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For all the Eddies of the world


Chapter 1

The first time Eddie saw him was on a train.

He watched him board at Runcorn Station, a cloud of cigarette smoke clinging to him like a graceless shadow. Eddie coughed just to be a dick, and the guy looked straight at him.

Eddie never paid much attention to the passengers on this train. He’d always considered them to be nothing more than dispensable seat fillers. Like the people at the Oscars whose sole purpose it was to take someone’s place when they went to the bathroom. He was certain that if he tapped one of them on the shoulder, they’d merely topple over like cheap cardboard cutouts.

The same couldn’t be said for this new guy. Eddie could tell he was new because he’d never seen him before, and Eddie had seen everybody. He’d seen the Latino woman to his left breastfeeding beneath her big blue handbag. He’d seen the geriatric hipster judging her over the rim of his Trivex glasses. He’d seen the prissy blonde-haired woman avert her eyes as her twins wreaked havoc on the faded upholstery.

But he’d never seen him.

The new boy glared at Eddie—probably because of his counterfeit coughing, but maybe also because the guy was an arsewipe. Eddie held his gaze and didn’t back down until the new guy opted to sit directly across from him, and then Eddie decided the streets of Runcorn were suddenly very interesting.

Eddie’s eyes betrayed him a few times. The boy kept doing this thing with his hands—drumming his fingers on his leg, like there was a beat inside his head. Maybe it was the musician in Eddie, but he found himself wishing he could hear it. He didn’t think he’d ever wanted to hear anything so badly in his life.

When the train stopped at Greenview and Eddie stood up, he was surprised to find the new guy standing too. Then he noticed the dark green poking out from beneath his black hoodie.

“You go to Greenview?” Eddie asked before he could stop himself.

The new guy never responded.



Eddie found out later that the new guy was an exchange student from America. He also found out that he was a massive dicklick. When he was asked to introduce himself to the class, he mumbled so incoherently that Eddie had to strain to hear, and even then, he only managed to learn three points of information.

	His name was Dylan Carver. 

	He was from Atlanta.
(Until today, Eddie was certain that place was made up.)

	He liked baseball.



But that wasn’t even the worst part. The worst part was that the rest of the school, mainly the girls, seemed to find his whole evasive act charming. Eddie blamed the cultural impact of emotionally constipated characters like Edward Cullen, and he thought that maybe girls would like him more if he spoke less.

Of all the people who didn’t like Eddie, girls seemed to be the most consistent. He’d reasoned that it probably had something to do with his pale skin and complete lack of muscle definition, or maybe the enduring crew cut that his mum assured him was handsome. Maybe it was a ghastly combination of the three.

Then again, it may have also been because he’d only ever had one friend throughout his three and a half years of high school—and Moe wasn’t exactly a lady killer. He was a skinny Canadian kid who’d moved to Australia in his first year of high school, and his full Christian name was Maurice (a French name due to his mother originally being from Quebec). His father was an African American man who’d moved to Canada for work, so Moe had been raised in English-speaking Toronto.

By all appearances, a French-speaking Canadian kid should have been cool, but Moe just…wasn’t. He had absolutely no game and he thought that wearing a pocket square to school would make him seem interesting. This was lucky for Eddie, because he was able to swoop in on Moe’s first day and bond with him over their shared lack of social appeal.

Eddie found his best friend through the sparse crowd of green uniforms. Moe waved at Eddie with the hand that wasn’t holding his packed lunch, and Eddie shook his head. Moe had been brown bagging it since they met, even though they were seventeen now and it was considered lame to have someone else pack your lunch.

“I thought we were buying lunch today,” Eddie said. They sat down at their regular table beside the football field. There was a sticky blue stain on Eddie’s seat, and he scraped at it with his foot.

“No way, man. Mum made French onion soup with cheesy croutons last night.”

Eddie glanced up. “There any for me?”

“Of course.”

Moe slid a plastic container in Eddie’s direction, and Eddie took it beneath the table like it was a goddamn joint. It was probably embarrassing to share food with another guy, but even Eddie couldn’t resist Mrs Gibson’s homemade cooking.

“You see the new kid?” Moe asked. He nodded his head at something over Eddie’s shoulder.

Eddie turned, half a crouton in his mouth, and saw Dylan. Playing football. Already looking chummy with half the team.

Typical.

“Could this have played out any more ironically?”

“Huh?” Moe said. “What do you mean?”

“It’s just…I don’t know. We’ve been at this school for three and half years and we’ve barely made a dent. This guy just waltzes in on his first day and becomes mates with half the football team.”

“That’s because he’s tall. He’s got swagger.”

“What does that even mean?”

Moe shrugged. “It’s an image thing. Girls look at him. He’s attractive.”

Eddie nearly choked on his soup. He raised an eyebrow at Moe. “Did you seriously just call the new guy attractive?”

“Yeah? What’s wrong with that?”

“Nothing. It’s just…it’s kind of gay.”

“Calling another guy attractive makes you gay?” Moe frowned, biting into a crouton. “Well, maybe I’m gay.”

“You are not gay.”

“Why not? I could be gay.”

“Dude,” Eddie said, “you’ve been in love with Emily since you were ten.”

“Yeah, you’re right. But I am starting to get sick of the constant rejection.”

“You’re not gay,” Eddie said again, just for emphasis. “Don’t even joke.”

“So what if I was? You got a problem with gay people?”

“No. Of course not.”

