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THE LIST

All right then, if we’re starting out honest, here’s pretty much everything
I’ve done (it’s not as bad as it sounds):

1. ’ve NIl of course. Everyone INIlll. They’re lying if they say
they don’t, but INElll doesn’t count, obviously. You can’t lose your
virginity to yourself.

2. And leading on from that, I’ve been Il by someone else, but
who’s been to a Year 10 party and not gone home without doing that in
the coat pile? It’s only someone’s hands.

3. Getting a bit heavier, 've Il and HEEE. Still not really a
shocker.

4. A bit more strangely, I’ve IIIlll. (Okay, I'm not allowed to even
hint at the strange stuff. Not that kind of story. Fine.)

5. And of course we wouldn’t be talking about this if I hadn’t actually
I You know, actually INEEEE which is pretty much the definition
of losing your virginity if you’re a boy.

And just so we’re clear, it’s not like I’ve done #5 once or twice either. I’'m
not one of those chess club virgins who goes into a closet and wonders if
the real thing’s happened. It has. Trust me. Although it doesn’t really matter
how many times you do it: you think it’s going to make your life less
lonely, but it never does.

I suppose my question, though, is where exactly on that list did I stop
being a virgin?

Is it obviously #5? Or can it happen sooner, like on #3? Or even #27?



Are there degrees of virginity? Is there a points system? A league table?

And who gets to say?

Because maybe it’s not as clear as all that, maybe there’s more to it.
Maybe there are people who’d still say I'm a virgin, even after doing
numbers 1 through 5.

In fact, I might be one of those people.



WHERE IT STARTS

There are lots of places this story could start, but it might as well start on
the first day of Year 11, when Charlie and me are sitting in geography,
waiting for Mr Bacon to get his seating plan in order.

“Well, this is taking NNl for ever,” Charlie says, then he blinks,
surprised. “What the IIIllll just happened? What are these Il black
boxes?”

I shrug. “It’s that kind of story. Certain words are necessary because this
is real life, but you can’t actually show ’em because we’re too young to read
about the stuff we actually do, yeah?”

“Teens swear in stories these days.”

“Not anything like we do in reality,” I say. “It’s the difference between
shooting a bullet and throwing it.”

Charlie nods solemnly at the truth of this. Then he gets a smirk.

“ HIEEM > he says. His smile gets bigger. “ Il Il ~ He nods
again. “Cool.”

And just as he says, “Cool,” that’s when Freddie Smith walks in, which is
where this all really starts.

“No IINEEEM vay,” Charlie says.

We watch Freddie check in with Mr Bacon, who finds his name on the
list and points him over to me and Charlie. Mr Bacon’s great new idea for
this year has us sitting in “quads” rather than just boring rows. Four desks
pushed together in little islands around the room. Says it’s meant to make
learning “collaborative”, but any fool could see he won’t be able to control
us like this.

The quads are alphabetical, so I — being Ant Stevenson — am sitting with
Charlie Shepton, who I’ve sat by alphabetically since primary school. And
now here’s Freddie Smith, who Charlie and I were also alphabetical friends
with from way back, too, before he left after Year 4 to move to
Southampton with his dad.

“Charlie Shepton and Ant Stevenson,” Freddie Smith says, coming over
to us, grinning.
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“Freddie INIEEl Smith!” Charlie says, standing up and punching Freddie
on the shoulder, even though Freddie’s now twice his size. Freddie, in fact,
is even bigger than me, not in any fat way, but like he just stepped off the
Six Nations coach to buy a packet of cigarettes. “Where the Il have
you been keeping yourself?” Charlie asks. “It’s been I ages.”

“Mind your language, Charlie,” says Mr Bacon from the front. “That’s
your first warning. Now, sit.”

“But it’s blacked out, sir,” Charlie says. “It’s like I’'m not swearing at all.
B Sccv”

“Sit,” Mr Bacon says.

“Mum and Dad got back together,” Freddie explains as we all sit down.
“After seven years, if you can believe it.” His eyes stray across the crowded
classroom. “Hey, don’t tell me the fourth is going to be little Jack Taylor.”

“Aw, HlHIlll  Charlie says, as we see Jack Taylor already being directed
over to our quad by Mr Bacon.

“What?” Freddie says to me, confused. “It’ll be just like old times.”
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Because the thing you need to know is that the four of us, me and Charlie
and Freddie Smith and Jack Taylor, used to be inseparable. All through



primary, anyway. Apart from always sitting next to each other because of
our names, we lived in the same few streets and for a while there, we were
always together. Birthday parties and football teams and just plain old
stupid hanging around.

Then Freddie left and a few years later puberty hit and I suddenly got
way bigger than everybody, like American football big, and Charlie got a
foot taller without gaining any weight and Jack, well, Jack didn’t grow all
that much, and though me and Charlie stayed friends, Jack kinda went his
own way when we all went on to St Michael’s Boys’. And while Charlie
and me just did the usual — football, skiving off class, more football — Jack,
well...

Jack got a little camp, if I’'m honest.

He joined drama club. And choir. And wrote opera reviews for the school
newspaper. And he always picked Mark Ruffalo as best out of the
Avengers, when, I mean, come on. Hemsworth is standing right there.

I don’t mean any of that in a bad way, though.

Because you don’t really notice when it happens over time, do you?
Jack’s your friend. You like him because you’ve always liked him. And
maybe one day you think, yeah, okay, he’s gone a bit pink, but so what?
He’s Jack. And most of the time, you don’t even notice.

Unless you’re Charlie, and one day, you start noticing. Even in this day
and age. When we’re all supposed to be beyond all that.

From about last Christmas, Charlie’s started noticing. And he isn’t
handling it well.

“Jack’s a little ININEEM poof now,” he says, as we watch Jack come over.
“Hey, you can say poof without the box. That doesn’t seem right.”

Freddie raises his eyebrows. “Jack turned out gay?”

