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1

‘Prom night, baby!’

Chase startles me awake by hitting me squarely in the face with a pillow. I squint up at him through tired eyes and can see him grinning from ear to ear. ‘Come on, day’s a-wasting!’ he says cheerily, grabbing my arms and tugging on them. He’s been my own personal alarm clock ever since we started sharing a room.

‘Seriously, Zach, how can you lie in on a day like today? You slept right through breakfast!’

‘Why, what time is it?’ I groan, pulling my hands free and rubbing my eyes. I feel especially groggy today, like I’ve barely even slept.

‘Eleven fifty-nine,’ Chase says, as the details of our dorm room slowly come into focus. He’s wearing a backwards blue baseball cap, tufts of his soft black hair poking through it, and an extra-large Miami Dolphins shirt that completely swamps him.

‘You can’t sleep all day, Zach. Come on. You’re missing it! The rugby team are outside doing naked laps!’

‘They’re doing what?’ I say, suddenly more awake.

‘Naked laps!’ he repeats as I jump up and rush to the window.

‘They are not,’ I say, spotting them throwing a ball around, very much fully clothed.

‘Well, it got you out of bed, didn’t it? Honestly, Zach, I don’t think I’ve ever seen you move so fast. You say you’re not athletic? We could get you running in the Olympics if we just stacked the finish line with guys in their underwear.’

I laugh at that. I’d like to say I’m not so shallow, and yet here I am, leaping out of bed at just the suggestion of a hint of nudity. It’s been a long year, OK? And all quiet on the romance front. I feel betrayed by all the movies that convinced me private school would be inherently debaucherous. I was led to believe I’d be fighting off boys with a stick. In reality? Sometimes we stay up late reading queer manga. That’s about as debaucherous as it gets.

I push open the creaky old window, and the smell of summer fills the room. We’re up on the sixth floor, in the east wing of the building, sitting atop a hill with nothing but woodland surrounding us. With just one road in and out, it’s easy to forget that the outside world exists. For two years now, there’s been this and only this. Oakbrook Academy. It really does feel surprisingly like home.

‘I can’t believe we’re about to leave it all behind,’ I say. ‘This time tomorrow we’ll be saying our final goodbyes.’

‘Yeah,’ Chase says, a little softer now. I can tell he’s been thinking about it too. ‘What will you miss the most? Besides me, of course. Obviously you’re gonna be inconsolable when we say our goodbyes. I’ve got tissues ready and everything.’

‘I’ll be weeping for weeks,’ I tease, though secretly I know that will, in fact, probably be the case. Growing up as an only child, sharing a room here took a lot of getting used to, but now I can’t imagine waking up without Chase. ‘I’ll definitely miss our movie nights,’ I finally settle on. ‘I’ll have to find someone new to educate on quality cinema.’

‘Quality cinema?’ He raises an eyebrow. ‘If I recall correctly, I’m pretty sure you said that Ratatouille is the best film ever made.’

‘That’s because it is the best film ever made,’ I say. ‘It’s got romance, drama, an incredible score! And don’t even get me started on the subtext!’

‘I can’t get you to stop on the subtext, Zach. You’ve spoken at length about the subtext. The subtext surrounding a talking mouse –’

‘He’s a rat! We’ve been through this! It’s literally called RATatouille!’

‘Mouse, rat, whatever.’ Chase laughs. ‘It’s still a three out of ten at absolute best.’

‘You’re a three out of ten at absolute best,’ I say. ‘You know, I seriously can’t wait to get to film school and be surrounded by people that actually understand me.’

‘Or ridicule you for describing A Bug’s Life as an “emotional masterpiece”?’

‘It is an emotional masterpiece!’

‘If you say so,’ he replies, further mussing up my bed-head. ‘But what else will you miss? Come on, besides movie nights?’

‘Well …’ My gaze drifts back towards the rugby team. One member of the team in particular. ‘I suppose I am gonna miss seeing Cameron in his kit …’

‘Or without his kit …’ Chase adds as one of the boys slowly peels his shirt off, his body glistening in the morning sun.

‘That’s not even Cameron.’ I laugh. ‘That’s Ethan. You still can’t tell them apart?’

‘I really can’t.’ He looks back and forth between the twins.

In fairness, they do play up to the identical-twin thing. They style themselves with the same soft boy-band look. All dimples and cheekbones and sleek black hair that falls down in nineties curtains. But Cameron has this aura about him. It’s unfathomable to me that people can’t spot him a mile off. It’s like he actually glows.

‘It’s so easy to tell them apart!’ I say. ‘Ethan is such a straight boy!’

‘It’s not like Cameron has a rainbow flag printed on his forehead.’

‘Yeah, but he has this, like … gay energy about him!’

‘Gay energy?’ Chase squints at me. ‘You know, I saw this TikTok that said if one twin is queer there’s, like, a seventy per cent chance the other will be as well?’

