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For anyone who’s ever wanted to wish away the thing that makes them different.






Chapter One

‘Wishing for world peace is a terrible idea,’ I say, dropping the PlayStation controller down on Dean’s bed as our Fortnite avatars do their victory dance. ‘Because that would last for what? One day before humanity found something else to fight about? What you need to do is wish away the cause of conflict instead. You need to wish away … toxic masculinity?’

Dean laughs. ‘Oh, come off it, Max. That would be your one genie wish? Not for infinite cash … or boys? But to rid the world of toxic masculinity?’

‘You’re telling me it wouldn’t be a better place for it?’ I grin, lying back on Dean’s bed and cosying myself into his extravagantly coloured cushions. ‘There’d be no prejudice, no conflict,’ I continue. ‘And boys could paint their nails without worrying that it makes them gay.’

I hold my sparkling nails up to the window. ‘You did a good job,’ I say, admiring the silky sheen as it catches in the street lights of Brimsby Road.

Dean has been expertly painting my nails ever since the day I came out to him. He keeps telling me I need to learn to do it myself, but no matter how much I practise I just don’t have the steady hand or the patience to get it right.

‘Some of your best work, I reckon. Just wait until Mr Johnson gets a load of these.’

‘Don’t,’ he says, laughing again. ‘Maxwell Baker, what the devil is that on your nails?’ He mimics the PE teacher’s voice impeccably.

‘Please, sir,’ I plead with puppy-dog eyes, ‘it’s just a little nail polish, sir.’

Dean beams. ‘He’s gonna lose it for sure. Total meltdown guaranteed.’

‘Let him,’ I say, just as Dean’s mum pushes open the door with two steaming mugs of hot chocolate topped with squirty cream and marshmallows.

‘Here we are then,’ she says, setting the mugs down on the desk, exchanging them for a pair of Dean’s dirty socks with a barely audible tut.

‘Thanks, Marcy,’ I say, looking at Dean to remind him to say it too.

‘Oh yeah, thanks, Mum,’ he adds, amping up the sweetness.

‘How was the meeting?’ I ask, and she shrugs her shoulders.

‘Same old,’ she says. ‘They’re applying for planning permission again. They don’t take no for an answer, these white men.’ She turns to Dean then. ‘Good for nothin’, the lot of them. Especially your father. No offence there, Max.’

‘None taken.’ I get up to grab one of the hot chocolates. ‘They’re idiots if they think they’ll win against you.’

Marcy smirks at that. ‘Well, they’re free to waste their energy tryin’.’

For the past five years, a property-development company has been trying to tear down Brimsby Road to replace it with some fancy newbuilds. Marcy has stopped them three times already, rallying the community to save the place where so many of them have lived their whole lives. It’s pretty amazing she finds the time really, what with being a single working mum and all. She’s a force to be reckoned with: you don’t mess with Dean’s mum.

‘We’ll see anyway,’ she continues. ‘We’re trying to bury them in paperwork, but I’ll chain myself to their bulldozers if I have to.’

‘Don’t get yourself arrested, Mum,’ Dean says with a grin.

‘Well, it wouldn’t be the first time …’ she mutters and then quickly changes the subject. ‘It smells like teenage boys in here.’

My favourite, I think, but I don’t say that out loud. Some things just aren’t meant to be said in front of parents, no matter how chill they are.

‘Light one of those scented candles or something, would you?’ she says, walking across the room to crack the window.

‘Max doesn’t smell that bad, Mum, jeez,’ Dean jokes, and she shakes her head with a chuckle.

I do a subtle sniff test, but I swear I’m fresh as a field full of daisies.

‘Sexy,’ Dean adds, catching me with my nose pressed deep in my armpit.

‘All right, well, behave now,’ Marcy says, turning to go back out again. ‘No more cutting up your best clothes.’

‘But we were improving them!’ I protest.

‘Yes, I’m sure that’s what you thought you were doing,’ she says with a decidedly wicked smile, closing the door behind her.

Dean cracks up. ‘I think my mum just read you to filth, Max!’

‘She’s always been savage,’ I say. ‘I can see where you get it from.’

‘What can I say?’ Dean shrugs and picks up two of the candles on his chest of drawers. ‘Unicorn Cupcake … or Pistachio Mint Dreams?’

‘Cupcake,’ I say, which quite frankly was the obvious answer.

‘Cupcake it is.’ He nods and begins rummaging in his underwear drawer. ‘Oh …’ He stops in his tracks. ‘Well, these definitely aren’t matches.’

‘Huh?’ I say, trying to see what he has in his hand.

‘Fancy it?’ He holds up the three-pack of Durex.

‘Oh God,’ I groan. ‘Don’t even joke. I can’t believe those are still in there! You do know they have an expiry date, right?’

‘Third of August,’ Dean says as he squints at the box. ‘Barely even a year out of date! Maybe they’ll still work?’