“No,” I say. “He went out with Georgina Harcourt all last year. He’s just
kinda camp.”

“He’s IIIEEM gay,” Charlie says. “He was caught INNlll to a bunch of
sixth-formers last year.”

“No, he wasn*,” I say. “Claudia Templeton from St Margaret’s spread
that story to stop people talking about how her boyfriend texted around all
those pictures of her NN~

“Oh, yeah,” Charlie laughs. “That was cool.”

“It’s never Freddie Smith,” Jack says, dropping his bag on the fourth
desk in our quad.



“Hey, Jack,” Freddie says. “Heard you’ve gone all Graham Norton on
us.”

Jack shoots a glare at Charlie. “I see you’ve been talking to N
here.”

“Hey!” Charlie says. “What was behind the box?”

“Hey, Jack,” I say, nodding a greeting.

“Hey, Ant,” he nods back, a little carefully.

“Graham Norton is a rich man, Jack,” Freddie says, still smiling.
“Nothing to be ashamed of.”

“Please,” Jack says. “He’s got a head like a watermelon. And have you
ever heard him sing?” He gives Freddie a look up and down. “And
where’ve you been? Eating your way through Sussex?”

“Aw, hell, don’t even start,” Freddie says. “I wasn’t on school grounds
five minutes this morning before the rugby coach grabbed me.” He nods my
way. “You’ve got pretty big yourself, Ant. You should come out for the
team with me. Be nice to have an old friend around.”

“We do football,” Charlie says, before I can even answer.

“Quiet in the back,” Mr Bacon calls over to us, finally ready to start the
new class.

“So who’s this guy?” Freddie says, lowering his voice.

I shrug. “Just Mr Bacon.”

Freddie frowns. “He looks familiar.”

“Nah,” Jack says. “He just looks like if Eddie Redmayne was a serial
killer.”

“God, Jack.” Freddie says. “That’s it exactly.”

Despite ourselves, we all see it. You could totally picture your sister
dating Mr Bacon, but then you could totally see him strangling her, too. I’'m
about to say so, but then Charlie sneers, “You want to date him, Jack? You
want him to [IIllll you right there on his desk?”

Jack looks fake surprised. “Are you flirting with me, Shepton?”

Freddie snorts under his breath. I laugh a little, too.

And then I see Charlie giving me a look that could poison a whole tank
of fish.



CHARLIE

Charlie isn’t a bad guy. He isn’t, despite how he’s acting and what’s going
to happen in the rest of this story. He’s just got ... issues. I mean, I know,
yeah, fine, everybody’s got issues, but Charlie’s issues aren’t too nice to
him and they give him a rough time and that sometimes makes him act like
a total N

But he’s not a bad guy. He isn’t. If the world were better, Charlie would
be better. Try to remember that when the INEM starts hitting the fan,
yeah?

Plus he’s my friend. I’ve known him for a long, long time, and that
counts for something.

“How cool is it that Freddie’s back?” I say, sitting on my bed. We’ve
come over to my house and gone up to my room, firing up my dad’s old
laptop that I got instead of the MacBook I asked for. We can hear it over
there, failing to find the wireless signal floating around the house.

“Yeah,” Charlie says, nodding. He’s sprawled on my floor, bouncing a
football up and down. “The INIEllM size of him, though. Did you see?”

“Not much bigger than me,” I say.

“Bigger,” Charlie says. “But you’re fatter.”

“Screw you,” I say. “I’m not fat.”



I’m not. Really, I’'m not. I’'m just big. I'm not fat.

“Jack Taylor’s a mince, though, isn’t he?” Charlie says, frowning.

“What do you mean?”

“The way he was practically hanging on Freddie. It was N
embarrassing.”

“Ah, Jack’s all right,” I say. “Leave him alone.”

“It shouldn’t be allowed,” Charlie says. “A poof like that. Swishing
around school like Troye Il Sivan.”

“A lot of people like Troye Sivan. Nobody cares about that stuff any
more.”

“In London, maybe, or Manchester. Not out here in the arse end of
nowhere.”

“Wouldn’t that be exactly where gay people hang out, though?” I say
(please don’t judge me, not yet anyway). “The arse end?”

And we laugh at that for a while because we’re young and stupid and we
like laughing at stupid NN

“That was classic,” Charlie says, still laughing.



The laptop makes a sudden pinging sound and the screen goes black.
“Not again,” I moan, sitting up.

“Leave it,” Charlie says, resignation in his voice.

And then he’s silent in a way where somehow I know what it means.

You ever noticed that about silence? That sometimes you can just tell
what kind of silence it is? Sometimes silence is real loud, louder than
anything.

Charlie’s silence, for example, right now, right here, is asking me
something, even though he hasn’t said a thing.

And so I answer him.

“Yeah,” I say. “Okay.”







THE LIST AGAIN

You remember that list of all the things I’ve done? How long it was?
Everything on it, I’ve done with Charlie.



LAST BOXING DAY

It started last Boxing Day. Charlie called and asked if he could come over
because his mum was getting even more drunk than usual. His dad’s long
gone, see, and his mum drinks. Nothing too special or interesting, but it
doesn’t mean it’s not hard for Charlie just because it’s common.

Anyway, my mum and dad know Charlie’s mum, so they said yes pretty
easily and he came over with every present he got, including a Switch,
because he was afraid his mum’d get into her torching frame of mind again,
which she did once with all his school clothes in Year 9 (really; he had to
borrow some of mine for weeks, made him look like a skeleton).

He ended up staying most of the week before New Year’s. Do you know
how many times Charlie’s mum called to check on him? Don’t ask.

He slept on the floor of my room and we’d stay up all night talking and
playing on the Switch and going on the internet. You know, the usual stuff.

