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THE FIRST DARE: I dare you to kiss Graham Lee

“Lila, it’s a dare. You have to do it.”

Olivia’s voice cuts through the hallway noise on the first day of senior year. My cheeks burn instantly, and I cover my face with both hands, wishing I could disappear into the floor.

“Olivia, I can’t,” I mumble through my fingers. “He’s... untouchable. He always has a flock of girls around him. Hot soccer players are so not in my league. I’m nobody to him. He doesn’t even know I exist.”

She pries my hands away with zero sympathy and forces me to look at her. Her dark brown eyes are bright with mischief.

“It’s your turn,” she says. “Last year, I showed up to the school assembly in a bikini because of you. I got suspended for three weeks.”

She’s grinning.

“Oh, please,” I scoff. “You loved that. You hate high school.”

“Despise it,” she corrects proudly.

I groan, dragging my hands down my face.

“Fine. I’ll do it,” I say, already regretting it. “But I have no idea how I’m supposed to achieve something impossible.”

Olivia hooks her arm through mine as the warning bell rings.

“You’ll figure it out.”

Of course, she says that.

We’ve been doing this for five years—ever since freshman year, when we bonded over how boring truth questions were. We decided to take it to another level. No truth. Only dare. No backing out. Ever.

At the time, it felt thrilling.

Now it feels like social suicide.

Because this dare?

This isn’t harmless. This is Graham Lee.

I’ve been quietly, hopelessly, pathetically in love with him for years. We share every class, sit side by side half the time, and yet... I might as well be invisible.

I’m barely listening to Olivia ramble about some assignment when a shoulder slams into mine, knocking me sideways.

“Hey! Watch where you’re going!” I snap, spinning around.

Finn Hayes stands there, already scowling. His green eyes are sharp, like he’s permanently annoyed at the world—and especially at me.

“You’re in my way, Thuso,” he says flatly.

Then he just... walks off.

“Asshole!” I shout after him.

He doesn’t even turn around—just lifts his hand and flips me off.

“Wow. Still don’t like each other?” Olivia says.

“Never have. Never will.”

Finn Hayes has hated me forever. I have no idea why, and at this point, I don’t care.

The day drags. Classes blur together. Lunch is mediocre at best. By the last period, I’m exhausted—and painfully aware of the boy sitting next to me.

Graham Lee.

He’s leaning back in his chair, talking to Marcus behind him like the world revolves around him. And maybe it does.

“Yo, Graham,” Marcus says. “You going on the school trip? Cape Town?”

“Wouldn’t miss it,” Graham replies easily.

I wasn’t planning on going. Two weeks of deep-sea diving, hiking, and forced socialising? Hard pass.

But now...

Now I’m imagining things I shouldn’t.

A kiss under the stars on the beach. Laughing over dinner. Maybe brushing hands on a hike up Table Mountain. Maybe—just maybe—him finally seeing me.

I get so lost in the fantasy that the bell startles me back to reality.

By the time I get to my mom’s car, she’s leaning against it, smoking.

“Was school fun?” she asks.

“Yeah.”

Lie.

The car smells like cigarette smoke and lavender air freshener—a combination I’ll never get used to.

We drive in silence before I speak again.

“Mom... can I go on the school trip next month?”

She shrugs. “I don’t really care. Sure. Do whatever you want, kid.”

Of course.

Her indifference stings more than a no ever could.

I wish she paid more attention to me. Wish she were the kind of mom who listens to my problems, laughs at my jokes, or holds me when I’m sad. Unfortunately, Martha Thuso doesn’t care about anyone except her boyfriend of the month.

When we get home, boyfriend number eight is sprawled on the couch, smoking weed. I head straight to my room and text Olivia about the school trip.

Olivia: Thought you weren’t going.

Lila: I wasn’t, but Graham is going.

Olivia: Nice. Can’t wait to see that disaster.

I roll my eyes and send an annoyed emoji. Then I toss my phone aside and start on my homework.

* * *
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The next day, I escape to my favourite place—the bookstore.

It smells like paper and coffee and quiet. Safe.

I’m curled up in a chair with Sense and Sensibility when a voice interrupts me.

“Hey. Don’t I know you? Lila, right? From English?”

I look up.

Graham.

Standing right in front of me.

“Y-yeah,” I say, sitting up straighter. “Hi.”

“What are you reading?” he asks, nodding toward my book.

I hold it up. “Jane Austen.”

He smiles—actually smiles—and sits down beside me like it’s the most natural thing in the world.

“Nice. I’ve been trying to get into more classics. I’m reading Tolstoy right now.”

“That’s... ambitious,” I say, a small laugh slipping out. “His books are intense.”

“They are,” he agrees. “But I kind of like that. You have to slow down. Pay attention to everything. It’s like... real life, just more dramatic.”

I blink at him, surprised.