“It sounds like you do.”

“I don’t,” Eddie said, just as he was hit in the back of the head with a football. Or a rock. Or a massive chunk of hail somehow falling sideways. He couldn’t really tell.

“Holy shit,” Moe laughed. “Dude, are you all right?”

“What the fuck,” Eddie muttered. He felt something hot pooling in his stomach as he turned around, his hands tightening into fists. Dylan was staring right at him.

“Nice kick, Carver!” someone shouted.

Dylan just stood there amidst the cackling, meeting Eddie’s glare head on. He didn’t apologise. He didn’t even run over to get the ball.

What the hell was this dude’s problem?

Eddie heard Josh Dixon snicker, and he saw red. Dixon was probably the worst person Eddie had ever met. He was six disproportionate feet of pale skin and muscle veins. He looked like a mix between a pro wrestler and a bobble head.

Josh cupped his hands around his mouth. “Sorry about that, Jerkins!”

“You know that’s not my name,” Eddie said. He picked up the football.

“Oh, Jerkins is gonna have a kick! Don’t hurt yourself, buddy.”

“Eddie,” Moe said from behind him. “Just leave it, man.”

Eddie would never be able to properly rationalise his next move. He was probably trying to spare himself the embarrassment of missing a kick in front of half the football team—but in hindsight, that probably would have been less embarrassing than what he actually did.

What he actually did was take a sharp stick out of the garden and plunge it directly into the football, trying in vain to deflate it. It was barely enough to scratch the leather exterior of the ball, let alone puncture its bladder. But it was definitely enough to make him look like a complete and utter tool in front of most of his grade.

“Oh, sweet Jesus,” Moe muttered.

Eddie considered his options. He could laugh it off. He could try to stab the football a second time. Or he could run.

He ran.


Chapter 2

Eddie got home that afternoon before his stepsister, which could only mean that she’d stopped off somewhere—probably at some boy’s house. He flopped down on his bed and dreamed of being two years older, of ‘the football incident’ being no more than a nightmare that he woke from in a cold sweat.

Eddie sighed. He pulled out his phone and checked his notifications—just one from Moe, tagging him in a meme about some guy getting hit in the head with a basketball. ‘@EddieJergins, this is so u bro!’

He opened Instagram next and realised he’d lost over half a dozen followers in two hours, meaning that now he only had five. Then he relived the football incident at least eighty-six more times before his mother called him down for afternoon tea.

Eddie’s mother had always been a creature of habit. Breakfast at 6:30 a.m. Afternoon tea at 4:30 p.m. But ever since his dad died, she’d become more obstinate in her routine. It was almost like she couldn’t bear for anything else to change.

“Eddie,” she said, “where’s your sister?”

“Beats me.”

Eddie sat down. He grabbed a muffin from his mother’s tray before it had even hit the table. She made a face at him.

“Ow, these are hot,” he said. “Why’d you make them so hot?”

“They just came out of the oven, moron.”

Eddie smiled. It was nice to see his mum like this, so uncensored and…normal. Eddie always savoured these quiet moments before his stepfather got home.

“How was school?” she asked him.

“Pretty successful, actually.”

“Really?”

“Yeah,” Eddie said, scrolling through his phone. “I successfully made an arse of myself in front of everybody without even trying.”

“Eddie.” His mother frowned. “What happened?”

“Nothing. It’s not important.” Eddie kept his eyes on his phone. “Let’s just say that I won’t be joining the football team any time soon.”

“Why would you want to run around with those Neanderthals anyway? You don’t even like sports.”

“I could like sports.”

“You know what you like,” his mother told him. She waited for Eddie to look at her before continuing. “You don’t have to change yourself to appease other people.”

“It’d make life easier.” Eddie picked at his muffin. There was a long pause before he mused, “It’d make Robert happy.”

“You don’t have to make him happy.”

“But you do?”

His mother stared at him. Eddie wished he could suck the words back into his mouth. He wasn’t even looking to bring this up—to bring him up—but he had and now here they were.

“It’s complicated, Eddie.”

“I know,” Eddie said. “I know it is.”

They left it at that.



His mother ended up finding out about the football incident, and that really sucked because Eddie was kind of counting on her being the one person in Brisbane who didn’t know. It came out over dinner, courtesy of his stepsister Marissa.

“And then… he gets the ball and he tries to stab it. With a stick!” Marissa threw her head back in laughter. “My God,” she said. “What an idiot.”

“That’s not a nice thing to say about your brother,” Robert cut in. He didn’t seem to find the story very funny. Then again, he didn’t really seem to find anything funny.

“Stepbrother,” Marissa corrected him. “Anyway, Eddie, can you please shed some light on what happened so I can try and clear this up tomorrow?”

“You pretty much got it all,” Eddie muttered.

“Just tell me what was going through your head. Maybe I can try and spin this so you don’t look like a total loser.”

“Since when were you interested in salvaging my loser reputation?”

“Since people have started associating our names. I don’t know how it got out that you’re my stepbrother, but someone asked me if I was Jerkins’ sister today.”

“What?” his mother said. Eddie felt her eyes on his face. “Don’t tell me they’re still calling you that?”

Eddie stared down at his plate. He picked at his broccoli, wishing he could fall through the floor. Doubtful. Robert had just had it renovated last month, along with the rest of their kitchen. Eddie hadn’t thought there was anything wrong with the floors they had before—or their kitchen, for that matter. Now everything was so smooth and polished. Eddie felt like he was eating in the dining section of IKEA.