And then one night Charlie was on a porn site. Nothing weird, just your
run-of-the-mill naked girls. We’d done it before, plenty of times, but this
time Charlie started talking. Talking about sex and girls and how long it had
been since he’d N

Oh. I guess I can’t tell you how we led up to it (in case anyone uses it as
a roadmap, horror of horrors, as if there aren’t nine thousand and one
examples of boys and girls our age getting together on every possible level;
you can find that on CBeebies, for Christ’s sake).

Whatever. Just to say that we were laughing about it all, like it was all a
big joke.

And then there was this moment where it wasn’t a joke, not even
remotely, and it could have gone any way, in any direction, and let’s just
say, I was surprised at the one it took. Not necessarily because I didn’t want
to, but because it was Charlie.

Immediately after, it was like he didn’t want to look me in the eye,
though, and the next morning, he went right back to his house, taking all his
stuff. We didn’t talk at all until we were back in school and the first days



were awkward and quiet and it took a while before things were back to
normal.

Then it was half-term. Charlie asked if he could come over again. That
time, it was easier to look each other in the eye. And that’s how it’s pretty
much gone since Christmas.



mmm CHARLIE

Up in my room, Charlie’s INNEEl and he’s IIEEEE and I'm I and
he’s Il and I’'m saying “Okayokayokayokayokayokay—” and so then
he’s I and 1 I 2nd he’s I ond ’'m I and he I
until he finally I too.

And then we’re both breathing heavy and sweating from it all and he
looks up at me and he gets this grin, this shy, embarrassed grin that makes
you forgive Charlie everything but which also says, “Well, that was fun,”
and says everything about how ridiculous it is for us both to be here like



this, doing what we’ve just done. Every time, Charlie makes it clear we’re
just goofing around, that it’s just a release until we both get girlfriends, and
we spend most of our time trying to pretend we aren’t taking it seriously at
all.

Except for those few minutes when it’s the most serious thing on earth.

“Football starts next week,” Charlie says, after a bit.

“Yeah,” I say.

“We better INIIIIEll make A team.”

“Yeah, right,” I say.

“No, I’m INEEEM serious,” he says. “I’m sick to IINIlll death of C team.
And we’re both about a foot INNMMM taller than last year. That ought to
count for something.”

“You might make striker,” I say. “There’s no way I’m making goalie over
Olly Barton.”



He looks over at me. “Have you seen yourself lately? You tower over
Olly Barton now.”

“He’s faster.”

“You’re bigger. You’ll beat him into the INEMlll pitch. Then we’ll finally
be on a proper good squad together.”

“If I’'m so big,” I say, “maybe I should join Freddie Smith on rugby this
year.”

He looks surprised for a second, but then he sees I’'m not serious. “You’d
get your fat NIl kicked,” he laughs. He looks up at my ceiling. “Nah,



you’ll see,” he says. “The two of us on A team together. Un-IE-
stoppable.” Then he turns to me with his shy, embarrassed grin again.

And that’s the Charlie no one knows but me. The one who grins like that.
And I want to kiss that grin so bad I could cry.

But that’s the one thing we don’t do. Despite all that we’ve done,
everything on that list, he won’t kiss me. He refuses, so harshly I’ve only
asked twice and not since Boxing Day.

We can’t kiss.

Because that would make us gay.

Gay like Charlie sees all over Jack Taylor.



MARK RUFFALO

“Mark Ruffalo?” Freddie says.

“He’s the best actor in the Avengers,” Jack says. “Plus he fights for the
environment and stuff. He’s an admirable guy.”

“So’s Obama,” Freddie says, “but you don’t see me carrying round
pictures of him.”

“I’'m not carrying around a picture of him,” Jack says. “It’s for a
project.”

“A project on the Avengers?”

Jack sighs. “It’s for Drama. We had to pick an accent.”

“So let’s hear his accent.”

“Hi, I’m Mark Ruffalo.”

Freddie laughs, but not in a mean way. “Shoulda picked Hemsworth.
Australian’s easy.”

“Easier than what?” Charlie says, sitting down in the quad with us.

“Than sounding like this dude,” Freddie says, nabbing the magazine cut-
out he’d spotted in Jack’s papers and holding it up.



“That’s just Jack’s boyfriend,” Charlie says. “He’s got a thing for old
men.

“Mark’s not old,” Jack says, a bit too fast. “He’s fifty-four.”

There’s an awkward pause at how Jack knows this. And for how he
called him Mark, too.

“You’re INIIEIM sick,” Charlie says. “He’s old enough to be your dad.”

“My father is seventy-one,” Jack says.

Freddie looks surprised. “Really?”

“Mum was his third wife,” Jack says. “She ‘forgot’ to wear her
diaphragm one year. Now he’s with wife number four. Which is weird,
because wife number four looks like a rugby tackle.”

Freddie snaps his fingers like he’s remembered something. “Ant! I meant
to say, I talked to the rugby coach about you, and he’s all for you coming
out.”

Charlie looks up sharply at this.

“I’m serious,” Freddie says. “You could easily make B team, and maybe
even a reserve for A.”

“Me and Ant play football,” Charlie cuts in. “Always have.”

»



Freddie shrugs. “Doesn’t mean you always have to. Ant’s grown into the
right shape. Might be time for a change.”

Charlie looks at me. “But we’ve always played football.”

“I wouldn’t be any good at rugby,” I say to Freddie. “I don’t run very
fast.”

“And that makes you good at football?” Freddie asks. “Come with me
next week, give it a try. You might like it.”

“We’ve got football starting up,” Charlie says, as if Freddie’s not
understanding the point.

“You should join the Debating Society, Charlie,” Jack says. “Your
subtlety of thought is all they’re missing to take them to the top.”

“Enough chatter, boys,” Mr Bacon says, suddenly appearing at our quad.
“Or I’ll put you all on warning. You, too, Jack.”

“Aw, Sir,” Jack says, all smiles. “And besmirch my perfect record? You’d
do that to a handsome boy like me?”

“Even a boy like you,” Mr Bacon says, smiling back despite himself.

We’re all quiet as Jack watches Mr Bacon walk away for just a second
too long.