‘Throw them away!’ I say in mock horror. ‘You need to pay more attention in sex ed.’

‘I’m joking,’ he says. ‘I can’t toss them, though. Memories and all that?’ He drops them back in the drawer and closes it.

The condoms had appeared three years ago while I was staying at Dean’s for the summer just after my parents split. Marcy went all out on the food while I was here – jerk chicken, curried goat, and all kinds of other Caribbean food I’d never tried before. I guess it was her way of trying to make me whole again. She told me I was one of the family, and she really meant that because she was convinced Dean and I were secretly dating. Despite telling her over and over that we were just friends, she’d simply wink and reply, ‘If you say so.’ Then, one night, to Dean’s absolute horror, we came upstairs to find them. They were Marcy’s way of offering support, no questions asked, but the way Dean gasped when he opened the drawer will stay with me forever. It was the first time I really laughed that summer – and I laughed till I couldn’t breathe.

The joke was really on me, though, because I then had to be at the centre of the most awkward family discussion in which Dean had to explain once and for all that he hadn’t, in fact, been upstairs bumping uglies with me the whole time. I’m still not sure she was convinced, though.

‘Another round?’ I say, picking up the controller.

‘Nah, three victory royales is enough,’ he replies. ‘We can’t keep beating all these straight boys. Their egos are fragile enough.’

‘Toxic masculinity,’ I say with an I-told-you-so shrug. ‘This is what I’m telling you. It’s gotta be the wish.’

‘I don’t buy it, Max,’ Dean says, finally finding the matches and lighting the bright pink candle, the flame illuminating his flawless Black skin and killer cheekbones. He’s wearing a subtle face of make-up today, just enough to bring out his most feminine features. ‘I’ve known you long enough to know you wouldn’t wish for something so selfless. You’d use your wish on something stupid that would come back to bite you in the ass.’

‘What are you trying to say?’ I reply indignantly, sitting back upright.

‘You could be stranded on a desert island, and you wouldn’t wish for food, shelter or water. You’d waste your last wish on one stupid thing. And his name is Oliver Cheng.’

I wish I could deny it, but Dean is absolutely right. Oliver is exactly how I’d spend my one and only genie wish. In fact, I’d wish for a thousand more wishes and still use them all on him. He’s the perfect boy-next-door type, and he’s been living in my fantasies rent-free ever since he moved to the school a year ago. Dean and I were the only openly queer kids in our whole year group before that, and then BAM! Oliver Cheng. With messy black hair that sticks up at all angles, dimples stapled into each perfect cheek, and deep brown eyes that make the school corridors appear to narrow around him. I’ve had many a crush during my time at Woodside Academy, but none of them compare to the way I feel about him.

‘I just wish he’d acknowledge my existence,’ I say, something I’ve repeated about four thousand times this week alone. ‘Just a hey would be nice.’

‘Really, Max? This again?’ Dean says, exasperated. ‘You literally never make any effort to talk to him. Why don’t you just put on your big-boy pants and ask him out? Honestly, what’s the worst thing that could happen?’

‘Complete and total humiliation!’ I groan, covering my face with a pillow. ‘I’d rather live in hope than face that rejection. Besides, a boy like me doesn’t just go up and ask out a guy like Oliver Cheng. He’s a solid ten. An eleven, in fact. I’m barely even a six.’

Dean rips the pillow off my face and hits me with it.

‘Don’t you dare,’ he says sternly, waving the pillow at me threateningly. ‘You are not a six. Nor are you a seven, an eight or a nine. You’re a ten, Maxine. And if boys like Oliver Cheng can’t see that, it’s their problem, not yours. Got it?’

‘Got it,’ I say with a nervous laugh. Dean relinquishes his weapon.

‘A six?’ he scoffs, running one hand over his neatly shaven head. ‘Honestly, Maxine, we’re gonna have to work on that self-confidence.’

Dean has always been this way. My biggest cheerleader from day one; even through our regular squabbles, he’s always had my back. We became friends back in primary school. The other kids seemed to know I was gay before I did, and it made me a bit of a target. Dean was always out and proud, though. Thomas Mulbridge had been picking on me for weeks until Dean stepped in to defend me. Thomas never dared try it again after that. I didn’t come out to Dean until years later, but I think he knew, even back then. Queer people have a way of finding each other, and I don’t know what I’d have done if Dean hadn’t found me.

‘So go on then,’ I finally say. ‘Your turn. If not for boys or world peace, what would you ask for from our ever-so-fabulous genie?’

‘Hmm,’ Dean says, pacing the room as he thinks. He’s wearing a cropped yellow hoodie and baggy grey sweatpants, and somehow, even dressed down like this, he still oozes with style.

‘Well,’ he continues, ‘I think I’d wish for a few more years in the here and now. For sixth form to stretch on a bit, you know?’

