will never have the capacity to thank you for it all.”

“I love you too McKenzie.”

“And I’ve felt it every single day. Which, is one of the things I can’t thank you enough for.” I frowned at myself, “but, I’m not the same person as I was ten years ago and when
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I sat down and thought about it, we probably shouldn’t have gotten back together when you came back from Broadway, and when you were on Broadway, I didn’t let myself see beyond you.”

“So, you broke up with me so you could be with other

people?”

“That’s a crude way of putting it, but I think I need to…”

“No I get it, and I agree we both fell back into comfort

when we should’ve been brave.” He tilted his head at me, “but for my own…” he put his knife and fork on his plate, “for my own comfort, or my own musings, whatever.”

“Yes?”

“Were you happy with me?”

“The happiest.”

“And we can still be friends?”

“Definitely, please, let us stay friends.”

“And is sex still on the table?”

I smirked at him, “sex will always be on the table.”
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Ben

 

Joel had found it almost scandalous that I was meeting a boy on the beach by the tower.

He’d excitedly squealed so much that I’d had to cover his mouth, as we should’ve probably been asleep by now. I looked over his shoulder, at my door, waiting for someone’s head to appear around it, telling us to be quiet.

None came.

“Joel,” I gasped.

He shook his head.

“You can’t just drop that you’re going on a date and then make it out to be nothing.”

“I wasn’t…” I gasped. “I just — it might not be a date. I don’t even know this guy, he just started talking to me.”

“Did he look like he was going to punch you?”

“No.” I sounded surprised.

“Then it’s a date.”

“Those are not the only two options.”

He pulled a face, sticking out his tongue at me; I rolled my
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eyes, lying back on my pillow.

“Are you going to kiss him?”

I laughed. “Joel.”

“Do you want to kiss him?” I looked at him. “I don’t know,” I whispered back. “He

might not be gay.” I offered, “I might not…”

“Oh, come on, Ben.”

I laughed. “Okay, fine…” I turned so I was facing him. “I

almost definitely am gay, and I almost definitely want to kiss him.”

“Then I think you should almost definitely make it hap-

pen.”

“That doesn’t make any sense,” I whispered back. He smiled at me.

“I’m almost definitely gay too,” he whispered, “just, in case

you were wondering.”

I wrapped my arms around him, cuddling him close. “I’ve seen the way you watch Aaryn on the TV, darling. I

know you’re gay.”

He laughed into my chest before gasping and pulling back

to remind me about his favourite parts from the special we’d watched before.

 

Emery was sat on the top step of the stairs that led down to the beach. The tower behind him, he was looking out at the sea. I almost didn’t want to disturb him.

I chose to go sit next to him.

“I didn’t think you’d come, Benson,” he said without

looking at me.

“Honestly, there was very little that’d keep me away.” He looked at me, a smile quirking in the corners of his
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mouth. “But we don’t talk.”

“No,” I agreed. “But you asked, and that was enough.”

He seemed confused by that before shaking his head. “I’d been watching you for a while — I know that sounds creepy, I’ll start again.” He knocked against me gently. “I’ve noticed you, especially more recently. I don’t know — I hadn’t really been brave enough to come speak to you.”

“Brave?” I repeated. “I’m not threatening.”

He tilted his head at me, the look almost saying it was adorable that I didn’t get it. I frowned back at him.

“Let’s walk.” He stood.

My eyes followed him all the way up. He was wearing short dungarees, a striped T-shirt underneath, crew socks and bright, clean white trainers. He was cute. Far too cute.

I stood with him, pulling up the waistband of my jeans as they sank lower on my hips.

“You have to be careful, you know. Careful who you ask, careful who you let on to.”

I hummed, nodding, although I wasn’t quite sure what he was referring to. We began to walk the beach.

“Can I ask you a question?” I said. “I mean, besides the one I just asked.”

“You can.” Emery’s voice was far away, his head down as he kicked shells over with the toe of his trainers. Occasionally, he stopped and picked up a shell — he kept some, he threw some. I hadn’t figured out his system yet.

“Is this…” I looked over the beach. The sky was turning orange. It looked like the cover of a cheesy romance novel. “Is this a date?”

He threw the shell.

“Well, do you think we’re on a date?”
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“I don’t know…” I picked up the first shell I could see.

“That’s why I asked.” I offered it to him.

He held his hand flat, examining it as he hummed. “I think we’re on a date,” he told me, then closed his hand

around the shell, his eyes tracking up my body to meet my own.

“That’s a bit queer,” I informed him.

His eyes bore into mine, but they remained kind. He didn’t

seem to mind the use of the word.

“Well…” He chewed on his bottom lip, worrying it between

his teeth, but his gaze didn’t leave mine. “Maybe I’m a bit queer.”

Oh.

I got it.

He laughed happily as he examined my face. “You couldn’t tell?”

“I…” I didn’t want to lie. “I mean, I hoped, but I just…” I

shook my head. “Wait, you didn’t feel brave enough to ask me out?”