“You little INEBll sicko,” Charlie says under his breath.

“What?” Jack says. “I’'m going to copy his walk for when I do Mark
Ruffalo.”

Freddie and I laugh, but Charlie just says, “IIIlllll freak.”

Jack stares at him for a long, hard second, then he says, talking to me but
looking at Charlie, “I think you should definitely go out for rugby, Ant.”






WALKING HOME

“I swear to God,” Charlie says as we walk home that day, “someone needs
to kick that little [INEEEN’s ass.”

“Jack’s pretty tough, though,” I say, trying to make a joke of it. “You sure
you could take him?”

Which is the wrong thing to say, of course. “Just because I’m not some
B mutant giant like you and your new best friend Freddie Smith?”
Charlie says.

“He’s not my new best friend,” I say. “Anyway, he’s your friend, too.”

“He’s probably a INIEEl poof just like Jack INIEEl Taylor. They’re
probably going off to NIl each other right now.”

“What?” I say, getting annoyed. “You mean like we are?”

He stops right there on the pavement and glares at me. “ INIIllll you,” he
says. “I’'m not a [N poof.”

“Then why do you keep talking about Jack Taylor?” I say.

He keeps glaring at me, but then he says something I don’t expect him to
say. “You going out for rugby?”

I blink. “What?” I say. “No.”

“You going out for rugby?” he asks again, even more angry.

I pause, a second too long, maybe because yeah, okay, I had thought it
might be fun playing rugby for a change, because Freddie asked his coach
about me, and Freddie, well, never mind about Freddie.

But I can see what Charlie’s asking me.

“No way,” I say. “You and me on A team this year. Un-IE-
stoppable.”

“Too I right,” Charlie says.

And one more time, there’s that grin. He looks like he regrets it, but he
grins anyway.

The grin that makes my heart hurt a little bit.

More than a little.



QUESTIONS

And so do you see what I mean about the list? If Charlie and I are just doing
all this as fill-in until the “real thing” comes along, what does that mean?
Does it mean what me and Charlie do isn’t real somehow? That we aren’t
really doing it to each other, but to some imaginary future girl? That no
matter how much you go to football practice, it isn’t really football until it’s
an actual game?

Have I even lost my virginity? Or am I just a virgin with a lot of practice?
Because that’s the way it sometimes feels.

And does wanting to kiss Charlie mean anything if he doesn’t want to
kiss me back?









ONE MORE QUESTION

And by the wayj, is it poofs like roofs? Or pooves like hooves?
Who would know?






WHAT KIND OF STORY THIS IS

One more thing before we get back to what happens. You know what
Charlie said back there about Freddie and Jack? How they’re both probably
poofs? (Pooves? Seriously, is there someone I can ask?)

Well, okay, this is the kind of story where we can tell the truth, even if it
is behind black boxes, so that’s a good thing, but it does mean there’s a
whole bunch of things that this story definitely isnt, okay?

For example, this isn’t one of those stories where one of us hunky young
lads has lots of life-changing sex with Mr Bacon. First of all, yuck. Second
of all, that only happens in stories written by horny middle-aged writers
who think they look like Mr Bacon, all right? Doesn’t happen in real life,
and it’s so not going to happen here. And third, seriously, yuck.

This also isn’t going to be one of those stories where the great big tough
rugby lad turns out to be a really self-confident homo who happily gets off
with your humble narrator, much as that might be nice for certain humble
narrators. I mean, yeah, the big rugby guys are gay just as often as
everybody else, but I reckon most of them wait until university to figure it
out. Then they all move to London and join gyms.



And finally, this isn’t going to be one of those stories where everyone
learns a lesson because the little camp fella turns out to be a total ladies’
man. Jack did go out with Georgina Harcourt for all of last year, and I think
they may have actually done the deed. I also know more than one girl who
wants to go out with him, too, and they all say, “Nuh uh, no way he’s gay,
he’s just mature and sooo sensitive,” and then their eyes go all misty as they
picture him as the perfect husband who’ll listen to their problems and watch
all the same romcoms.

And that’s probably true, some of the time. But not here.

In real life, sometimes the big straight bloke is just a big straight bloke,
and sometimes the kid that seems gay is gay.

Doesn’t mean they’re not still nice people.

Jack is gay.

I know, because over last summer, Jack told me.

And in return, I lied to him.



SEX TALK

“I’m telling you,” Charlie’s saying. “Five times. Five times in one hour.”
“Bul I " Jack says. “You can’t even IIIEll five times in an hour.”
“Oh, Jack,” Freddie says next to him, shaking his head sadly. “There’s so

many things wrong with that sentence, I don’t even know where to begin.”
You know, the way teenage guys talk about sex, you’d think all of us

were having it all the time, non-stop. Okay, some of us probably are, but

not nearly as many as brag about it. Maybe there’s a boy who’s enough of a

moron to take a picture of his NIl and send it to his girlfriend and that

picture gets passed around to everyone, and sure, there’s the internet where
sex is everywhere, but maybe people aren’t actually having it any more than
they used to. Maybe they just have better material to lie with.
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For instance, Charlie’s never had a girl, not as far as I know, not all the
way, but he can talk about it like a porno director.

“Five times in an hour is nothing,” Charlie says. “Not if the girl is a total
hot I~

“Says the voice of experience,” Jack says. “You’ve never had sex with
anything besides your own hand, Shepton.”

“I think you’re thinking of yourself there, Jack,” Freddie says, then he
makes a IHIEll motion with his hand. ““Oh, Mark Ruffalo. Come and do
me but, you know, as the Hulk.””

Even Jack laughs at this, but then Charlie says, “Jack’s too busy [ ENGzNlzM:
half the teachers’ lounge to need to [ ENEN.”

“The other half,” Jack says, “being otherwise occupied passing your
bony INIEEIM around.”

Charlie’s face gets red. “You little INNIEIM. You little INIEEEN poof.”