‘What?’ I say, dumbfounded. ‘You have one solitary wish, and you’re going to waste that on – let me check my notes – ah yes, more school.’

He’s laughing now, but I don’t stop.

‘Not the ability to magic up fabulous gowns with the snap of your fingers? Not the leading role in a West End show? But more school? Really, Dean? Literally anything would be better than that. You’re banned from making wishes! Your wishing card has been revoked!’

‘OK, but hear me out!’ he says, falling down on to the bed beside me.

‘No. Shan’t,’ I say. Emily Blunt, The Devil Wears Prada.

‘What does Chris say literally every single time I come over to yours?’

‘That we should “make the most of this time because these are the best years of our lives”,’ I say, heavy on the mockery. ‘And do you know why he says that, Dean? Because he’s straight! And it may be true that the straights peak in high school, but I dunno if you’ve noticed this yet, but we are not heterosexuals!’

‘We aren’t?’ He slaps a hand to his mouth, aghast.

‘No,’ I say firmly. ‘We aren’t. And I can’t believe you’re treating my mum’s boyfriend as some fount of bloody wisdom. The man can barely even tie his own shoelaces.’

‘I don’t think that’s true, Max,’ Dean says, laughing.

I shrug. ‘Well, whatever. You have to pick a better wish. We can’t stay stuck here forever. I need to get out of this town and kiss some boys!’

‘My God, is that all you think about?’ Dean asks. ‘Despite what you think, Max, there’s more to life than boys and kissing.’

‘Is there, though?’ I grin, and he playfully shoves me.

‘I’m not saying I want to be seventeen forever,’ he continues. ‘It’s just that things are pretty great right now, and I don’t really wanna mess with that.’

‘Oh, come on!’ I say. ‘You can wish for anything! And you’re really gonna throw it away, just like that? For a few more years here with little old me?’

‘It’s not all about you, Max,’ he says, rolling his eyes. ‘But I mean … yeah. It’s our last year. This is it. We don’t get to go round again.’

I suppose he has a point. I still don’t know what I wanna do when I leave school, so a little extra time to figure that out couldn’t hurt. It’s easy for Dean: he was born to be on the stage. He practically came pirouetting out of the womb. But me? Sometimes it feels like I was forgotten about when they were handing out talent.

‘Maybe you’re right,’ I finally concede. ‘I guess there is something to be said for the way we run Woodside, winding up Mr Johnson, using the corridors as our own personal runway. That’s definitely something I’ll miss.’

Dean smiles. ‘That’s the spirit!’

‘You better believe that if I found a magic lamp tomorrow, though, I’d still be wishing for a Friday-night sleepover with Oliver Cheng.’

‘A Friday-night sleepover?’ he says. ‘What are you – nine? Well, I guess anything to get him in his underwear, right?’

‘We’d be wearing matching pyjamas actually.’

‘… Matching pyjamas?’ Dean echoes with utter disbelief. ‘You’re such a doofus, Max.’

‘That may be true, but I’m your doofus, and nothing will ever change that.’ I pick up the controller. ‘Come on, let’s give these straight boys one last run for their money.’




Chapter Two

I always meet Dean outside the drama department on a Wednesday afternoon, but rehearsals must be running over today because the cast are still inside. This year they’re doing Little Shop of Horrors, and I can hear a female vocal expertly carrying the notes of ‘Somewhere That’s Green’. It’s a song about wishing for something better, and she really sings it like she means it.

I peer awkwardly through the door until Mrs Ashford notices and waves me inside. She has frizzy ginger hair and deep laughter lines, and although she can be a bit of a stressball she’s always been my favourite teacher. I haven’t taken drama since Year Eleven because I can’t act to save my life, but she’s always run an open-door policy for all of us queer kids regardless. Need advice? A name change? Or condoms? Mrs A has got your back.

‘She’s good, huh?’ Mrs A whispers, scooting down her desk to make space for me next to her. She doesn’t take her eyes off the singer for even one moment.

It’s Poppy Palmer, or Double P as she’s known to most of us, playing the role of Audrey. She’s perfect for it actually because they’re both so perfectly misunderstood. Poppy has built up a bit of a reputation for making out with pretty much every guy on the football team. People can be a little judgemental about that, but if she was a guy people would be celebrating it, so I say more power to her. Make out with every last one of them. I’ve even thought about going to her for pointers, to help me get Oliver’s attention. He’s the one footballer she’s never got to.

Double P finishes the song to a round of applause. Dean is sitting in the front row, cheering the loudest as his hands thunder above his head. I throw in a little whistle for good measure, which makes Poppy blush.

‘Nicely done, Ms Palmer,’ Mrs A says as the class begins to settle down. ‘You’re really nailing those high notes, and you’ve got the accent down to a T …’

‘Thanks, miss, but …?’