‘So you’re saying Ethan’s a secret closet case? Don’t let Tiffany hear you. She hates you enough without you implying her boyfriend’s a secret homo.’

‘I’m not implying anything,’ he says with a smile of pure innocence. ‘I’m just pointing out the statistical probability. We Asians are really good with numbers, remember?’

I laugh. ‘I still can’t believe she said that.’

‘Or that she thought it was a compliment.’

‘You should have reported her for racism,’ I say. ‘Zero tolerance, remember?’

Chase shrugs his shoulders. ‘Since when do any of the rules apply to her?’

Tiffany and Chase have a long-standing rivalry. They played a lot of sport together before he transitioned, and he beat her at absolutely everything. She always disliked him for that, but then he came out and started playing with the boys, and was no longer competition. You’d have thought that would have been the end of it, but somehow it only seemed to exacerbate her hatred. At first I thought it was a classic case of deep-rooted transphobia, but now I think it’s something else. Like she always thought she’d eventually beat him, and now she’s furious she’ll never get the chance.

‘Anyway,’ I say, watching as Cameron finally peels his own shirt off and throws it into the pile with the others, ‘Cameron is clearly the better-looking one.’

‘The clue’s in the name, Zach – identical twins.’

‘Oh, for God’s sake.’ I laugh as I go to grab my phone from the bedside table.

I see there’s a message from Bec, our mutual best friend. She’s written HAPPY PROM! into the group chat with a long string of suggestive emojis. She’s clearly got only one thing on her mind for this evening. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t thinking about that too.

‘Take a look,’ I say. ‘Cameron’s way hotter.’

I zoom in on their ‘twinstagram’ – a joint account that’s racked up well over sixty thousand followers. Admittedly I probably spend far too much time looking at these pictures.

‘Do you see? He has softer features, styles his hair better, and he has that adorable little love-heart-shaped birthmark.’

‘What birthmark?’ Chase snatches the phone and squints at it. ‘That tiny thing underneath his eye? It looks more like a pimple.’

I snatch the phone back. ‘It’s a love heart,’ I say firmly.

‘All right, it’s a love heart …’ He holds his hands up defensively.

‘Besides,’ I say, ‘it’s his personality that makes the real difference.’

‘Yeah,’ Chase drawls. ‘I’m sure it’s his personality you’re thinking about under the covers at three a.m ….’

I’m sure I don’t know what he’s talking about.

‘I’m serious!’ I say, looking at a picture of the two of them in their burgundy school blazers. They’re standing outside the main entrance, the castle-like structure towering behind them. Ethan is clenching his jaw, smouldering, while Cameron is cheesing with this big dorky grin. ‘Cameron isn’t afraid of what others think of him. But Ethan? He’s just so …’

‘Arrogant? Pretentious? Deeply unlikeable?’

‘I was about to say “insecure”.’ I laugh. ‘But whatever. He just doesn’t have that … something. That special spark that Cameron does.’

‘Oddly romantic,’ Chase says. ‘You really should make a move, you know. You’ve mooned over him from afar for two years. Now here we are on the last day of school. With a masquerade-themed prom ahead of us! It’s begging for a little romance, Zach.’

‘I know.’ I let out a long-drawn-out sigh as I hear Cameron laughing with one of his teammates. How is it possible that one boy can be so perfect? ‘I want to make a move. Like I really want to. But look at him. He could have literally anyone he wants.’

‘Yeah, I hear he’s got both Kit Connor and Joe Locke sliding into his DMs.’

‘I wouldn’t be surprised!’ I’m already conjuring up images of that episode of Heartstopper. But it would never happen. Putting so many cute boys in one place is against the laws of physics. I’m pretty sure the universe would fold in on itself.

‘I know you think he’s on this whole other level, Zach, but he’s single and not dating anyone. Sure, he’s hot, but you know that under the flawless skin he’s no different to the rest of us, right? I’m sure he wants his prom-night kiss just like everyone else.’

‘Everyone else?’ I say. ‘But what about you? You don’t want that. What happened to “no boys till university”?’

Chase flaps me away. ‘That’s because I’m not ready yet. It’s different. You know, I often wish I had some trans friends to talk about this stuff with? I love you, Zach, but sometimes it’s like you really don’t get it.’

‘No,’ I say, ‘I get it. I understand why you’re not ready. I just think maybe Cameron has his own reasons too? Maybe he’s not ready yet either?’

‘Or maybe you’re making up excuses.’

‘Maybe,’ I say, going back to look at Cameron from the window.

I know Chase is right, but he’s making it sound way easier than it actually is. It’s not like I can just walk up to Cameron and tell him I like him!

Chase sighs. ‘Think about every single one of those awful high-school movies you made me sit through. Tonight is going to be a checklist of those classic prom-night moments. Someone will spike the punchbowl, someone’s gonna give an unexpected speech and, most importantly, the underdog is finally going to wind up kissing their crush. It’ll be wall-to-wall joy, sex and underage drinking –’

‘Except I’m the only one who hasn’t yet turned eighteen.’