“Oh, Jesus, Shepton,” Jack says, rolling his eyes. “Why don’t you just
ask me out and be done with it?”

And me and Freddie are still laughing. But Charlie’s not laughing at all.

He leans forward across the desks, getting his face up into Jack’s.
“You’re I gay,” Charlie says. “Everyone INIIlll knows it. You can
sit here and you can pretend to joke with the rest of us but you’re a I ENEGEzNzN
poof and there’s going to come a day when someone takes you down.”

But Jack doesn’t back off. He just leans forward, too, and without taking
his eyes off Charlie, blows him a Kkiss.

Which turns out to be a step too far.

Because suddenly Jack is falling back as Charlie lunges for him over the
desks and Freddie’s already on his feet, way faster than you’d think for such
a big guy — no wonder the rugby coach wants him — and he’s already
between Charlie and Jack, holding Charlie back.

“I'm going to I stomp you into the INIlll ground, you little
|

Charlie’s yelling and Freddie’s still holding him back and Mr Bacon’s
charging over and pulling them apart, too, and as Mr Bacon and Freddie



start dragging Charlie to the door to send him to the Deputy Head, Jack
looks up at me from where he’s sitting on the floor.
“Oops,” he says.



JACK

It was one Saturday afternoon this past summer. I was supposed to go to the
cinema with Charlie but then his mum did something he wouldn’t explain
and suddenly I’'m at the cinema by myself, yelling at Charlie over my
mobile for not showing up and thinking | should just go home because what
kind of loser sees a movie by himself? But then who shows up but Jack.

By himself.

“Where’s Georgina?” I asked him.

“We broke up,” he said. “It’s cool, though. We’re friends.”

“Uh-huh,” I said.

And it was weird, you know, because like I said, I’ve known Jack since
we were kids, since we used to call him Jackie, and though we’d grown
apart as we got older, it was never like we’d had a falling out and though he
was already the campest kid in the whole school, it’s not like I was ashamed
of him or anything.

Well, maybe a little, maybe for reasons that are completely obvious.

But that little bit of embarrassment only made me feel bad. Plus, there
was no one else around from St Michael’s, so Jack and I went to the movie
together, some incredibly stupid piece of INIlll about romantic vampires,
five minutes into which Jack started making jokes and we pretty much
laughed all the way through, getting shushed by the nine billion girls sitting
around us.

And after, of course, we were on the same bus back home and it seemed
the natural thing to do to invite Jack in. Mum was delighted to see him, Jack
was always the most polite of all my friends, and she made us sandwiches,
which we took up to my room. I fired up the wheezing laptop and we
started gaming.

Which, apparently for me, is the cue for people to start Really Important
Conversations.

“You know you can meet people on apps? Even in this little town?” Jack
said after we’d spent way too long looking up facts about Mark Ruffalo.



Did you know he’s deaf in one ear? Of course you didn’t. Why would you?
Why would anyone?

“People like who?” I said.

Jack shrugged. “People.” And was silent.

“You mean like ... Facebook?”

He gave me a look to tell me to stop being such an idiot because it was
screamingly obvious that I was pretending to be stupid. “Yeah,” he said,
“Facebook — where everyone is over 50 and watches The Bachelor.”

“Then what do you mean?” I said, laughing, because that’s totally what
Facebook is.

“I mean real people,” he said. “You can meet real people.”

“And do what?”






He gave me another idiot look.

And then I finally realised.

“Jack, you’re not talking about...” I sat up. “You’re not getting groomed
are you?”

He rolled his eyes. “Groomed. Please.”

“What are you talking about, then?”

And still he didn’t say anything.

“Jesus, Jack,” I said. “What kind of sleazy INIEEl is going to meet up
with a 15-year-old boy on an app? You’re asking to get yourself killed.”

“I haven’t done anything,” he said, back-pedalling. “I haven’t actually
met anyone. You know. Women.”

And it was that word, women, that made it all come clear, because it was
such a false word just then, like he was suddenly trying to pretend we
weren’t talking about what we were obviously talking about.

“You’re lying,” I said, my voice low. “You’ve met up with people.” 1
reached out and grabbed his arm to make him look at me. “You’ve met up
with men, haven’t you?”

He jerked his arm away from me.

But he didn’t deny it.

“Jack,” I said. “That’s so dangerous, mate. I’m not trying to be a teacher
here, but you could get your throat slit. You could get raped, Jack. Please



don’t tell me—"

“Just once,” he said, quiet enough to make me shut up. “I’ve only met
someone once.” He cleared his throat. “It was horrible. Worse than you
even think.”

“Jack—"

“And so I haven’t done it again, all right?” he said, defensive now. “l
mean, do you have any idea how unbelievably INEEEM [onely it gets?
Feeling like you’re the only one? It’s not like I’ve got a lot of options for
meeting people my own age, now do 1?”

And then he looked at me. In a way that made me lean back.

And there was a silence that, once again, I knew was asking me
something.

Asking me loud and clear.

This is just this past summer, remember? Not two months ago. The
summer where I’d already been INIllll Charlie regularly since Christmas.

And here was one of my oldest friends, someone who I didn’t have a
thing against in the world, someone who was fun to be around and who’d
never been anything but a good person to me.

And of course I bloody knew how lonely it got.

(Jesus Christ, just that word, lonely, makes me feel so empty I don’t even
want to talk about it.)

I’d heard there were some gay girls over at St Margaret’s who were
dating each other right out in the open. But not at St Michael’s. I mean,
everybody knew somebody gay, duh, it’s not 1980 or something, but not at
my school. At my school, it was a secret, and you were on your own. I knew
exactly how Jack felt. Of course I did.

Why do you think I was spending all that time with Charlie?

But I lied.

God damn me to my dying day, because the biggest sin you can commit
is failing a friend. But that’s what I did.

[ failed him.