“I’m serious,” his mother said. “I’m not putting up with this BS anymore. Your epilepsy isn’t a joke.”

Eddie groaned softly. “I know, Mum.” Boy, did he know. “But I haven’t heard anything. I swear.”

He wondered when it became so easy to lie to his mother.

“I’m sure they don’t mean it negatively,” Robert said. “When I was in school, kids used to give each other nicknames all the time.”

“It’s more than a nickname,” his mother said. “It’s bullying.”

“It depends how you look at it,” Robert told her.

There was a long, tense silence. Eddie knew that his mother was holding back, that this stuff got to her more than anything. But Eddie was fine. He didn’t care what names people called him. His epilepsy was a part of him, and one that he’d grown to accommodate. If people wanted to make fun of him for it, well…it wasn’t like Eddie could do anything about it. He’d just laugh along with them and cuss them out in his head.

“Robert’s right,” Eddie said. “I think it’s funny.”

“So do I,” Marissa said. “And it’s good that they’re talking about you, anyway. It’s better than them not knowing who you are.”

“Absolutely,” Eddie replied, a wave of nausea rolling through his gut. It was times like this that he wished he were allowed to watch TV during dinner, like he and his dad used to do sometimes. But Robert had a strict no technology rule between the hours of six and seven. Somehow, stilted conversation was the more appealing alternative in his eyes.

“Marissa,” Robert said, “you’re friends with some of those football kids, aren’t you? You could talk to them for Eddie. I’m sure that would help.”

Marissa rolled her eyes. “There’s not a whole lot to say…”

“Come on, Marissa. Have some compassion. High school’s hard enough without having the star athletes as enemies.”

“Well, maybe Eddie shouldn’t have attacked their ball.”

“No, he shouldn’t have, but I’m sure he feels bad about it. Right, Eddie?”

“Huh?” Eddie asked. “Oh, yeah, definitely. I’m losing sleep already.”

Robert narrowed his eyes. He already had such squinty eyes that Eddie could swear they were completely closed.

Eddie swallowed, straightening in his seat. “I do, uh, feel bad,” he said. “Thank you, Marissa. I’d love for you to, you know, convince them I’m not a loser.”

She shrugged. “I’ll do my best. It might help if you apologise to the new kid, though.”

Eddie frowned. “Why would I apologise to the new kid? He’s the one who kicked the ball at my head.”

“Yeah, but it was his ball they were playing with. I think you may have scratched the leather or something.”

Eddie allowed himself to feel marginally happy about this. “Okay. Sure. I’ll apologise to Dylan.”

“Good luck,” Marissa said in her ‘I know everything’ voice. “Apparently he’s a real stiff. Hardly even spoke to the football guys. But they’ll probably let him join the team anyway because he’s a good kicker.”

“Yeah, clearly,” Eddie said.


Chapter 3

Eddie never actually planned to apologise. He planned to give a variation of an apology instead, but all that went out the window when he boarded the train the next day and thought, Screw Dylan. Screw him and his overinflated football. He doesn’t deserve an apology.

Eddie chewed his fingernails and waited. He was listening to his ‘On the train’ playlist, which consisted mostly of contemporary indie rock—but there was also a healthy blend of classic rock bands in there too. At any given moment, he could be listening to anyone from Spacey Jane and Hippo Campus to Queen and Dire Straits.

Right now, he was listening to ‘Keep My Cool’ by The Vanns—which was ironic, seeing he was failing so spectacularly to keep his cool in real life.

Runcorn Station was two stops away and his leg wouldn’t stop shaking. He hadn’t seen Dylan at all since yesterday, and Eddie thought that he must have gotten a ride home with someone, which only made him angrier. Who made friends on their first day of school? Not Eddie. It took him two weeks and a lot of shameless self-advertising to even get Moe to sit with him at lunch.

One stop until Runcorn.

Eddie wondered what brought Dylan here of all places. Sure, Runcorn was ethnically diverse and had low rental prices, but those were really the only selling points. Most of the suburb was bordered by a brown coloured creek, and Eddie could only imagine that this wasn’t the kind of waterfront living that most people longed for. Like the rest of Brisbane, Runcorn was plagued by humid air and angry commuters. There was nothing Dylan could get here that he couldn’t get anywhere else in the world. So why was he here?

Eddie crossed his legs and hoped his left one would stop shaking by the time Dylan got on. He thought about how Dylan would act towards him, if he’d actually answer Eddie when he spoke to him and not just ignore him like last time. He thought about the stupid, implacable look that was always on Dylan’s face and considered maybe punching it off. Then he remembered he’d never been in a fight before and realised it would probably end about as well as yesterday had.

They were at Runcorn Station now. (His leg still hadn’t stopped shaking.)

Eddie dug his heel into the floor and tried to look casual. He glanced up at the crowd of people boarding the train. An old man. A young Asian woman. The Latino lady with the baby and the blue handbag.

No Dylan.

The crowd of people thinned, leaving only a few stragglers—all too old to be mistaken for a high school student. Maybe Dylan found a ride to school, or maybe he realised there was a bus that took him directly to Greenview so he didn’t have to walk from the station. Eddie did think it was kind of weird he was even on the train yesterday. He’d always been the only one from his school who rode it. It was his thing.