‘Then you’ll have to do enough underage drinking for the rest of us, won’t you?’

I groan at the thought. Every time I drink anything alcoholic, I just end up saying something stupid. Last time we smuggled in a few beers, I got a telling-off from Bec. Being a gay man doesn’t excuse misogyny, she texted me the next day. I apologized profusely, but the worst part is that I don’t even remember what I said.

‘Go long!’ Ethan yells, tossing the ball. Cameron sprints after it. He’s so focused on catching it that he doesn’t spot how close they are to the car belonging to Mr Harrington, our miserable headmaster.

‘Fuck!’

The car alarm cuts through the air, and the boys all scatter.

‘See?’ Chase says. ‘You put him on a pedestal, but he’s just as clumsy and flawed as the rest of us. Honestly, I’m surprised that team even made it to regionals. They have the coordination of a bunch of drunken toddlers. No wonder they didn’t bring back the trophy.’

‘And that’s exactly why you should’ve joined the team. They need some brains to go with all that brawn.’

‘Are you saying I’m not brawny?’ Chase flexes his arms and pretends to be offended. ‘Besides, as I’ve told you a thousand times, I have literally no interest in rugby.’

‘And yet you’re wearing a rugby shirt …’

‘This is American football. It’s completely and totally different.’

‘It’s basically the same sport but with armour.’

‘It. Is. Not,’ Chase growls. ‘You know, every time I start to think I’m gonna miss you, you reassert your status as an absolute dickhead.’

‘And that’s exactly why you love me,’ I grin just as his phone starts blowing up with a million notifications. ‘Someone’s popular …’

‘It’s the results!’ he says excitedly, his eyes scanning the screen. ‘Most likely to be famous. Best dressed. Class clown.’

It’s the categories from the unofficial leavers’ poll.

‘Hottest boy.’ He nudges me. ‘Want to see how you scored?’

‘I already know how I scored. Zachary Evans – zero votes. Honestly, who thought this was a good idea anyway? As if we’re not already dripping in insecurity …’

‘Speak for yourself,’ he says. ‘It’s just a bit of fun, Zach.’

‘Fine,’ I say. ‘Hand it over then.’

Chase passes me his phone, and I scan the results. It’s essentially a long list of everything that’s wrong with this school. A hierarchy based on money and popularity and little else.

‘Hottest boy – Rhys Kingsland.’ My eyes roll so far back they almost come full circle. ‘Why am I not surprised?’

‘He is hot, Zach! You can keep saying you don’t see it, but the boy is practically a supermodel. Those biceps … those dimples.’

‘You mean the ones his parents paid for?’

‘Unsubstantiated gossip,’ Chase snaps. ‘I thought you were better than that. Besides, who cares? You know I’ll be paying for a lot more than cheekbones, right? If a person has the means to make themselves happier in their body, why shouldn’t they?’

‘I guess so,’ I say, continuing to scroll. ‘Well, this is clearly rigged. Tiffany has won everything. Most popular. Hottest girl. Most likely to become prime minister …’

Chase snorts at that, taking the phone back with a look of pure disbelief. ‘These votes don’t even add up. Bec got forty-nine votes for hottest girl. Tiffany got fifty-one. That’s a hundred votes, Zach. There’s not even that many students in our year! She probably made a bunch of fake accounts just to vote for herself.’

‘Well, I can’t say I’m surprised. Cheating is sort of her MO. I’m just shocked she went to all this effort for an unofficial student poll! It’s not like any of this actually matters.’

‘I’m half tempted to hack in and fix it.’

‘Could you actually do that?’ My ears prick up.

‘Course,’ Chase says. ‘The coding behind this thing is basic.’

‘Then why don’t you?’ I say, devil horns practically sprouting from my head.

‘You know I don’t like cheating, Zach.’

‘It’s not cheating if the whole thing is already rigged. You’re just … putting the universe back how it should be. Besides, it’s the last day. What are they gonna do?’

Chase looks at me for a moment as he thinks about it. ‘Fine,’ he finally says with a grin, opening his laptop. He clicks around for a minute or two, his face deep in concentration. He says it’s ‘basic’, but watching him do stuff like this will never cease to amaze me. He says writing code is no different to writing a story, but all I see is numbers and gibberish.

‘OK,’ he says after no time at all. ‘We’re in.’

‘Just like that? You’re a criminal mastermind!’

‘It’s not like I’m hacking into the Pentagon,’ he says. ‘So what are we changing?’

‘Hmm.’ I scroll through the results on my phone. ‘Most likely to win gold at the Olympics. That should quite obviously have gone to you!’

‘Nah,’ he says. ‘My future is right here at the keyboard. Let’s give it to Bec. She’s the one who’s actually got a shot at a career in this.’ His tongue sticks out as he concentrates. ‘Bec for hottest girl too, right?’

‘Obviously.’ I refresh the page to see the results changing in real time.