“It wasn’t that I wasn’t brave enough for you, I just…” he

shrugged lightly, “didn’t want to be punched.”

“I won’t punch you,” I told him. “I’m usually the punchbag,

not the boxer.”

“I’m usually the girl in a bikini holding up the round signs.”

He lifted his arms, as if saying Round One: ding ding. Then, “Do you get punched often?”

I shrugged one shoulder. He stopped me walking, lifting

my chin gently. I frowned at him until he lightly touched the tip of my nose.

There was some bruising. Not a lot. I didn’t bruise that

easily, but the bridge of my nose had taken a considerable

26


BEN

beating — I’d hoped he’d mistake the bruising for a shadow, or dirt, or anything else. But of course, he hadn’t.

“Because you’re gay?” He shook his head. “Sorry — are you? Or are you bisexual? Or…” he gasped, “straight?”

“I’m…” I dropped my eyes. “I’m gay.” Then: “But no, I think they just beat me because it’s easy. Because I’m stupid, and…”

He gasped. “How dare you talk so badly of my date.”

I shook my head.

“No getting down on yourself,” he said firmly. “That’s a hard and fast rule for today, okay? No self-deprecation.”

“Deprecation?” I repeated.

He nodded. “No being mean to yourself.”

“Right. Okay. Well, that’s like my go-to self-talk, so…”

He laughed cheerfully, shaking his head at me as we reached the end of the stretch of beach.

The pier stood tall above us, the fairground alive.

“Arcades or doughnuts?”

I turned to look at the arcades behind us.

“We will do both.” He reached for my hand — he caught my finger, holding it in his entire hand. I held my breath as I stroked the palm of his hand. As expected, he opened his hand, linking his fingers through mine.

I was standing on a beach, in the middle of the day, holding hands with a boy. Holding hands with an incredibly cute boy.

Said incredibly cute boy was smiling brightly at me, his entire face alight. It made me feel warm inside. I always wanted him to make me feel warm inside.

“We will?” I asked instead of telling him that.

“Of course we will.” He gasped. “We just have to decide
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on the order.”

“Doughnuts,” I said with confidence. “Smothered in

chocolate.”

“Porn on the first date. That’s bold, Benvolio.” He turned

us, walking towards the stairs. He stopped on the bottom, tugging on my arm. “I didn’t say I didn’t like it. Come on.”

So I ran.

Pulling him with me until he matched my speed up the

stairs.

 

We spent our pennies quickly in the arcade, earning more and barely counting them before putting them back in. The clinking made us feel so much richer than we actually were.

The way his body brushed against mine, the way he smiled,

and his laugh — they made me feel so much safer than I actually was. So much happier than I’d ever been.

“Okay, I have two pounds,” he told me as he counted the

last of the ten pences he’d put on top of the penny machine I was playing. “How do you feel about the ghost train?” He pointed up.

I followed his finger, watching the flashing lights as the

little trains entered, surrounded by ghostly woos. I snorted.

“Scary.” I turned back.

His smile was somehow even bigger. “Not too scary for you?” He reached for me, tickling me

until I squirmed. I caught his arms, holding tight.

“I’ll protect you,” I gasped.

“Hold my hand all the way through it,” he cooed, wiggling

himself out of my grip until he could hold my hand with both of his. “You know, in case I get scared.”

“Of course,” I gasped. “I will protect you,” I proclaimed
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dramatically.

He sniggered, collecting his ten pences and pulling me towards the train.

The queue was non-existent. The train arrived as we did. We were let on — sitting close, our legs pressed together, his fingers dancing over my thigh.

We were plunged into darkness pretty much instantly. The ghostly noises around us as jump scares were lit by flashing lights.

I watched with interest as we travelled past skeletons, mannequins wearing monster masks, cobwebs and two-dimensional gravestones.

I turned my head, following the track around, until my eyes landed on Emery.

He was watching me.

“What?” I whispered — probably too quiet to be heard over the horrors.

His smile was somewhat smaller, almost hesitant.

He leant closer to me, his breath on my cheek — I could hear him breathing. And I heard him loud and clear when he asked:

“Can I kiss you?”

I nodded, turning to look at him, barely uttering the word yes before his lips were on mine.

I felt his smile against me.

I kissed his smile.
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McKenzie

 

We went out when we hit Manchester.

John had commented — almost as if in passing — that the

gay nightlife was thriving, and that if we weren’t too tired after the day of auditions, maybe we might think about a drink or two.

I’d practically bitten his hand off at the request. And then

a sixteen-year-old called Nathan had walked onto the stage and blown us all away. Just before he left, he said:

“I’ve heard Centre Stage is the place to be in Gay Town.” And I’d decided he was going straight through. No

questions asked. In fact, we might as well just give him the part now.

So, we ended up at Centre Stage.

John, Mark, and I — because although heterosexual, Mark

wasn’t one to turn down a night out.

But I didn’t think I’d ever actually be able to keep up with

him on a night out.

I slipped away via the bar, getting myself a beer and trying
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