The doors started to close, and all the tension seeped from Eddie’s body. His leg stopped shaking. He thought, Screw you, Dylan, one more time, and the words must have conjured him out of nowhere.

Dylan stuck a hand between the closing doors, forcing them back open. He boarded the train and brought his cloud of smoke with him. Eddie sat up and didn’t cough this time.

Dylan looked too flustered to notice Eddie at first. He ran a hand through his dirty blonde hair and surveyed his limited seating options. It was a Tuesday and the train was generally pretty full near the start of the working week. The only available seat in this carriage was next to Eddie, and his bag was occupying it.

Dylan looked at Eddie, and then at his bag. Eddie’s hands twitched by his sides, unsure whether to move it or not. The good part of him said yes, but the other arsehole part said to keep it there; his laptop was inside.

Eddie kept looking at Dylan, and suddenly there was a rather agonising stalemate between the two of them. Dylan raised an eyebrow, and Eddie sighed. He moved his bag but, when he looked back up, he realised Dylan had made no move towards the seat. He was clutching one of the straphangers and not even looking at him anymore.

“Tool,” Eddie muttered to himself.

“I’m sorry,” Dylan said, startling him. “Did you say something?”

His American accent was strong and Southern. Eddie had grown up watching American movie characters, so hearing the twang of Dylan’s words reverb in a Brisbane train carriage was almost surreal.

“Uh…yeah,” Eddie said, straightening his back. “I…called you a tool.”

Dylan raised an eyebrow, and Eddie felt something hot unfurling in his gut. “I’m sorry, aren’t you the guy that tried to stab my ball yesterday?”

In any other circumstance, Eddie would have laughed at that sentence. But he was too angry. “You do know it’s not essential to say ‘I’m sorry’ at the beginning of every sentence, right? It makes you sound kind of stupid.”

“So…you’re not the guy who tried to stab my ball?”

“No, I am.”

“Interesting.” Dylan said. He adjusted his grip on the straphanger, his shirt sleeve stretching over his bicep. (Eddie’s sleeves never did that. They were always too big.)

“What’s interesting?” Eddie asked.

“Huh? Oh, nothing,” Dylan said. He looked out the window.

Eddie felt his anger building. He gripped the edge of his seat—hard. “Go on,” he said. “Spit it out.”

“It’s just…they said you were Marissa’s brother. I’m having a hard time believing it.”

Eddie clenched his jaw. “Yeah, good one.”

“Seriously, how can the two of you be related?”

“We’re not. She’s my stepsister. You’d know that if you bothered to learn anything about her. We have different last names.”

“Oh, thank Christ,” Dylan said. “Wait, so her last name isn’t Jerkins?”

And that was as much as Eddie could take. For a guy who didn’t talk much, Dylan knew just what to say.

Eddie stood up, and his legs were finally steady as he walked up to Dylan. “You’re catching on fast,” he said.

He headed to another carriage.



Eddie didn’t really feel like going near people at lunch, so he decided to play guitar instead. He walked all the way to the south end of Greenview to what had been affectionately dubbed ‘The Art Shack’—a small wooden building that wasn’t even a tenth of the size of the football field. It was just big enough to fit Eddie, his guitar, a few microphones, and Moe when he felt like tagging along (which wasn’t often).

Like the rest of the buildings at Greenview, The Art Shack was a demountable structure that looked more like a rectangular box than an actual classroom. Demountable classrooms were common in newer Australian schools, and they were often spaced out for no reason at all—like how the world’s continents appear on a map. It meant you had to walk a long way to your next class, but it also meant there were plenty of places to hide, just like Eddie was doing right now.

Eddie set up and played a few songs. As he sang, he closed his eyes and dreamed about being on tour with a band, about music being his day job. Sometimes, like today, it was just too hard to imagine—mainly because the real world was too loud and he could never get any goddamn privacy.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” a soft voice said.

Eddie bristled. His mind flashed back to the last person to tell him that, and he turned with a glare.

The girl smiled at him, poking her head through the door. Eddie thought that he’d seen her before, in English class maybe. She had dark skin and long, soft-looking hair. Her brown eyes were wide and shiny, and Eddie wondered how they could be so warm and expressive when his were just…brown.

“You, uh, you can come in,” he said.

“You sure?” she asked. “There’s not a lot of space in here.”

“You’re not that big,” Eddie said. What a stupid thing to say.

The girl laughed. She walked inside and shut the door, and she really wasn’t that big. She was only about five feet and her jumper looked like it was going to swallow her whole.

“You’re Eddie, right?”

“Yeah. How’d you know?”

Eddie braced himself for: “You’re the arsehole who tried to stab Dylan Carver’s football yesterday, right?” But instead, she said, “I think I remember you playing guitar on assembly last year. Jeff Buckley?”

“Lilac Wine,” Eddie said. “Yeah, that was me. Good ears. And…eyes, I guess.”

Eddie wanted to die.

The girl just laughed again. “I thought that was one of the best covers I’ve ever heard. Really. You took my breath away.”

“Wow, thanks.”

She chewed her lip, resting her knee on Eddie’s speaker. “I’m Lyla.”

“Right,” Eddie said. He leaned forwards and shook Lyla’s hand, which felt weird for some reason. Probably because the last time he shook someone’s hand was at his mother’s wedding. And Lyla’s hand was a lot smaller and daintier than Robert’s.

She smiled, looking at Eddie’s setup.

“You play?” he asked her.