‘But,’ she says, ‘I want you to really try to sell us on Audrey’s innocence. She’s young and naïve and imagining a future she thinks she may never have. When she sings about wanting a “big, enormous twelve-inch screen”, I want you to really exaggerate that. It’s something she can only ever dream of. That’s what I want to see.’

‘Got it,’ says Poppy. ‘I’ll work on it. How big is twelve inches anyway?’

One of the boys sniggers. ‘As if she doesn’t know!’

‘Well, you certainly don’t,’ Poppy shoots back without missing a beat, and the boy’s mates all laugh.

‘It’s the length of a ruler,’ Mrs A says. ‘It’s tiny for a TV by today’s standards, but that’s the point. Her dreams aren’t big, but to her they seem unobtainable. We’ll work on it – you’ve got this.’

‘All right, thanks, miss,’ Poppy says and collects her bag as the students start to get up and filter out of the room. ‘See you later, Max,’ she adds, catching my eye as she lingers in the doorway for a moment.

‘Oh, er … yeah?’ I say, and she gives me a little smile and disappears.

There’s always been this awkward energy between us. Dean reckons she fancies me, but Dean doesn’t know what the hell he’s talking about.

‘Before you go,’ Mrs A says to me as the room empties, ‘the costumes for the Doo-Wop Girls.’ She gestures to three mannequins in the corner dressed in pleated blue polka dots. ‘What do you think?’

Back in Year Eleven, once we’d established that Max Absolutely Cannot Act, Mrs A put me in charge of wardrobe, and she still asks for my opinion. She hardly needs my advice, but I appreciate it anyway. It’s nice to feel included.

‘They’re great, but they need accessories,’ I say, pulling up an image of the original cast on my phone. ‘Here, look. High seventies glam. Gloves, bows, ribbons, the works. Go big on the make-up too. They need to look so fabulous they seem totally out of place on Skid Row.’

Mrs A smiles at that. ‘You really pay attention to detail, don’t you?’

‘What do you mean, miss?’

‘Cover your eyes,’ she says, and I do. Another one of Mrs A’s teaching moments. ‘What colour are my shoes?’

‘They’re red, miss,’ I say without even having to think about it.

‘And my bracelet?’

‘It’s yellow, miss, but it doesn’t really match your top and –’

‘All right, all right, I didn’t ask for the commentary,’ she says with a snort.

I laugh. ‘Sorry, miss. Can I uncover now?’ I peer through my fingers.

‘You can uncover,’ she says. ‘All right, get out of here. Thanks for the tip on the costumes. I’ll see what we can get from the charity shop.’

‘What would you do without me?’ I say as I go to catch up with Dean. ‘Feel free to put me down in the programme as fashion consultant, yeah?’

I can hear her chuckling as we head out of earshot.

‘I reckon it’s gonna be the best show yet,’ Dean says as we make our way towards the sixth-form common room. ‘The perfect one to end on. I’m gonna miss it, you know?’

‘You will not,’ I say with a snort. ‘You’ll forget about Woodside faster than you can say Chenoweth.’

‘I guess,’ he says, but doesn’t sound convinced.

I don’t know why he’s so worried. Dean’s future is laid out in front of him: he’ll bounce straight from drama school to the West End. Everyone can see that but him.

‘Meanwhile, I still don’t know what I’m gonna do when I leave,’ I say.

‘What are you talking about? You’ve got your gap year! Do you know how lucky you are? If Mum could afford it, I’d be right there with you, Max.’

‘Yeah, I know, but –’

‘But nothing! Actual sunshine! European boys! Gay bars where you’ll be old enough to drink!’

‘But then what?’ I say, but Dean just shrugs his shoulders.

‘You’ll figure it out. At least you don’t have to worry about auditions. You still OK to run lines with me tonight?’

‘Yeah, I guess,’ I say, perhaps a little too unenthusiastically. Dean’s final auditions for drama school are coming up in a few weeks, and between rehearsing for those and Little Shop I feel like all we ever do is run lines. It’s starting to feel as if I’m the one who’s auditioning. ‘We could get a few games of Fortnite in first, maybe?’

‘Yeah, but we’ve got Queer Club in, like, five minutes,’ he says.

‘Ohhhh,’ I groan. ‘I completely forgot … Do we really have to?’

Dean shoots me a dirty look. ‘Yes, Maxine, we have to.’

‘Is Oliver going to be there at least?’

‘I’m not even gonna dignify that with a response …’

‘Yeah, but is he, though?’

‘I swear to God,’ Dean says, laughing as we turn into the common room, ‘you have either got to get with that boy or get over him.’

There’s a buzz in the air as we enter. There’s only a dozen people here, but the energy is infectious. Dean founded the Queer Club in Year Ten, and he’s been holding it in the common room ever since. The younger students love it because they’re not usually allowed up here, and – you’ve gotta hand it to Woodside – this place is pretty cool. There’s a little kitchen to make snacks and drinks, loads of beanbags and comfy sofas with blankets for when it gets colder in the winter. We did almost have those confiscated, though, after Rachel Kwan and Simon Pike were caught up here after hours putting their hands in places they shouldn’t.