It’s incredible to watch. He could probably have hacked into the school system and given us all perfect grades if he wasn’t so honest. Humanity would do well not to piss him off and create the next supervillain. The world should be grateful he insists on using his powers for good.

‘I’ll let Tiffany keep Most popular,’ he finally says as he finishes knocking her out of every other category. ‘Just so she doesn’t have a meltdown.’

‘Generous,’ I say. ‘Though she’s gonna have a meltdown regardless. God forbid she doesn’t win absolutely everything.’

Chase gives me a satisfied smile and goes to close his laptop.

‘Wait,’ I say. ‘Do you think you could change one last thing?’

‘You want Cameron for hottest boy, don’t you?’

‘He deserves it! Rhys already gets everything.’

‘But I think Rhys won this one fair and square. We’re not snatching that away from him just because you disagree with the result.’

I groan. ‘I just hate how everyone is so obsessed with him. If I hear about his dancing pecs one more time! I get it – we love masculinity. It’s the holy grail of attractiveness. But can we just have a little bit more love for the feminine boys?’

‘And by “feminine boys” you mean Cameron?’ Chase raises an eyebrow. ‘Need I remind you that he and his brother have over sixty thousand followers? That sounds like plenty of love to me.’

‘Rhys would probably have double that if he wasn’t so bad at social media.’ I snort. ‘The other day he posted a picture of the toilet, Chase. The toilet.’

Chase laughs at that. ‘Do you know what I think, Zach?’

‘I have a feeling I’m not gonna like it …’

‘I think maybe – just maybe – you’re a teeny-tiny bit jealous.’

‘Oh, whatever!’

‘The only reason you dislike Rhys is because you quite clearly fancy his boyfriend.’

‘Kellen?’ I splutter. I don’t know why Chase always says this. Him and Bec are obsessed with the idea of me and Kellen. ‘I do not fancy Kellen.’

‘Mmm-hmm,’ he says. ‘Sure you don’t. And you don’t secretly think Rhys is hot either. The three of you would make a cute throuple, actually. Maybe after prom you can all head down to the boathouse and engage in a little ménage à trois?’

‘OK, now you’re being ridiculous,’ I say. ‘I understand why you might think I fancy Kellen … but Rhys?! When have I ever expressed interest in basic jocks like him?’

Chase cracks up. ‘It’s really easy to wind you up, you know that?’

‘Anyway, Kellen’s dead to me since he ditched us,’ I say. ‘He’s one floor up – it would take thirty seconds for him to come down and say hey.’

Kellen has a single room, making him one of the only Oakbrook students without a room-mate. Chase and I were very much his surrogates – he used to spend all his time in here – and now it’s like we never see him.

‘He could at least sit with us at lunch. Why does everything now have to be about Rhys?’

‘He’s just excited,’ Chase says. ‘He’s still in the honeymoon period.’

‘It’s been a year!’

‘He always wanted a boyfriend, Zach, and then he lands the hottest guy in school. I miss him too, but we’ve gotta let him have this. It might not be what you want, but at least try to be happy for him. That’s what friends do.’

‘I am trying,’ I grumble. ‘But Rhys is such a colossal meathead … and apparently nobody else sees it.’ I glance back down at my phone. ‘He got fifty-six votes, Chase. Fifty-six!’

‘Well, I’m not changing it. But if it’s any consolation, I didn’t vote for him.’

‘Who did you vote for?’ I ask, studying the results a little more closely.

‘Who do you think?’

‘Oh,’ I say. ‘Zachary Evans – one vote. Well, I appreciate the sympathy –’

‘No, you idiot,’ he says, laughing. ‘I voted for myself.’

‘You did?’ I check my tally to make sure I haven’t misread it. But no, it’s really there. Someone actually voted for me. ‘Maybe it was Bec?’

‘Nope, she also voted for me.’ He grins. ‘See: Chase Kwan – two votes.’

‘That can’t be right,’ I say, double-checking.

Did someone really vote for me? Over every other boy in school? That’s like voting for your favourite ice cream and deciding to go with vanilla. And not even the good kind. We’re talking about that bargain block at the back of the freezer that you forgot about until you were really hungry at 3 a.m.

‘Looks like someone has a secret admirer.’ Chase beams. ‘Who do you think it was? Josh perhaps? Maybe he wants to reignite the old flame …’ He nudges me as he says it.

‘There was no flame. I told you, we were just experimenting.’

‘With your pants round your ankles?’

‘Oh my God,’ I say. ‘We’re not having this conversation again.’

I lost my virginity to Josh last summer. I wouldn’t exactly describe it as romantic, but I don’t mean that as a bad thing. I was so nervous about sex, but he took the pressure off and made me feel safe. It feels weird to describe it this way, but it was kind of like facing my fears and having my friend there to hold my hand. I’m genuinely so grateful to him for that, but we are just friends. That’s all it is. We mutually decided it was a one-time thing. So why would he suddenly change his mind? It can’t be Josh. Chase has definitely got that wrong.