“Oh, no. Definitely not. I’m more of a watcher than a doer.”

“Really?” Eddie replied lamely. Lyla was using a lot of eye contact, and that was all he could come up with.

“Yup,” she said. “I’m, like, the laziest person you will ever meet. But also the most ambitious. It’s a destructive combination.”

Eddie laughed. “Well, what are your ambitions?”

“To be a rock star,” she said. “Also, a kick-arse journalist. An actress too, maybe.”

“And…you’d like to achieve all this without really trying?”

She nodded. “I’d like to exert the most minimal amount of effort possible. I always hoped I’d be one of those people who got discovered in a McDonalds or something. Someone would just look at me eating a Quarter Pounder and think, ‘Yes, this girl’s got It’.”

Eddie shrugged. “That could still happen.”

“Nah,” Lyla replied. “I surpassed my cute stage long ago. Now people just look at me and think, ‘This girl’s got zit’.”

Eddie laughed again. “Oh, come on. Nobody in their right mind would ever think that about you.”

Lyla’s smile grew, so Eddie thought that must have been the right thing to say. He watched as she rolled her sleeves up, and he saw a bunch of different lyrics written on her forearms. Well if sunny days don’t shine tomorrow and That big old smile is all you wore. He wondered if they were tattoos at first, but then he remembered they were seventeen and realised they were probably just Sharpie.

The bell rang. “I’d like to hang out again,” Lyla said. Eddie just nodded, dumbfounded. He watched her leave the room and the lyrics to ‘Lilac Wine’ played in his head for the first time in a long time.


Chapter 4

Over the next month, Eddie got to know Lyla mostly via Facebook Messenger. He found that it was easier to talk to her when she wasn’t staring at him with her massive brown eyes. He was witty and charming online, and he wished that he could bottle up all that artificial confidence and exude it in his day-to-day life. It would make everything a hell of a lot easier.

He found out that Lyla’s favourite colour was black. Her parents were still together and she grew up with horses. She wanted to move to San Diego when she was old enough. Her favourite band was Lime Cordiale and she always wore socks to bed, even in summer.

Last night, she’d messaged Eddie asking if he wanted to meet again in The Art Shack. Eddie had lied and told her it’d been booked out (even though he’d been the one who booked it). He wasn’t ready to attempt another face-to-face conversation with her yet. He was still in a state of gentle convalescence from the last one.

“Why don’t you just go up to her?” Moe asked him during lunch. “She’s literally standing right over there.”

Eddie resisted the urge to look, clutching the edges of his seat. “No,” he said. “I have to play it cool.”

“Play it any cooler and you’ll freeze.”

“Look, you don’t understand how this works. That’s why you’ve gotten exactly nowhere with Emily after five years.”

“Oh, I’m getting somewhere. Here, watch this.” Moe set down his slushie and then cupped his hands around his mouth. “Hey, Emily!” he called.

Emily frowned at him from across the oval. She gave him a small, impassionate wave.

Moe grinned. “See? It may be a slow play, but wooing Emily Braverman requires a ten-year plan—at least.”

“Yeah, well, maybe it’s the same with Lyla.”

“No way, man. Lyla approached you. Do you know how rare that is?”

Eddie didn’t answer. He just took a long sip of his slushie and then got a brain freeze right as Josh Dixon sauntered over to their table. He cringed for two reasons.

“Sup Moe,” Josh said, before nodding to Eddie. “Jerkins.”

“Dickson,” Eddie said. He noticed a few of Josh’s teammates behind him, with Dylan at the very back, avoiding eye contact.

“We just wanted to make sure you guys were coming to my party tomorrow night.”

“Party?” Moe said, his lips tainted blue from his slushie. “What party?”

“You guys weren’t invited?” Josh asked, and Eddie glowered at him.

“I guess our invite got lost in the mail,” Eddie said. “You know, this has been happening quite a lot lately. You might want to file a complaint to your local post office.”

Josh smiled. “No need. Consider this your official invitation.”

Moe gaped at Eddie. “Uh,” he said. “Why?”

“What do you mean ‘why’?”

“You’ve never invited us to your parties before,” Moe said. He turned around to look at Josh’s friends standing behind him, all seventeen or eighteen and six foot or more, and he swallowed audibly.

“I’m sorry about that, man. I just didn’t realise we had any mutual friends.”

Eddie frowned. “Mutual friends?”

“Yeah, you’re dating Lyla, right? Lyla Malani?”

This was the first time Eddie had heard her last name. For some reason, she went by Lyla Hasselhoff on Facebook. Eddie had forgotten that dude even existed.

“Um,” he said.

Moe rolled his eyes. “They’re dating. Definitely dating. Thinking about popping out a few kids soon. Maybe a shotgun wedding…”

Eddie glared at him.

Josh just laughed, placing his hands on Eddie’s shoulders. “Oh, don’t be embarrassed, Jerkins! Lyla’s hot. I’m totally into the whole Fijian thing.”

“That’s…so not right,” Eddie said. Josh still hadn’t taken his hands off him.

“So, what do you guys say? Are you coming to Josh’s party or not?”

Eddie couldn’t remember the guy’s name that just spoke—Arsehole #2 or something. He was about to give him a hard no when Moe nodded. Vigorously.

“Yes,” he said. “We’d love to come!”