“I didn’t think you’d be into that,” I admit.

“What, because I play soccer?” he teases lightly.

“Maybe,” I say, smiling despite myself.

“That’s fair,” he laughs. “But I like stories. Always have. My mom used to read to me a lot when I was younger.”

Something about the way he says it softens his whole expression.

I relax a little.

“What do you like about Austen?” he asks.

I glance down at the book, then back at him.

“She writes people really well,” I say. “Like... their emotions feel real, even when everything else is dramatic. And the romance isn’t just about attraction—it’s about understanding each other.”

Graham nods slowly, like he’s actually thinking about it.

“That’s what makes it good,” he says. “When it feels earned.”

Our conversation flows more easily after that.

We talk about books we’ve read, ones we hate, and characters that annoy us. He admits he cried at the end of a novel once and immediately regrets telling me.

“I will never tell anyone,” I promise solemnly.

“You better not,” he says, but he’s smiling.

Time slips by without me noticing. I forget to be nervous. Forget to overthink.

For once, I just... exist.

With him.

“Dude, are you done being a nerd yet?”

The moment shatters.

Finn.

He’s standing nearby, twirling his car keys, looking deeply unimpressed.

“I’ve been waiting forever.”

“Shit,” Graham says, checking his phone. “Sorry, man. I lost track of time.”

He stands, gathering his books, then turns back to me.

“Hey... it was really nice talking to you, Lila.”

“Yeah,” I say softly. “You too.”

He hesitates, like he might say something else.

Then he doesn’t.

He walks off toward the counter.

Finn lingers.

His gaze lands on me, sharp and unreadable. There’s something there—annoyance, maybe. Or something else I can’t quite place.

I glare right back.

He scoffs under his breath and turns away, following Graham out.

I sit there for a moment after they leave.

I just had a real conversation with Graham Lee.

Not a passing comment. Not a polite nod.

A conversation.

And for the first time, the dare doesn’t feel impossible anymore.

It feels... Possible.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The trees blur past the window as my entire twelfth-grade class talks over each other on the bus. Olivia is beside me, showing me memes on her phone, and we giggle in the back to pass the time.

We’re eight hours away from Cape Town.

It’s the middle of summer, and we’re both in dresses, but the bus’s air conditioner does almost nothing to fight the heat pressing in on us.

“So you just... chatted with Graham about books?” Olivia asks, raising an eyebrow.

“Yeah,” I say, unable to hide my smile. “It was actually really good. I didn’t know he was a bibliophile.”

“You’re one step closer to winning this dare.”

I flip my hair dramatically. “Yes, I’ll woo him with my social anxiety and crippling shyness.”

Olivia bursts out laughing.

I glance across the aisle.

Graham and Finn sit a few rows ahead, surrounded by people. They move through conversations so easily—laughing, joking, existing without hesitation. It’s effortless. Natural. Everything I’m not.

I’ve always wondered what it would be like to have more friends. Olivia is amazing, but sometimes I wish I were like them. Popular. Unbothered. The kind of person people gravitate toward, instead of overlooking.

Whenever I try to talk to people, I trip over my words. My throat tightens. I stutter.

I hate being eighteen and still too shy to exist properly around my peers.

So I stay in my lane. I bury myself in books. I ace every test. I do everything right.

I’m supposed to be in a gifted school, but my mom refuses to let me go. Says she can’t afford it.

So here I am.

Stuck.

I sink deeper into my thoughts while Olivia switches from memes to horror movies. We spend the rest of the ride watching them together, occasionally shrieking or laughing at the worst scenes.

By the time we arrive at the hostel, the sky is painted in warm evening tones.

I follow the crowd inside, Olivia glued to my side.

The walls are covered in artwork by South African artists—bold colours, textured strokes, stories in every frame. I slow down, completely captivated.

I love art. Collect it when I can. Study it when I can’t.

I’m so busy taking it all in that Olivia has to physically drag me away.

“Later,” she insists. “We need to unpack.”

The girls’ room is massive—rows of bunk beds, at least twenty of them. Noise fills the space instantly as everyone claims beds and throws bags around.

I drop my things on the bed next to Olivia’s.

Dinner is already set up by the time we head to the cafeteria.

We dish up beef stew with vegetables and rice. For dessert, there’s warm malva pudding drenched in custard.

I sit beside Olivia, grateful for something familiar.

“So,” she starts, already grinning, “I’m texting this girl, and she is literally making me fall in love with her by the second. I’m obsessed. She watches the most messed-up horror films and listens to K-pop. She’s the coolest person ever. She lives in Cape Town, so I’m seeing her this weekend.”

“That’s amazing, Liv,” I say, smiling. “I’m glad one of us is finding love.”

“Oh, please,” she nudges me. “You’ll get Graham.”

I glance across the dining hall.

Graham is laughing at something Cait says. Cait—perfect, popular, untouchable Cait. They’ve been on and off since grade eight.