‘So if not Josh, then … Cameron?’ Chase wiggles his eyebrows as he says the name.

‘Honestly, someone probably just chose me by mistake.’

‘Oh, whatever!’ he says. ‘Someone likes you, Zach! And I bet you tonight’s the night you’re gonna find out who it is. Before the clock strikes midnight!’

‘So I’m Cinderella now, am I?’

‘If the glass slipper fits! I’ll be your fairy godfather.’ Chase snatches a pencil and waves it like a wand. ‘You will go to the ball, young Zachary! Your pumpkin carriage awaits!’

I can’t suppress a grin. I really am going to miss him. ‘Maybe you’re right.’

‘And if it goes wrong, at least you’ll be able to say you gave it a shot!’

‘I suppose I do wanna leave this place with at least one crazy story.’

I think about all those movies where the hero goes off the rails for one chaotically joyous day. Why can’t I be the Ferris Bueller? I’ve always wanted to be that person. Even if it’s not who I really am.

‘We’re talking about kissing a boy, Zach, not stealing a car. But yeah … I mean … that’s what the last day is all about, right? Everyone wants a crazy story. Everyone wants it to be memorable. That’s why people are more likely to take chances. Besides, I reckon we’ll look back on our time here very differently anyway. Do you really think we’re gonna remember Mr Draper’s maths lessons? Or do you think we’ll remember … this?’

I glance around our dusty old dorm room. ‘This?’

‘This!’ Chase says. ‘Peering out of the window on a hot summer’s day. Gossiping about our classmates. Watching cute boys get all sweaty! Everyone is so worried about missing the “high-school experience” they forget they’re already living it.’

‘Maybe you’re right.’ I look back out of the window.

The car alarm is still blaring, and Mr Harrington has finally appeared to switch it off. We duck down as he looks around for the culprit. The last thing we want is for him to think we’re somehow responsible. He’s never liked me and Chase, but then he doesn’t really seem to like anyone. Unless your parents are exceptionally rich, of course, and then suddenly you’re his favourite.

‘Anyway –’ Chase looks at his watch – ‘you better get ready. Madzikanda will be calling for team captains soon. We need to be there. Bec’s gonna put herself forward …’

I groan. He’s talking about the big game of Capture the Flag that always takes place on the last day of school. It’s really just to distract us while an events company decorates the hall for prom, but at Oakbrook tradition is tradition, and everyone takes it way too seriously.

‘Maybe I could skip it? It’s not like I’ll be any help anyway.’

‘No, you can’t skip it.’ He throws me some side-eye. ‘We’re making memories, remember? Besides, imagine how turned on Cameron will be, seeing you getting all sporty.’

‘You think so?’ I say, trying not to sound too excited.

‘I know so,’ Chase says with a little wink. ‘One way or another, you’re gonna score today, Zach. I just have a feeling.’

There’s a buzz of excitement in the air as Chase and I step out of the east wing and stroll round to the front of the school. There’s a bunch of students lazing on the perfectly manicured lawn, soaking up the sunshine before they head inside for lunch. Excited conversation fills the air and everyone is talking about the big game. Everyone wants to prove that their house is the best.

In the east wing, we represent Sycamore, while over on the west side they represent Hawthorn. The only prize is seeing the hall decorated in your house colours for prom. Blue and white for Sycamore, red and gold for Hawthorn. A game of Capture the Flag might not seem like much, but it’s a big deal for a lot of the legacy kids who so desperately want to do their families proud by following in their parents’ footsteps.

I see Josh sitting on the grass, and Chase gives me a little nudge, reminding me that he could be my secret admirer. I still don’t believe that, but I take an extra moment to look at him today. He’s wearing a sleeveless white basketball jersey with Young, Gifted and Black written in cursive lettering across the front. He’s tall and skinny, showcasing the unthreatening boy-next-door vibe that attracted me to him in the first place. I’m not convinced he’s my secret admirer, though. There’s never really been any romantic chemistry between us. He’s cute. Exceptionally so, in fact. But we’re friends. I don’t think we were ever meant to be anything more than that, and I don’t think he does either.

He spots us and gives a little wave. If there’s one thing I love about being queer at Oakbrook, it’s this unspoken alliance between us. We’re all here for each other, even if it’s just in these small gestures. All of us except for Rhys, that is. He’s too preoccupied with fitting in with the elite.

Owen waves too. He’s Josh’s straight best friend, and the two of them are inseparable. They’re about the same height, but Owen is built bigger. He’s a little clumsy, but keeps an infectiously positive attitude about everything. His gentle demeanour is the perfect complement to his soft Irish accent. He’s a nice guy, and he makes me feel comfortable in that I know I can talk about anything in his presence. I don’t need to mask or dilute my conversations around him just because he’s straight. It’s easy to see why he and Josh are close. I don’t remember when they first became friends. It feels like they’ve always been besties – and it wouldn’t surprise me if they stay that way forever. One friendship that’s destined to last well beyond their school days.