“Great,” Josh said. Then he turned to Eddie. “Oh, there’s just one more thing, Jerkins. It’s silly, but…you kind of messed up Dylan’s footy when you flew into that rage last month, and he’s still a little cut up about it. You wouldn’t mind apologising to him, would you?”

Eddie gritted his teeth. “Seriously?”

“Come on, Jerkins. It’s just an apology. That was an American football.”

Whoop-de-doo, Eddie thought. He looked at Dylan, and he was surprised when Dylan returned his stare. He squared his shoulders and jutted his chin up, waiting for Eddie to say the words.

Eddie could feel Moe glaring at him. He could also feel him repeatedly kicking his shin under the table. And, like so many other times in his life, he found himself at an impasse.

He could apologise to Dylan and lose whatever shred of dignity he had left, or he could tell him and the rest of the Broncos’ wannabes to get licked and feel smug for a few seconds. Eddie liked the second option, but he knew he’d only be sad right afterwards because Moe would be mad at him, and he’d lose the one friend he had in this school.

Eddie sighed.

It was hard to be dignified when you weren’t very popular.

“I’m sorry,” Eddie told Dylan.

Dylan’s eyes widened. He didn’t look as smug as Eddie expected him to. They kept staring at each other for a few seconds, and then Dylan nodded to the other guys like he was satisfied with Eddie’s response.

“There you go, Jerkins,” Josh said. “I’ll see you both tomorrow night.”



Later, on the train, Eddie stared at the door waiting for Dylan to get on. He wondered whether he might have football practice on a Friday afternoon, or a secret douchebag meeting with Josh and his friends. But then Eddie saw him running up the side of the train platform, and he thought that Dylan must like the thrill of nearly missing his ride. He must enjoy the statement that shoving his big hand in the middle of the sliding doors made, like his presence was something to be noticed by everyone.

“You know,” Eddie said, rather loudly, “you should really save your durries for a more convenient five-minute window.”

Dylan answered him with a glare. He sat on the other side of the aisle, and his cloud of smoke sat next to him. “What the hell is a durry?”

“It’s Australian for cigarette.”

“You talk like Australian is another language,” Dylan said.

“It is,” Eddie told him. “You’ll see. How’s the polo shirt treating you?”

Dylan tugged on his collar. “I’d say I feel like a fourth grader, but I’ve never had to wear a uniform. Not even in elementary school.”

“Welcome to Australia,” Eddie said. “We all look the same and we don’t discriminate. Unless you’re a new arsehole from Atlanta.”

Dylan rolled his eyes. There was still smoke lingering on his school bag, and Eddie coughed.

“Would you stop that?” Dylan asked. His Southern drawl made everything sound casual, even when Eddie could tell he was pissed off.

“Stop what? My body’s natural reaction to your toxins?”

“It’s not that bad.”

“Tell that to my lungs,” Eddie said. “And to your lungs.”

Dylan sneered at him. He ran a hand through his hair, and Eddie seriously wondered whether it had been washed in the last week.

“I just want you to know,” Eddie started, and Dylan looked at him, “that I’m not sorry about your ball.”

Dylan snorted. “You know I wouldn’t give a shit if you were, right?”

“I’m glad we understand each other,” Eddie said. But he didn’t really understand Dylan. He didn’t really understand any of those guys. He thought that it was just the natural order of the universe or something. There were certain people on your level, like Moe, who were easy to understand. And then there were those above you, who made no sense.

He didn’t really think Dylan was above him, but he definitely wasn’t on his level. To be honest, Eddie had no freaking clue what level Dylan was on.

And sometimes he thought that Dylan didn’t really know either.


Chapter 5

“How in the bloody hell did you two get invited to Josh Dixon’s party?”

“Eddie’s dating Lyla Malani,” Moe explained.

Marissa’s hand froze. She’d been underlining her eyes with such careful precision that it was making Eddie uneasy. “Wait,” she said. “Eddie’s dating somebody?”

“I’m not dating her,” Eddie said. “We’re just talking.”

Moe chuckled. “Yeah, online.”

“Still, I’m impressed! I didn’t even think you were interested in girls yet.”

“Of course I am,” Eddie said, the words tasting strange in his mouth. “I’m seventeen.”

“You’ve never had a girlfriend before.”

“That isn’t by choice,” Moe said, and Eddie hit him with a pillow.

For some reason, Eddie’s thoughts strayed to Dylan, and he wondered whether or not he had a girlfriend. He probably did. Guys who looked like Dylan always had girlfriends; it didn’t matter how rude they were to them.

Marissa puckered her lips. She gathered her hair into a ponytail and looked at herself in the mirror. “Have you even kissed a girl?” she asked Eddie.

“Yes.”

“Who?” Marissa asked.

Eddie picked at his jeans. “You don’t know her.”

“Please. I know everyone.”

“This girl’s hard to get a hold of,” Moe said. “What with her living inside Eddie’s mind and everything.”

Eddie sighed, lying back on Marissa’s bed. “Why are you even going?” he asked his stepsister. “Josh is in the grade below you.”

“Yes, but he’s on the football team, so he has hot friends who also play on the football team.”

“Gross,” Eddie replied. He pushed himself off Marissa’s bed and ventured out into the hallway. He’d almost made it back to his room when he ran into Robert.

“What are you all dressed up for, Eddie?”

Eddie glanced down at his blue Polo shirt and jeans. He supposed this was as dressed up as Robert had seen him since the wedding. “Uh,” he said. “I’m going to the movies.”