I do a quick scan of the room to see who’s here. There’s a couple of younger kids from Years Nine, Ten and Eleven, plus Gabi and Shanna, the inseparable couple from Year Twelve.

Shanna has rainbow-coloured hair, and Gabi’s falls down past her shoulders in gorgeous ombré brunette waves. Shanna is dressed in patchwork double denim with her immaculate blue-and-pink Trans Pride Adidas, showing her support for her partner. Gabi is in fiery red dungarees with some shiny red vintage Mary Janes. My favourite thing about their outfits, though, is their matching white backpacks, both covered in dozens of colourful Pride pins. It’s cute that they’re so proud of their relationship and of who they are.

They give us a little wave as they help some of the younger kids to hang a string of rainbow bunting from the ceiling. It’s nice to know we’ll be leaving this group in good hands once we’re gone.

Our friend Alicia hurries into the room behind us. ‘I’m not late, am I?’ she says. ‘I got caught up in the workshop.’

She’s dressed in a camo-print overall dotted with splashes of paint, a matching headband pushing back her perfect box braids with an HB pencil securing her hair in place. Alicia isn’t LGBT+ herself, but she’s an honorary member of the group, and she hasn’t missed a single session.

I guess she’s just come straight from working on the set for Little Shop because her arms are full of art supplies. Alicia is an incredible artist and insists on helping out the drama kids on every show by designing and building the whole set. Last year she transformed the auditorium into a US courtroom for Legally Blonde, papering the walls with newspaper clippings from cases where innocent people had been found guilty. Her mum’s American, and a lawyer, so you can see where she took the inspiration from. Once every surface was covered, she used blue and red paint to paint the stars and stripes.

‘You really didn’t need to come,’ Dean says, taking the battered paint tin precariously shoved under her arm. ‘I know how busy you are …’

‘I’m not that busy, Dean. You’re the one juggling auditions, Queer Club and the show. I’ve just got a few teeny-tiny projects.’

‘You’re both ridiculous,’ I groan, barely concealing an eye-roll. I have absolutely no extra-curriculars, and hearing them squabble about who’s busier is my least favourite pastime. ‘Come on, shall we get started?’

I flop on to one of the sofas and tap the space beside me. Alicia sets down the rest of her art supplies and joins me, and Dean heads up to the front. He stands with his back to the fireplace and clears his throat, all official like, but before he can speak the door opens and I turn round to see that all my prayers have been answered.

Oliver Cheng is standing in the doorway. He’s wearing a black hoodie with a matching cap, and I just love the way his hair flicks out from underneath it at the sides. He gives a shy little smile, and, although I try to remain cool and collected, I swear the temperature in the room has doubled because suddenly my mouth is dry, and my palms are sweaty, and I’ve forgotten how to breathe.

‘In and out, in and out,’ Alicia teases, because apparently it’s that obvious.

The moment is quickly ruined, though, because right behind Oliver is the last person I want to see – Thomas Mulbridge. For some reason, he and Oliver became friends shortly after Oliver arrived at Woodside. Now they’re almost inseparable. It’s concrete proof that the universe hates me.

‘Hey, Oliver,’ Dean says. ‘Nice of you to join us, Thomas.’

‘Just here as an ally,’ Thomas replies with a big stupid grin, and my eyes roll so hard that I think I actually give myself a migraine.

‘Yeah, cos God forbid anyone should think he’s not straight,’ I whisper to Alicia.

She shrugs. ‘He’s probably just being supportive.’

Alicia doesn’t dislike Thomas the way I do. She’s heard the stories, but she didn’t go to the same primary school as me and Dean, so she didn’t see what he used to be like. Neither did Oliver for that matter; there’s no way he’d be friends with him if he knew. Once a homophobe, always a homophobe, and now he’s sitting here in our club.

‘I thought today we could talk about the history curriculum,’ Dean starts. ‘Who else is sick and tired of hearing about Franz Ferdinand and Henry the Eighth? I know Mrs A teaches us about all the queer greats, but it’s like the rest of the teachers are afraid to even say the word gay.’

Dean carries on talking about the need for more LGBT+ history to be incorporated into our lessons, but I’m barely listening. How can I pay attention with both the man of my dreams and my sworn enemy sitting behind me? I really don’t understand what Oliver sees in him anyway. All they have in common is that they’re both on the football team.

‘Why does Oliver never hang out with anyone but Thomas?’ I whisper to Alicia. ‘I mean, what do they even talk about?’

‘Huh?’ she says, glancing back at them. ‘I think he’s just shy, Max.’

What a ridiculous thing to say. Straight-up hotties like Oliver don’t get shy.