“Sorry,” I said. “I’m not gay.”
Jack held onto my gaze. “No? I thought maybe...”



I shook my head. “No, mate. Sorry.”

He just nodded. “I’m sorry, too,” he said.

I tried to lighten the mood. “Can’t you just look at porn like the rest of
us?”

“Like the rest of you,” he said, all dry. “Sure.”

“Jack,” I said, reaching out to him. “It’s okay with me, all right? It totally
is. I won’t tell anyone, but it’s okay with me.”

“Yeah,” Jack said, getting up. “That’s great, Ant, thanks.”

“Jack—"

“No, I gotta go.” He went to my bedroom door and then he went out of it.

And I didn’t see him again all summer, not for two full months until
classes started again, and we both had to pretend like nothing had
happened.



THE FINAL WEEKEND

“I’m not joking,” Charlie says on the Saturday after he lunged at Jack. “I’'m
going to kill that little NN~

“For God’s sake,” I say, “aren’t you in enough trouble already?”

“I would have pounded him if that fat INNlll Freddie hadn’t got in the
way.”

“Charlie, we’re kind of in the middle of something here.”

Charlie didn’t get excluded for attacking Jack, which is some kind of
miracle, but he’d never been in trouble before, really, even with his loud
mouth. Plus, Mr Bacon is soft, so all that really happened was that Charlie
got hauled before the Deputy Head and given a bollocking (hey, look, you
can say bollocking) and now Charlie has to write a letter of apology to Jack
and to Mr Bacon for disrupting the class. Like writing letters is ever going
to sort anything, but there you go, it’s better than exclusion.

“Are you going out for football on Monday?” Charlie asks.

“Charlie, seriously, are we going to do this or—"

“I said, are you going out for football on Monday?”

I lean back away from him. “What do you think?”

He looks at me, and his eyes are like someone I barely even know, like
someone no one can know. “I think you’re going out for rugby.”

I nearly yell in frustration. “When have I ever said that?”

“ B this,” he says, reaching over to grab his shirt where he dropped
it on the floor. “I don’t need this Il right now. None of it.”

“Charlie.”



And I grab his shoulder to stop him, his bare shoulder, and for a second
there, everything stops. He looks back at me, and I can feel his skin under
my fingertips, I can feel his heartbeat coming down from his neck, I can
feel the warmth of him just humming there, and he’s looking back at me, all
affronted and angry, but still the Charlie I know, still the Charlie I’ve known
for all these years, and also the one I’ve known for the past ten months
since Christmas, the one that only I know.

And I do a stupid thing.

I lean forward, my face heading towards Charlie’s, and for a second, for a
real second there, he doesn’t move, he sees me coming and he doesn’t
move, his eyes full of fear but his head steady, and I'm going to kiss him,
going to kiss him right on the mouth.

He shoves me, hard. “Get off me!” he says, jumping out of bed and
pulling his shirt over his head. He starts kicking our clothes around on the
floor, finding his trousers and pulling them on.

“Charlie,” I say.

But he’s already storming out, still buttoning up his flies, his shoes
tucked under his arm, and I hope my mum doesn’t see him as he goes or



God knows what she’ll be thinking.



PARENTS

A little while later, there’s a knock on my door. “Yeah?” I say.

“Everything all right, darling?” my mum says, leaning her head in.

“Yeah,” I say. “Charlie just got in trouble at school is all. He’ll calm
down. He always does.”

Mum looks sad for a minute. She’s known Charlie as long as I have.
Known his mum even longer.

“You’re a good boy, being such a friend to him,” she says.

She nods at me with a smile and closes the door.

Parents. I mean, seriously.




A MESSAGE

Later, I get a buzz on my phone.

A message from Freddie about rugby.

That’s it. Just rugby.

But I feel a little feeling anyway. And then some other stuff that would
really need a black box.




THE DAY THE WORLD ENDS

Monday comes. That’s the day it happens.

“Did you bring your kit?” Charlie says, thumping down in the seat next
to me in our quad. He’s hostile all over the place, but I know he’s telling me
he’s going to forget about what happened on Saturday, that we can just
move on and pretend nothing happened.

Like we always do.

“I brought my kit,” I say.

“Football kit?”

I sigh, because yeah, despite the message I sent back to Freddie (about
rugby, that’s all), this morning when I packed my bag, it wasn’t with rugby
kit. “Yeah, football kit, but Charlie—"

“We’ll make A team this year,” he says, almost making it sound like a
threat. “You just watch. Un-Illll-stoppable.”

“You won’t make A team, Ant,” Freddie says, sitting down, Jack coming
in behind him. “You still have to learn the game, but I think you could be A
team next year, no problem.”

Charlie just stares at him for a second, figuring out what he means. Then
he stares at me.

“Yeah, Freddie, look,” I say, feeling Charlie’s eyes on me. “I changed my
mind. I’m going to go out for football with Charlie again.”

“Changed your mind?” Charlie says. “When had you ever made it up in
the first place?”

“Charlie—"

“You said football. You swore it would be football.”

“Freddie asked me to think about it,” I say, “so 1 thought about it. That’s
all.”

“We’ve always played football,” Charlie says.

“And we’re going to play it this year. What are you so mad about?”

“You’d be perfect for rugby, Ant,” Jack says, INNEEE-stirring.

“Shut the NIl up!” Charlie says, too loud.



“Mr Shepton!” Mr Bacon calls from the front. “You’re already on your
first warning. One more word and I’m sending you out.”

“You sure about this, Ant?” Freddie asks, lowering his voice.

I look at Charlie, still fuming. “Yeah,” I say. “I’m sure.”

Freddie frowns at me. “Whatever, mate.”

My stomach hurts at the way he says it. And the hurt must be on my face,
too, because Jack sees it.

And that’s when it happens. A few little words are all it takes.

“Watch out, Charlie,” Jack says, smirking. “You’ve got competition for
the wife.”