“He’s still hung up on her,” I mutter. “Look at them.”

“That doesn’t mean they’re back together,” Olivia says. “You’ve got a fair shot.”

I shake my head. “This is the worst dare you’ve ever given me. Last year, I had to throw eggs at eighth graders. The year before that, I stole Troy Duma’s underwear. But this?” I stab my fork into my food. “This is cruel.”

“It’s senior year,” she says simply. “It has to end with a bang. You have three dares. You’ll survive.”

She leans closer. “Do you have my first dare yet?”

I pause, thinking. Then an idea sparks, and I smile.

“I dare you to hook up with Eliza.”

“Easy,” she says instantly. “We’re already dating.”

I blink. “Wait—what?”

She grins. “Yeah. So that’s done.”

“Don’t chicken out,” I warn. “I want you to be endgame.”

“We will be.”

Later, as we head back to the sleeping quarters, I reach into my pocket for my dare list.

It’s gone.

I rush back to the dining hall, panic rising in my chest. I search under tables, near the serving area, everywhere—but it’s nowhere.

Someone has it.

Oh God.

That is so embarrassing.

That night, the room buzzes with soft snoring and the glow of phone screens. I can’t sleep.

I slip out of bed and head to the bathroom, combing through my afro until it settles. Still restless, I make my way downstairs to the kitchen.

I open the fridge and grab an ice cream bar.

When I turn around, I nearly scream.

Finn Hayes is sitting on one of the tables, casually eating leftover malva pudding.

I clutch my chest. “Finn! What are you doing up?”

“Can’t sleep,” he says. “What are you sneaking around for?”

“Same reason.”

He gestures lazily. “Sit.”

I hesitate. This feels like a trap.

He rolls his eyes. “Relax. I’m not going to mess with you, Thuso.”

Slowly, I sit beside him.

We eat in silence for a moment.

“So,” he says, holding up a piece of paper, “I found this earlier.”

It’s the list.

I lunge for it, but he lifts it out of reach.

“Nuh-uh,” he smirks. “‘Olivia and Lila’s List of Dares’? Since 2021? You’ve been doing this for years?”

“Give it back, Finn.”

He scans the page, grin widening.

“‘Kiss Graham Lee’?” he reads. “You like my best friend?”

My face burns.

This is officially the most humiliating moment of my life.

“That’s none of your business,” I snap, finally snatching the paper back and shoving it into my pocket.

“Come on,” he teases, nudging me. “When did this adorable crush start?”

“Stop.”

“Was it the abs? The eyes? The secret bookworm thing he’s got going on?”

“Finn,” I say, sharper now, “you weren’t supposed to see that.”

He chuckles, leaning back.

“Alright. I’ll drop it.” A beat. Then, “But what if I helped you get him?”

I blink at him. “You’d do that?”

“What’s in it for me?”

“Of course, there’s a catch.”

“Get me a date with Olivia Nate.”

“My best friend?”

“Yeah. I’ve been trying, but she keeps shutting me down. I know she’s into girls and guys—she just won’t give me a chance.”

“She’s already seeing someone,” I say carefully.

“You’re her best friend,” he counters. “You can make her fall for me instead.”

This is getting messy.

I hesitate, biting my lip.

But then I think about Graham.

About the dare.

About finally being seen.

“...Okay,” I say slowly. “If this gets me Graham, I’m in.”

Finn grins and holds out his hand.

I shake it.

Deal made.

God, I really hope I don’t regret this.
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CHAPTER THREE
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I’m not a fan of Finn Hayes. Our history proves that.

Finn has spent almost every second of high school trying to embarrass me. Petty jokes whispered loud enough for me to hear. Rumours spread through hallways like wildfire. Dumb pranks designed purely to get under my skin. He’s made an art form out of annoying me, and unfortunately for him, I’ve never been an appreciative audience.

So no, I wasn’t exactly Finn Hayes’s biggest supporter.

But Graham Lee?

That was a completely different story.

Graham Lee has been my dream boy since the first moment I saw him in my sophomore year, walking across the soccer field with sunlight tangled in his blond hair as if he belonged in some coming-of-age movie. He’s unfairly beautiful. Baby-blue eyes, broad shoulders sculpted from endless soccer practices, and that permanently tousled hair that somehow always looks perfect.

The kind of boy you stare at for too long and immediately regret it when he catches you.

Which he always does.

So when Finn corners me before lunch the next day with an oddly smug expression on his face, I already know he’s up to something.

“What?” I ask suspiciously.

“You busy tonight?”

“That depends. Are you planning my public execution?”

Finn grins. “Movie night. Me, you, Graham.”

I blink at him.

“What?”

“You heard me.”

“You voluntarily want to spend time with me?”

“Don’t make this emotional, Thuso.”

I narrow my eyes. “What’s the
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