I’m left brooding on the unfairness of it all as Dean continues with the session, starting an activity where we have to say a few words about an LGBT+ person we look up to. Most people pick celebrities, but one of the younger kids mentions Imraan, the school librarian, which I think is really cute. Especially since they’re followed by Thomas saying Ian McKellen ‘because he was really good as Gandalf’. What an absolute tool.

Everyone else’s answers, though, are really telling about who they are and what they aspire to. Oliver says Joshua Cavallo for ‘being brave enough to be out in the world of sport’, Dean chooses Layton Williams because ‘no one is more fabulous onstage’, and Alicia says Mickalene Thomas because she ‘isn’t afraid to let her identity shine through in everything she creates’. It’s actually all really inspiring until I realize I have no idea who I’m going to choose. Who do I look up to anyway?

‘Max?’ Dean says and, shit, it’s already my turn, and my mind just goes blank. I can’t think of a single LGBT+ person, and suddenly I feel Oliver’s eyes on me, which just makes me choke even more. ‘I hadn’t really thought about it,’ I say. ‘I mean … erm …’

Dean raises an eyebrow as if deciding whether to let me off the hook. I can tell he’s secretly annoyed, and I can’t exactly blame him. Even Thomas had a better answer than me.

‘Well …’ I begin, just as the door to the common room swings open again.

Thank God, I think, until I turn to see Mr Johnson standing there. First Thomas, now Johnson – who next? The Westboro Baptist Church?

‘Here to join us, coach?’ Thomas teases, but even he doesn’t look pleased. Mr Johnson is just about the least popular teacher at Woodside.

‘Who’s responsible for that?’ Mr Johnson points to the battered paint tin on the table beside the door, and that’s when I notice the drips leading out into the corridor …

‘Fuck, that was me, sorry,’ Alicia says. ‘Sorry! I mean er … fiddlesticks?’

‘Fiddlesticks indeed,’ Johnson grumbles. ‘You’ve left a trail all the way back to the auditorium.’

‘Sorry, sir,’ Alicia says. ‘I’ll clear it up. Can it wait till after the meeting, though?’

‘Of course,’ he says sarcastically. ‘I’ll just ask the paint not to dry until you’ve finished with your little club.’ He looks up at the rainbow bunting and scowls. ‘I didn’t know you were an LGBT anyway, Alicia?’

‘Well, I’m not, but –’

‘Then I don’t see why you need to be here at all. My halls, however, require your immediate attention.’

‘Yes, sir,’ she says dejectedly as Mr Johnson turns to leave.

‘Oh, come on, sir, don’t be a prick,’ I say, stopping him in his tracks. Some of the younger kids gasp. I know I shouldn’t antagonize him, but I can’t help it.

Mr Johnson’s jaw clenches for a moment, but then he forces a tight-lipped smile. ‘Just for that, you can go and help her. And then detention for both of you straight after. How’s that?’

‘Max has a right to be here,’ Dean interjects. ‘They both do.’

‘Oh, so you’ll be joining them too, Mr Jackson? Very glad to hear it,’ he says. ‘Just make sure you do a thorough job. I want those floors to sparkle.’

‘He’s literally the chair of the group, coach,’ Oliver says, and for a moment I think he’s gonna get detention too. But of course Mr Johnson would never do that to one of his precious footballers. Thomas and Oliver apparently have immunity.

‘I guess this session has come to an end then, hasn’t it?’ Mr Johnson says smugly, then turns to the younger kids. ‘Which means you lot had better clear out since you no longer have permission to be up here.’

‘Leave them out of this!’ Dean says, his voice and anger rising now.

Mr Johnson just smiles at that. ‘You really think you run this place, don’t you, Jackson? I certainly hope you have a plan for after you leave school. I think you’ll find the real world to be quite a different place for the likes of you.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘Big fish,’ Mr Johnson says, staring hard at Dean. ‘Tiny little pond.’

Dean stands there, speechless.

‘You’ve got two minutes to clear off before I start handing out more detentions,’ Mr Johnson snaps, scanning the room as if he’s making a mental note of who’s here. ‘Oh, and boys?’ he adds, looking at Thomas and Oliver. ‘Maybe before the next match you should paint your nails like Max and Dean? I’m sure the opposition would just love that.’

‘Was that a threat?’ Alicia jumps up, unable to restrain herself any longer.

‘I’m sure I don’t know what you mean,’ Mr Johnson says. ‘I’m just encouraging my team to be their authentic selves. Love the new hair by the way.’

The door clatters shut behind him.

The room is silent for a moment, our collective anger hanging in the air.

‘I’m sorry,’ Oliver says. ‘That was totally out of order.’

‘Yeah, he’s not usually that bad,’ Thomas adds, but of course he thinks that. On the pitch Mr Johnson is probably all high fives and motivational speeches.

‘I’m gonna talk to him,’ Oliver says, heading through the door. Thomas follows.