And Charlie’s eyes go wide, too wide, for a second too long, and though
he’s immediately pulling back and just being angry Charlie again, I see Jack
look confused. And then surprised. Really surprised.

“Jack,” 1 say, warning in my voice before I can stop myself.

Because I’'m sure, I’'m absolutely sure Jack wouldn’t be teasing this way
if he thought it was true.

And T know this because I see him realise it the second I warn him like
that.

“No way,” Jack says, under his breath.

“No way what?” Freddie says.

“Hey, IHIIEE you!” Charlie practically shouts at Jack.

“That’s it, Charlie!” Mr Bacon says, approaching our stupid little quad.
“Out!”

“Charlie—" 1 say.

“No way what?” Freddie says again.

And I see Charlie’s fists clenching and he’s getting all red as he’s staring
at the wondering face of Jack, who’s now looking over at me all astonished,
and Freddie’s looking at us like what the hell’s going on and the whole class
is looking, too, and it suddenly feels like I’'m naked there and everyone can
see and everyone knows.



I see the confusion on Charlie’s face, the pain on it, and Mr Bacon is
approaching fast and Charlie’s fists are up and here are all the people in the
world he wants to hit, to take out all his Charlie pain on, Jack Taylor who
he’s made into his worst enemy, Freddie Smith who tried to make me play
rugby and even Mr Bacon who’s in the wrong place at the wrong time.

But it’s not any of them that he hits.

It’s me.






THE TRUTH

I hear him shouting over me. My hand’s up to my eye and nose and I can
already feel the bleeding. I've fallen off my chair to the floor, mostly out of
surprise. Charlie did hit me hard, but I'm already getting back to my feet
when I realise what he’s yelling.

“ I poof!” Charlie’s screaming at me, spit flying from his lips.
“Faggot! Bender! Homo!” He turns to the class and even Mr Bacon, who’s
stopped for a second out of surprise. “You know what this NNl pervert
did? He tried to INNEEEM kiss me!”



And I hear snorts of surprise from the class and I see the faces already
starting to laugh.

Not Freddie or Jack, though, who are just staring at me.

“He tried to put his INNEEM hands all over me!” Charlie’s still screaming.
“Ant Stevenson is a I faggot!”

“Enough!” Mr Bacon yells, finally getting moving.

“Deny it!” Charlie’s screaming, pointing at my face. “Go on, deny it!”

I’m standing up again, taller than even Mr Bacon and way bigger than
Charlie, but I’'m speechless. I’m just looking at Jack and Freddie, watching
them see me not deny it, watching them realise it might be true, that it is
true.

Why aren’t I shouting back? Why can’t I yell back all the things that
Charlie and I have done together? That he’s IIIElll me. That I've I
him. That he’s done all these things, willingly, enthusiastically.



With a word, I could bring him down, bring him down as bad as he’s
bringing me down now.

But I’m not.

Because it’s Charlie.

Even now, I can see how scared he is. How he believed all along that I
wouldn’t stay with him, that I’d pick Freddie over him the second Freddie
walked in the door, that it’s not even a sex thing with Charlie.

It’s that he doesn’t believe anyone would ever bother being his friend.
That he’s as lonely as I am.

And that it was only a matter of time before I abandoned him to it.

“Come with me now, Charlie,” Mr Bacon says, pulling him away and
looking at me. “Get to the nurse, Ant.”

Charlie’s not yelling any more and he gives me a last angry look as Mr
Bacon takes him out of class.

The other boys just stare at me, whispering between themselves.
Laughing.

Jack and Freddie are still watching me. And I know they know it’s true.
Even if I did deny it now, it’d be too late, plus it makes sense once someone
points it out, doesn’t it?



“You ought to get to the nurse,” Freddie finally says. “That’s bleeding
pretty bad.”



I wait for a second before I go.
Because somehow that feels like the last friendly thing anyone’s ever
going to say to me.



THE AFTERLIFE

The rest of the day is terrible. I won’t lie. I go to the nurse, and by the time
she’s finished, it’s all over.

Charlie got completely booted out of school. Not just for punching me in
the face, but for “homophobic bullying”, too, a verdict that passes around
the school even faster than what Charlie said and pretty much seals my fate.

People snicker and stare at me as I walk by and there’s like this force
field around me on all sides that no one would dare to cross. I don’t know
why I don’t lie about it, why I don’t counter-argue, why I don’t make
Charlie the one in the force field.

Well, yes, I do, I guess.

I didn’t think it was possible to feel lonelier. But there you go. Life will
always surprise you with what it’s capable of, eh?

There are only two more classes left in the day, neither one with Jack or
Freddie, classes that I usually had with Charlie, so not only do I have
everyone staring at me, there’s an empty desk next to me to give them more
room to do it.

I make it through. I don’t know how. And as I leave school ground with
the force field still in place and a group of boys singing “Bender, bender,”
just loud enough for me to hear it, I don’t know how I’'m going to make it
through a whole school year of this.

And then.



AND THEN

“Hey, Ant,” I hear a voice call. “Wait up!”

I turn to see Freddie jogging up after me. I stop, but I’ve never been so
aware of eyes on me. On us.

“Hey,” he says. “How’s the face?”

“It doesn’t hurt,” I lie.

Freddie just nods, then he looks at the ground. Again, I can feel all the
eyes on us, and I can’t believe Freddie’s risking so much guilt by
association.

He glances back up at me. “I’m guessing there’s some stuff here I don’t
know.”

I don’t say anything, just look away.

“But I’'m thinking this probably means you can come out for rugby
now?” he says.

I look up. “What?”

Freddie shrugs. “If you can take a hit like that and get right back up,
that’s pretty much all rugby is. You’re made for it.”

“Freddie—”

“You’re going to get Il > he interrupts, looking around at the staring
eyes on us, holding them until they look away. “Everyone’s going to give
you INIEEEM for a while.” He shrugs again. “So what you got to do is make
sure they know you don’t care. Show them you don’t. Come out for rugby.
It’ll pass.”