“Really? How funny. Marissa’s going to the movies too.”

“Uh, yeah, we’re…going together. With Moe.” (Because that didn’t sound weird at all.)

“How nice,” Robert said, and once again Eddie couldn’t tell if he was squinting or if those were really just his eyes. “I’m glad you two are finally making an effort to get along.”

“Me too.”

Robert stared at him for too long, and Eddie swallowed. For some reason, he got the feeling that Robert knew they weren’t really going to the movies. Probably because Eddie sweated when he got nervous, and because he also knew that Marissa ever hanging out with him and Moe outside of a party scenario was completely out of the question.

“Have fun tonight,” Robert told him. “Be safe.”

Then he patted Eddie on the shoulder, almost like he was…proud. Like the thought of Eddie being involved with underage drinking and cavorting made him happy or something.

Eddie just smiled. “We will.”

“And look out for Marissa, too, will you? I know she’s responsible, but you can never be too careful.”

Eddie nodded. “Yeah, I’ll make sure no one gives her trouble. At the movies…”

“Good,” Robert replied, and Eddie thought that he was probably on the football team when he was in high school.



Eddie had only ever been to one party before, but he quickly deduced that they were all made up of about three main components: terrible lighting, at least one rectangular glass table, and shitty, shitty music. Eddie couldn’t emphasise that last one enough.

“What even is this song?” he asked Moe.

“I don’t know, man. I’ll Shazam it!”

“Please don’t,” Eddie said.

They walked deeper into the house, and Marissa eagerly ditched them as soon as she recognised somebody. She turned to Eddie just before she left. “I’ll find you at one!” she yelled over the music. Then she ruffled his hair like he was an obedient golden retriever, and Eddie glared at his shoes.

“Where should we go?” Moe asked him. He had to practically put his mouth on Eddie’s ear to be heard, and Eddie tensed.

“Let’s go outside.”

They walked through the house, towards the backyard. Eddie couldn’t help but think how different everybody looked when they weren’t in uniform. But he also struggled to tell anyone apart.

When they got outside, Moe offered him a beer from his backpack. Eddie didn’t really want to take it, but he did. He looked around the party and thought about how he’d never been drunk before. Then he took a sip and decided to stop thinking for a while.

“Hey, there’s Lyla,” Moe said. He pointed to a girl in a tight purple dress, and Eddie frowned. She didn’t look like Lyla. She looked like a brighter, curvier version.

“Man, she looks good,” Moe said. “It’s cool that I say that, right?”

Eddie shrugged, taking a sip of his beer. “I guess.”

“Are you gonna talk to her?”

“Maybe.”

“Maybe? This is the perfect opportunity, man! You’re at a party. You’re both drinking. You’re both hot…”

Eddie looked at him. “Dude, you have got to stop calling other guys hot. Someone might hear you.”

“What do I care?”

“Because,” Eddie said. He didn’t know how to explain it.

“Why? Because they’ll think I’m gay?”

The word soured in Eddie’s gut. He looked away—at a patch of grass. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

“You’ve got to stop caring so much about what other people think, Eddie.”

“Excuse me? I didn’t even want to come to this stupid party. I only played nice with those arseholes for you. You’re the one who cares what they think.”

“I couldn’t give two shits what Dixon and his mates think. I only wanted to come to this party to see Emily.”

“Then go see her,” Eddie said. He downed the rest of his drink, and Moe just sat there, watching him.

“What are you going to do?”

“Does it matter?”

“Yeah, man. I don’t want to leave you by yourself.”

“I’ll be fine,” Eddie said, and it came out angrier than he meant it to. But he didn’t apologise. He just kept staring at that same patch of grass, waiting for Moe to leave.

Once he was gone, Eddie sat by himself and drank two more beers. He got buzzed enough that he no longer felt guilty about his conversation with Moe. Then he got up and wandered inside the house.


Chapter 6

Eddie found himself in the kitchen standing in front of a big red bowl. He thought it was a raspberry punch, but he couldn’t be sure. He poured himself a glass.

Definitely not punch.

Eddie coughed, spitting the red stuff back into his cup. Someone beside him laughed.

“Ugh,” Eddie groaned. “It’s you.”

“I didn’t think you’d come tonight,” Dylan said.

Eddie leaned on the counter, and his vision danced. “You think about me a lot?

“Very rarely, actually.”

“Whatever,” Eddie muttered.

He felt Dylan’s gaze on him as he walked towards the living room. It smelled like cigarette smoke in here, and some other terrible smell that Eddie thought might be weed. He took a seat.

“Hey, look!” Josh said from somewhere. “Jerkins made it!”

Eddie waved, leaning back against the couch. After a few minutes, he noticed Dylan enter the room and sit down next to Josh. He and Eddie held eye contact for a few seconds, and then Lyla came stumbling in. She sat directly on Eddie’s lap.

“Hi,” she breathed into his ear.

“Hi.”

“Where have you been all night?”

“I don’t know. Staring at grass, mostly.”

“You’re funny.”

“Thanks.”

“So, what’s the deal?” Josh asked. “Are you two having sex or what?”

“Josh,” Lyla scolded. She blushed all the way down to her neck.

“Hey, it’s a fair question! I think we all have a right to know.”

“You do not,” she told him, leaning her back against Eddie’s chest. He didn’t know what to do with his hands until she wrapped them around her waist.