We head through the huge wooden doors at the front of the building, the ornate frame intricately carved with the school’s motto: Repetitio Est Mater Studiorum. It’s Latin for Repetition is the Mother of Learning. I always thought that was stupid. You learn by doing new things, not the same thing over and over.

We must have walked this corridor a thousand times, but today it feels different, knowing it’s one of the last times we’ll do it. We emerge into the grand hall at the heart of the school. It sits below ground level, with overlooking balconies tucked into the alcoves, making it feel twice as big as it looks from the outside. The summer sun blazes in through the huge skylight in the ceiling as we descend the ornate stone staircase to join our classmates below. It’s a little quieter than usual because all the Year Twelves went home last week, but there’s still enough of a buzz of gossip to make the room feel full.

Usually we sit wherever we want, but today the hall is divided, the two houses sitting at long tables on opposite sides of the room. Huge plates of food are laid out family style. They’ve gone all out on the catering today, and yet nobody’s really eating.

‘You OK, Bec?’ Chase says as we find our friend staring into the glass cabinet that runs the perimeter of the room. It’s full of hundreds of medals, trophies and ribbons, proudly celebrating a hundred years of academic and sporting achievement.

‘Sorry,’ she says, snapping out of her trance. She’s wearing blue and white shorts – the colours of Sycamore – with a matching crop top, her black hair tied back in a pony. ‘I just can’t believe this was two years ago.’

She points at a photo of her and Chase in their football kit, holding up a trophy. They’re grinning from ear to ear because they’d just won regionals. It was back when they were still room-mates, before Chase came out and moved over to the boys’ dorm. The two of them bonded over their athletic ability and being two of the few students of colour in an overwhelmingly white school. Bec was born in the UK with a mixed South Asian heritage, while Chase moved from Singapore when he was just a kid. They were roommates by chance, but best friends by choice.

‘I swear this literally happened yesterday,’ Chase says, studying the photo.

‘Remember the look on Tiffany’s face when we walked back in with the trophy?’

‘Seething.’ Chase laughs, glancing across the room at her. ‘Absolutely seething.’

Tiffany is sitting at the head of the Hawthorn table in her designer trainers, blonde hair scraped back into a ponytail so tight it negates the need for her monthly Botox. ‘Hottest boy’ Rhys sits on her left, every inch the ‘gay best friend’ she patronizingly describes on Instagram. He’s 6 foot 3 and all muscle, with short brown hair, and dimples that his parents definitely paid for. Ethan sits on Tiffany’s right, the dutiful boyfriend, and she incessantly plays with his hair, as if marking her territory.

The three of them are surrounded by a small group who make up the school’s wealthiest elite. Either it was a remarkable coincidence that they all ended up in Hawthorn or, more likely, cleverly engineered by the quiet exchange of their parents’ money. These kids are simultaneously the most popular and most hated. Nobody likes them, and yet everyone wants to be liked by them.

Cameron is the only member of the elite in Sycamore. Apparently something to do with his politician father’s insistence on ‘healthy sibling rivalry’. That, and it’s rumoured that Ethan has always been the favourite. His father allegedly called the day Cameron came out ‘a PR nightmare’ and, while there’s always been a lot of false rumours flying around this place, to me that one has the ring of truth.

‘I can’t believe it’s all over,’ Bec says with a heavy sigh, placing a hand on the glass. ‘I knew this day was coming, but now it’s actually here …’

‘There’ll be time to get weepy when we actually leave tomorrow,’ Chase replies.

‘Yeah, but today’s the last official day. There’s no more celebration after this.’

‘We’ll see each other over the summer. What about Zach’s birthday?’

‘Oh, that doesn’t count.’

‘OK, wow.’ I snort. ‘Why don’t you tell me how you really feel?’

‘You know I didn’t mean it like that,’ she says. ‘How long till your birthday anyway?’

‘Five days,’ I reply. I’ve been counting down for a while now. ‘It feels like I’ve been seventeen forever. It’s weird to think I’ll officially be an adult.’

‘An adult who still can’t grow facial hair?’ teases Bec.

‘I can grow facial hair.’ I scratch at my chin. ‘I just choose not to.’

Chase smiles. ‘Sure you do. I can lend you some of my hormones if you like?’

‘Can you imagine if the papers heard you say that?’ Bec laughs.

‘Drug-pushing Transgender Immigrant!’ Chase frames the headline in front of us. ‘Making the front pages twice before leaving school would be quite the accomplishment …’

‘Don’t even joke!’ I groan, remembering the hell he was put through last year. Chase made national front-page news when he moved over to the boys’ dorm and somebody allegedly complained that him being in the bathroom ‘made them uncomfortable’.

It was an entirely made-up story, of course. Chase has always preferred his privacy, so uses the accessible bathroom. He even had permission from the school. Nobody was bothered or inconvenienced, as there aren’t any students with disabilities on our floor, but that part was conveniently left out.