“You don’t...” I swallow, still tasting the blood at the back of my throat.
“You don’t care?”

He grins. “As long as you don’t try to kiss me.”

[ stare at him, unbelieving.

“Look, I’'m late for practice,” he says. “But the next one’s on
Wednesday.” He hits me hard on the shoulder. “I expect to see you there,
bruiser.”






THE EVENING AFTER THE END OF THE
WORLD

The bell goes at my front door about six that night. I hear it from my
room, where I’m busy spending my time avoiding writing Mr Bacon’s
geography homework. A minute later, there’s a knock on my bedroom door.
I think it’s my mum, so I just say, “What?”

But it’s Jack who pokes his head in.

I don’t say anything when I see him, so he just steps in the room and
shuts the door. We stare at each other for a second.

“Your mum thinks you did that playing rugby,” he finally says, nodding
at my black eye.

“Parents say they want to know the truth,” I say, “but they never really
mean it.”

“Tell me about it,” he says, crossing his arms, looking at the floor, the
walls, anything but my face.

“If you came here for an apology,” I say, “I’m sorry.”

He glances at me. “Apology for what?”

“Over the summer,” I say. “You tried to tell me and [—”

“Oh, please,” he says. “Like I didn’t know you were lying.”

I blink. “You knew?”

“It was obvious,” he says. “Well, obvious to me, but that’s probably only
because I was looking.” He makes a surprised face. “Didn’t know about you
and Charlie, though. That was a shocker.” He laughs, once, then looks more
serious. “If I’d known, I wouldn’t have teased you.”

“I know,” I say.

He’s quiet for a minute and then finally comes away from the door,
flopping down on the edge of my bed, next to me but not too close. “It isn’t
easy,” he says, “having people think that about you. But most of them don’t
care, not really. They just love having something new to beat you up with.
You have to show them it won’t work, and then they’ll go back to killing
Ginger Mike.”



I breathe out, long and tired. “That’s what Freddie said.”

“Ah, big lovely Freddie.” Jack looks over at me. “Straight, you know. As
a Roman road. No matter how much you might wish him otherwise.”

“I know,” I say. “I have to say, as stupid as it sounds, I don’t think
Charlie’s gay either. I think he just needed someone. Someone who cared
only for him.”

Jack sighs. “You always were soft-hearted, Ant.”

“Thanks.”

“No, I meant soft-headed.”

“That, too.”

And for a minute, it feels like I’'m going to cry, it really does, about how
empty it all feels, about how difficult things are going to be at school for a
while, about how much relief there is to still having friends like Freddie and
Jack.

About how mad I am at Charlie.

About how bad it feels, too, that I’ve lost him.

I don’t think Jack knows what to do with me looking so upset, so he
starts awkwardly slapping me on the back, like he’s trying to comfort me
but is a little afraid to.

“It’ll be all right,” he says. “It will, you know. School will be fine, and
even if it isn’t, school isn’t the rest of your life. Not even close.”

“I know,” I say, my voice a little rough.

We just sit there like that for a long, long time, letting night fall outside,
not saying anything at all, just the two of us sitting there, waiting for the
month or year or whenever in our lives where we’re allowed to stop being
lonely.

“Jack,” I say, when it’s almost too dark to see. “Can I ask you something?
Something I’ve always wanted to know?”

“Okay,” he says, a little suspiciously.

I turn to him. “Mark Ruffalo? Over all the others?”

Jack seems surprised into an honest answer. “He looks like he’d never
hurt you.”

I don’t know what to say to this, so I don’t say anything, just lower my
eyes.

“Plus,” Jack says, “he walks like he’s making milkshakes in his pockets.”

I snort with laughter.

“What?” Jack says, all innocent-sounding. “I like cooking.”



I laugh again. And then I look at him to find he’s looking back at me.
“Can I make a guess about something?” he says.

“What?” I ask.

And he leans forward, just a little, then a little more.

And I don’t move towards him. But I don’t move back either.

And he reaches me.

And he kisses me.

Gently so as not to bump my nose or eye, he presses his lips to mine.

And for a second, for a minute, for ever, every nerve in my body is right
there, right at the point where we’re touching.

And boom, I think.

That’s it.



DIFFERENT FOR BOYS

I think it’s different for boys, boys like me anyway. I think I get to choose
when I stop calling myself a virgin. I don’t think there are any rules or any
specific moment where anyone can say, yep, that’s it, that’s where you’re
not a virgin any more.

I think I’m the one who says.

Because nothing I did with Charlie ever once felt like that kiss with Jack.

And yeah, it’d be romantic and swooning and a perfect ending for the
story if that kiss was all we ended up doing.

But please, we’re teenage boys with teenage hormones and no chance of
anyone getting pregnant. What do you think we did next? I’1l tell you. We
I .nd then we INEBE which was unbelievably great so we [ I
and then we Il and then we INEEEEL.

And then, after a while, it all sort of morphed into us just talking, which
we did for a bit and then a bit more than that and then Jack went on home.

Now don’t get me wrong here, I’m not saying this is the moment where I
found the love of my life. Jack’s a really nice guy and a good friend but I’'m
not really his type — I look nothing like Mark Ruffalo — and he’s probably
not really mine, come to think of it. Besides, there’s a whole life out there
left for both of us.

At least, now it feels like there might be one.

And I won’t say for definite if it was the kiss that felt like the moment
when I lost my virginity, #6 added to the list, because now that I think about
it, that really is the kind of private thing that should go behind a black box
and not all of this swearing and sex crap. You can only lose it once, and
maybe, finally, it’s just private.

B you know?

But I will say this.
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Through that whole night, all of it, I didn’t sleep a wink. I was worried
about the next day at school, sure I was, but I also kept putting my hand up
to my lips, pressing them lightly, feeling where Jack’s lips touched mine,
actually touched them.

Just to keep reminding myself that it actually happened.
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