‘We’re not leaving,’ Gabi says then. All the other kids nod in agreement.

‘I appreciate the support,’ Dean says, ‘but you should go. There’s no point in you lot getting into trouble as well. He’s honestly not worth it.’

‘Well, how about we all help out then?’ Shanna offers. ‘To clean the halls, I mean. We’ll just take the meeting out there.’

‘Actually …’ Alicia says, ‘that’s not a bad idea.’

A smile appears on her lips. She goes over to rummage through her bag and pulls out a giant pot of shimmering iridescent glitter. ‘He did say he wanted the floors to sparkle.’

‘Oh my God, you wouldn’t,’ I say, laughing.

Alicia shrugs. ‘Watch me,’ she says, unscrewing the lid and blowing a puff of shimmer into the corridor. ‘Let’s make this a work of art.’




Chapter Three

‘I still can’t believe you glittered the whole school!’ Mum is leaning against the breakfast bar, laughing.

‘Just doing what we were told,’ I say with an innocent smile.

I’m glad she had my back on this. Alicia’s dad was pretty cool with what we did too, but Marcy grounded Dean for a week, on top of the week of detentions we got from Mr Johnson. I guess she doesn’t want him getting a taste for making trouble with people in authority, and I get that – sometimes I forget how much I get away with just because I’m white. It’s kind of ironic coming from her, though. I guess the difference is that she knows the risks she’s taking when she stands up and tells them no.

‘You must get that rebelliousness from me,’ Mum says, retrieving a wine glass from the cupboard. ‘It’s certainly not from your father.’

‘Ah, don’t be mean, Mum,’ I say, perching on one of the stools. ‘Dad’s not always a goody two shoes. He can be a rebel when he wants to be.’

‘He once drove all the way back to the supermarket because he forgot to pay for his plastic shopping bag,’ she says. ‘But sure, he’s a real rebel.’

‘And you think this one’s any different?’ I say, nodding to Mum’s boyfriend, Chris.

‘Oi! I’m practically Han Solo.’ He turns to Mum. ‘And I guess that makes you my Princess Leia,’ he adds and gently kisses her.

‘OK, gross,’ I say, but they ignore me, and Mum goes to open a bottle of red. ‘Wine already? It’s not even six o’clock.’

‘Now who’s a goody two shoes?’ she says cheerfully. ‘Besides, it’s date night.’

‘I’m not sure an evening at the Woodside Academy theatre classifies as a date,’ I say with a smirk. ‘Doesn’t exactly scream romance, does it? Talk about low standards.’

‘Low standards?’ Chris laughs. ‘You’re joking. With Dean in the cast? It’ll be like taking in a West End show.’

‘You’re right about that,’ I say, but – just for the record – Chris has never actually seen a West End show.

His first and only musical was last year’s production of Legally Blonde, and he didn’t stop talking about it for weeks. The lead role was gender flipped, with Dean playing the extravagantly camp Eli Woods. And that casting, combined with some very clever lyric changes from Mrs A, turned the show into a commentary on the way both Black and queer people are treated unfairly under the law. It was nothing short of brilliant. She drew the line at Dean’s request to change the title to Legally Black, though. Apparently that was ‘taking it too far’.

‘How’s bricklaying anyway, Chris?’ I ask.

Chris laughs. ‘I keep telling you, I work in construction.’

‘So you don’t lay bricks?’

‘Well, yeah, sometimes …’

‘So a bricklayer then.’

‘He’s got you there,’ says Mum. ‘It’s OK, though. I think bricklaying is kinda sexy. My strapping, bricklaying toy boy.’

‘I’m not a bricklayer!’ Chris protests.

‘But you’re fine with being a toy boy?’ I say, and he rolls his eyes.

I love winding him up about his age. Chris is five years younger than Mum, which is kinda weird because Dad is five years older. Mum says age is just a number, but there’s a ten-year age gap between the two men, and it’s really hard not to notice.

‘Anyway, Max,’ Mum continues, ‘I was thinking maybe we could see your dad this weekend? The four of us could do something together?’

‘He likes football, right?’ Chris adds. ‘There’s a big match on Sunday, and I know a guy who can get us all cheap tickets –’

‘Football?’ I say in disbelief. ‘I’m sorry, have you met me? And you know a guy? That sounds sketchy as hell.’

‘I told you he wouldn’t go for it,’ says Mum smugly.

‘Yeah, hard pass on that one,’ I say. ‘But sure, we can do something. You look nice by the way,’ I add, admiring Mum’s outfit. She’s wearing a stylish powder-blue playsuit, tied at the middle with a white belt, and white flats to match. It’s just the right amount of baggy, with two buttons undone at the top.

‘Well, we had to make an effort for Dean, didn’t we?’ she says, shaking her blonde hair loosely round her shoulders, her gentle baby blues offset against mother-of-pearl earrings. Everyone says I’m the spitting image of Mum, and I’ve always taken that as a compliment. She’s a hottie – there’s no denying that.