‘I still can’t believe Tiffany got away with planting that story,’ Bec says.

‘Well, we can’t prove it was her, so …’

‘Her father literally owns the paper, but sure …’

‘Even if we had proof,’ Chase says, ‘then what? The school’s hardly gonna do anything about it. Imagine what Daddy would print then!’

‘Yeah, but at least we could expose all her bullshit hypocrite advocacy,’ Bec says. ‘That post on Trans Day of Visibility? “In solidarity with my trans brothers and sisters!” Give me an actual break. She will do literally anything to gain followers. Imagine how they’d react if they knew what she was really like …’

‘That sounds like a war I do not want to get into,’ Chase says. ‘I’m just glad it’s over. We’ll never have to see her again after tonight. She can fade into obscurity for all I care.’

‘Fade into obscurity?’ Bec scoffs. ‘With her connections? She’ll be making headlines until the day she dies. And then one of her devil spawn will take over. You know her and Ethan are already talking kids?’

‘Well, that’s ridiculous,’ says Chase. ‘They’re barely even eighteen!’

‘It’s not just them,’ she says. ‘I heard Kellen talking about marriage the other day.’

‘Marriage?’ I choke. ‘That’s ridiculous.’

I scan the room for him and see him heading down the stairs. He looks like a younger Keiynan Lonsdale, all flawless skin and perfect cheekbones. He’s got 24/7 resting bitch face, but when he smiles? I can totally see why Rhys is into him. He has a spring in his step today, and I don’t know why, but it irritates me. He’s Sycamore, so he should be on our side of the room, but he heads into enemy territory, wrapping his arms round Rhys’s giant shoulders and laughing loudly at one of Tiffany’s jokes. In return, she gives him a smile that comes nowhere near her eyes.

‘Astonishing. You could almost believe she likes him,’ Chase says.

‘Forced to fraternize with us lower classes,’ Bec replies. ‘I bet she’s furious with Rhys for slumming it. Very unbecoming.’

They’re right. You can practically see her clench from all the way over here. Kellen is a scholarship student, like Bec, and if it wasn’t for him being coupled up with Rhys, there’s no way the rest of the elite would tolerate him.

‘And yet she has to accept the relationship or she’ll seem homophobic,’ Chase says. ‘That girl is made to be a politician. She knows the game and how to play it.’

‘She’ll slip up eventually,’ I say. ‘Every politician has their downfall. It’s inevitable.’

‘We can but hope.’ Bec shrugs. ‘Anyway. Enough about them. This day’s supposed to be about us. Any idea what you guys are gonna write yet?’

She nods to the tattered old yearbook behind the glass before us. It’s an Oakbrook tradition dating back more than a century. Each year, for one night only, the headmaster (and it’s always been a ‘master’ – go, patriarchy!) takes it out of its cabinet so that the leaving class can write a message, and read those of the many that came before.

‘I wanna see what’s in there first,’ Chase says. ‘Like, is it meaningful words or just vulgar messages and gushing declarations of love?’

‘It’s probably the latter,’ I say. ‘I bet the kids in 1925 weren’t really all that different to us. I’m sure it’s just pages and pages of “Melanie loves Thomas” and cartoon drawings of questionably large dicks.’ Humanity seems to have an obsession with those. I’ve visited the British Museum. I’ve seen the ancient crockery.

‘Well, I’m leaving a quote,’ Bec says. ‘Some song lyrics or something.’

‘You are not going to quote Taylor Swift in a one-hundred-year-old book,’ Chase says, scandalized.

‘Watch me! It’s supposed to be like a time capsule. There’s probably lyrics in there from Elvis and Springsteen, and quotes from old black-and-white movies. The point is to capture how it feels to be right here, right now. So I think Taylor lyrics are entirely appropriate, actually. I quite like the idea of kids looking back at this in another hundred years and trying to imagine what it was like to be a Swiftie.’

‘I’m sure that’s exactly what they’ll be thinking,’ Chase says.

‘You really think Oakbrook will still be here in a hundred years?’

Bec nods. ‘If we’ve not been killed by climate change.’

‘Or enslaved by malicious AI!’ Chase adds cheerily.

‘What a comforting thought,’ I say, imagining killer robots tearing through the dining hall, the class of 2056 fleeing for their lives. Maybe I do watch too many movies.

I see Josh and Owen entering the hall then, heading down the stairs and parting ways to join their houses. Josh is with us in Sycamore, and Owen is over in Hawthorn. They’re the only two students who truly don’t seem to care about the house rivalry. Like a modern-day Romeo and Juliet, except with less romance and significantly fewer stabbings.

Owen doesn’t really belong with Hawthorn anyway. Like Bec and Kellen, he’s on a scholarship, and, with no Rhys Pass, most of them treat him like dirt. They openly make fun of his size and his general clumsiness, but the irony is that if he wasn’t such a gentle giant he could easily flatten any one of them. That’s the thing about Oakbrook – here, it doesn’t really matter how big and tough you are. Money is power within these walls, and those without it are made sure they don’t forget it.