‘Ahem.’ Chris loudly clears his throat, gesturing to his own outfit.

‘I don’t know what you want me to say. Blue jeans and a plain white shirt? I mean, I guess you don’t look bad …’

‘The cheek!’ he says. ‘I thought I looked pretty fashionable actually.’

‘You do, sweetie,’ Mum says, reaching out to fasten one of his buttons. ‘Ignore Max. He’s only teasing.’

‘At least you ironed your shirt,’ I say, reaching for the wine bottle just as Mum snatches it out of range. ‘Just a little?’ I say, flashing her an angelic smile. She considers for a moment, as if wondering whether she has the energy to put up a fight, then sighs and gets me a glass.

‘Only one,’ she says firmly. ‘You’re not eighteen yet, Max.’

‘Thanks, Mummy,’ I say, grinning, and fill the glass up to the brim. ‘Are you not having one, Chris?’

‘Driving, aren’t I, mate?’ he says, and there’s that word again. Mate. Like acrylic nails on a chalkboard and yet a staple of Chris’s vocabulary.

It’s hard to like him sometimes. I mean, he’s not a bad person or anything, but he and Mum started dating during her and Dad’s trial separation, and that sort of felt like the last nail in the coffin in terms of their relationship. Sometimes I can’t help but wonder if they could have made it work if Chris hadn’t appeared on the scene.

‘What time are we leaving?’ I ask.

‘In about five minutes?’ Chris says, looking at his watch.

‘All right. I’m gonna grab my jacket,’ I say.

‘Don’t you dare spill that,’ Mum calls after me, but I’m already hopping up the stairs two at a time, wine sloshing dangerously round the glass.

My bedroom is a work of art, if I do say so myself. I’ve decorated the walls with all the cute Netflix heart-throbs you can imagine. All painstakingly cut out from magazines intended for teenage girls. My favourite is the shirtless K. J. Apa I’ve had pinned on the back of my door ever since I went through my Riverdale phase. I was so obsessed I even tried to dye my hair to become a stunning copper redhead like Archie Andrews. Obviously it went wrong, and I ended up walking around for weeks looking like an overly confident satsuma until I finally admitted defeat and let Dean strip me back to blonde. ‘Honestly, Maxine, all future hair changes need to be run by me first. Do you know what most gay boys would give to be naturally blonde?’

On my desk, there’s a photo of the two of us, next to an old, barely functioning computer. It’s a class photo and must be ten years old – Dean and I are sitting front and centre, arms wrapped round each other, cheesing into the camera. It can’t have been taken long after Dean put Thomas in his place because, if you look really closely, you can see him grumpily scowling at the back.

I grimace as I take a gulp of wine. I don’t really like the taste, but it’s rare that Mum lets me have alcohol so I swallow it all the same, that before reaching into my wardrobe to pull out a shiny deep red varsity jacket. It’s one of my favourites, from the girls’ section, and ever so slightly too small, but it’s got soft cream sleeves and a shiny rose-gold zip that perfectly matches the sparkle in my nails. I couple the jacket with blood-red high-tops and tight cream jeans that show off my ass. Oliver will probably be there tonight after all.

I stand in front of the full-length mirror, agonizing over every little detail, twisting the stray curls in my fringe and then spraying them within an inch of their life. It’s still missing something, so I roll up the sleeves and finish the look with the rainbow friendship bracelet Dean gave me years ago. I rarely wear it because it clashes with pretty much everything I own, but today is a special occasion so I do it just for him.

‘Are you ready, Max?’ Mum calls just as I snap a quick mirror selfie.

‘Coming!’ I yell back, quickly uploading it to Instagram as my OOTD. I neck the wine and hurriedly go back down the stairs where they’re waiting by the front door.

‘Now remember – best behaviour. No talking to my friends. No gossiping with the teachers. And definitely no PDA. Don’t humiliate me.’

‘Oh, come on, Max,’ Mum says, laughing, and goes to touch my head affectionately, but I bat her hand away with lightning reflexes before she can ruin my hair. ‘We don’t try to humiliate you.’

‘No, you do that without trying, don’t you?’

‘Is that crush of yours going to be there then?’ Chris smiles wickedly. I know he’s trying to push my buttons. He loves winding me up about Oliver almost as much as I like winding him up about his age.

‘I think so,’ I say. ‘But if you speak to him, if you so much as look at him, I’ll destroy something you love.’

‘Harsh! Like what?’

‘I don’t know. Sports?’

‘You’ll destroy … sports?’

I raise an eyebrow as if to say don’t test me. ‘Well, since the two of you can’t work the TV without me as your own personal tech support, I’ll change the Sky password just before the next cricket match. How’s that?’

‘You’d actually be doing
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