‘It’s gotta be one of them,’ Chase says as I watch Josh sit down with Cameron.

‘Huh?’ Bec says. ‘Who’s gotta be one of what?’

‘Someone voted Zach for hottest boy.’

‘Oh my God, I saw!’

‘Did you also see you won hottest girl?’ I grin.

‘I saw that Tiffany won hottest girl,’ she says. ‘And then the results magically changed about an hour ago.’ She looks at Chase. ‘Your handiwork, I assume?’

He smirks. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

Bec smiles back at him. ‘So this secret admirer, Zach? It has to be Josh, right?’

‘We were kinda hoping for lover boy over there,’ Chase says, nodding in Cameron’s direction.

I can’t take my eyes off him. He and Josh are whispering now, and I swear they just glanced over in our direction. Surely they’re not actually talking about me?

‘Can we just not?’ I finally say. I’m getting carried away. I don’t want Chase and Bec putting ideas in my head. ‘Let’s forget it. I feel like someone’s just trying to fuck with me. Get my hopes up just to smash them right back down again.’

‘That’s ridiculous,’ Bec says. ‘Keep those hopes sky-high, Zachary. Someone’s into you! And it’s gotta be one of the boys. Right, Chase? The girls wouldn’t waste their vote on a gay guy. They’d vote for someone they actually thought they had a shot with.’

‘Exactly,’ says Chase. ‘It’s either Josh or Cameron. It has to be. Unless it’s one of the “straight” boys. You know what they say … everyone’s a little gay at private school.’

We all laugh at that, but I don’t actually think there’s any truth in it. I doubt anyone’s actually closeted at Oakbrook. This place has a long list of problems but, surprisingly, homophobia isn’t one of them. Tiffany’s transphobia aside, people are generally free to be themselves without worrying about the consequences. I’ve not heard anyone yell ‘backs against the wall’ since I got here. It’s a much-needed change from my last school. Things were very different there. So when Mum’s business took off, and I was handed a fancy brochure offering me a ‘new life’ and a ‘better education’, it was the lifeline that I needed.

I joined after the start of the school year, so everyone already had a room-mate, and I ended up in a double room by myself. I found it hard to make friends at first, but then Chase came out and moved over to the boys’ dorm, and we’ve been best friends ever since. Me, Bec, Chase and Kellen. That’s how it used to be anyway, but four became three when Rhys entered the picture. Things haven’t really been the same since.

‘Think fast!’ Ethan yells, snapping me out of my thoughts. He stands up from the table and hurls a rugby ball across the hall at Owen. It lands directly in the plate of food in front of him, spattering his T-shirt to the sound of sniggering laughter.

‘So much for last-day camaraderie,’ Bec says. ‘They’re supposed to be a team.’

‘Are we really that surprised at Ethan being an asshole?’ I watch as he laughs along with his friends. I glance across at Cameron, who’s now glaring at his brother.

‘I feel bad for Owen,’ Chase says. ‘You just know he’s going to be the target later.’

‘Shit, I forgot about that,’ I say. ‘I hate to say it, but I think you’re probably right.’

He’s talking about the leaver’s prank – a severely messed-up Hawthorn tradition. Every year at prom, they carry out some toxic prank on an unsuspecting













































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































PENGUIN RANDOM HOUSE CHILDREN’S

UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia
India | New Zealand | South Africa

Penguin Books is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

www.penguin.co.uk

www.puffin.co.uk

www.ladybird.co.uk

[image: Penguin Random House UK]
First published 2025

Text copyright © Calum McSwiggan, 2025

The moral right of the author has been asserted

Cover image © H. L. Gibby

Excerpts on p216 and p258 are from ‘Stayin’ Alive’ by The Bee Gees, written by Barry Gibb/Robin Gibb/Maurice Gibb/Robin Hugh, © 1977, Universal Music Publishing Group

ISBN: 978-0-241-55442-5

Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes freedom of expression and supports a vibrant culture. Thank you for purchasing an authorized edition of this book and for respecting intellectual property laws by not reproducing, scanning or distributing any part of it by any means without permission. You are supporting authors and enabling Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for everyone. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems. In accordance with Article 4(3) of the DSM Directive 2019/790, Penguin Random House expressly reserves this work from the text and data mining exception.

The authorized representative in the EEA is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

All correspondence to:

Penguin Books

Penguin Random House Children’s

One Embassy Gardens, 8 Viaduct Gardens, London SW11 7BW

        

EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/prh_uk_logo.jpg
Penguin
Random Houge
UK





EPUB/images/piii.png





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-regular.otf


EPUB/images/cover.jpg





EPUB/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		About the Author



		Title Page



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Acknowledgements



		Copyright













		ii



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		329



		330













		Cover



		Frontmatter



		Begin Reading











EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-bold.otf