“I highly doubt they’re having sex,” Arsehole #2 said. He was a tall, olive-skinned guy with curly hair. His real name was Ethan.

“Why’s that?” Josh asked.

“Because I highly doubt Jerkins has the balls to even kiss a girl, much less have sex with one.”

“Go on, Jerkins,” Josh said. “Prove him wrong.”

“What?” Eddie muttered.

“Kiss Lyla.”

Eddie felt something swoop through his stomach—like a low flying bird or a badly piloted plane. His head swam and he suddenly became very aware of his hands on Lyla’s hips.

“What are you waiting for?” Josh asked.

Eddie looked at Dylan, but he wasn’t looking back. He was drinking a beer and frowning at the floor.

“Jerkins?”

Eddie closed his eyes. He felt Lyla turn to face him, and when he opened his eyes again her lips were very close to his. It was weird seeing her face in so much detail.

“Kiss her!” Ethan said, and soon the whole room had started to chant.

Kiss her. Kiss her. Kiss her.

Eddie closed his eyes again, because that’s what people in movies did. He slowly leaned his head forwards, and that was when his body decided to betray him for the first time in days.

It was small—they always were. But it was enough for the entire room to notice and subsequently break into laughter, and for Lyla to go still in his arms.

“Eddie?” she asked when it was over. “Are you okay?”

“Don’t worry, Lyla,” Josh said. “It happens all the time. Why do you think we call him Jerkins?”

Lyla leaned back, staring at Eddie—not like he was a freak, but worse: like he was a wounded animal. Eddie sighed and gently pushed her off him.

“Eddie,” she called out. But Eddie kept walking. Past Josh. Past Ethan and all of the other shitbags from his school. Including Dylan.

He kept walking, out the front door and down the driveway. He kept walking until he’d walked all the way home.



Eddie got in a lot of trouble the next morning, mostly from Marissa. She woke him up at 4 a.m. (when she got home) and proceeded to yell quietly about how worried she and Moe were about him. Eddie thought that she was just scared about how his mother would react to her losing him at a party, but he kept that to himself. He yawned and listened impatiently to her long, slightly slurred rant about responsibility and all the possible dangers he could have encountered during his ten-minute walk home. Then he watched as she burst into tears, and he awkwardly patted her leg as she told him about a boy named Kyle.

“Why’d you leave the party?” she asked once she’d calmed down. She rubbed her snotty nose on the back of her hand, and Eddie thought that for a pretty girl she could be kind of gross sometimes.

“I just wasn’t having a good time,” Eddie told her.

“Did something happen?” she asked.

“No, nothing happened.”

“Moe said you were having your man period.”

“Something like that.”

Marissa frowned. “You should apologise to him. He spent half his night looking for you.”

“I will.”

“Eddie?” she asked after a while. The moonlight was washing through the window, making her skin glow.

“Yeah?”

“I’m sorry you had a bad night.”

“Yeah,” Eddie said. “It’s…whatever. It sounds like you had a pretty bad night too.”

Marissa sighed, standing up from his bed. She looked so out of place in Eddie’s room, with her chunky earrings and bright eyeshadow; she looked like she belonged in a club. “Parties are never as fun as you think they’re gonna be,” she told him.

“Then why do you always go to them?”

“I don’t know,” she said, fiddling with her bracelet. “I guess I’m just hoping I’ll meet somebody.”

“Maybe you should try meeting somebody somewhere else,” Eddie said.

She smiled weakly, and Eddie thought that drunken Marissa was kind of cool. “Yeah,” she said. “Maybe you’re right.”

Later, in the afternoon, Eddie was lying on the couch playing Words with Friends with his own mother when the doorbell rang. He was still pretty tired, so he nudged his mother’s leg with his foot.

“You get it,” he said.

“Lazy bugger,” she muttered, pushing his foot away. Eddie grinned and scored sixty-three points using a triple word tile.

“You’re not gonna like what I just did!” he called after her.

Eddie heard his mother mumbling to somebody in the hallway. He frowned, putting his phone down as she walked back into the room.

“Who is it?” he asked.

“It’s a girl,” his mother said.

Eddie’s stomach dipped. “A girl?”

“A girl.”

“What does she look like? Is she one of Marissa’s friends?”

“No. She’s asking for you.”

Eddie sat up, his phone sliding off his stomach. “For me?”

His mother huffed. “Yes, Eddie. There’s a girl at the door and she’s asking for you. Now get off your butt and go talk to her.”

Eddie wiped the Cheezels’ dust off his shirt and got up from the couch. He walked past the TV and tried to check out his hair.

“Oh, you look fine,” his mother whispered. “Go!”

Eddie jogged over to the front door. He wasn’t sure who he was expecting to see when he opened it, but it sure as hell wasn’t Lyla.

“Hi,” she said, shyly.

“Hey…”

“Sorry, this is probably kind of weird for you.”

“No,” Eddie said. “It’s…yeah, okay. It’s a little weird.”

“Moe gave me your home address.”

“Of course he did.”

Lyla smiled awkwardly. Eddie wasn’t used to seeing her like this. She fidgeted with the sleeves of her jumper, staring at the doorbell beside Eddie’s head. “So…” she muttered.

Eddie wished he’d never gone to that party. He wished he’d never tried to speak to Lyla outside the idealised world of Facebook.

“Do you, uh, do you want to come in?”

“I was thinking we could go for a walk, actually.”

“Sure,” Eddie said, his stomach unfurling. “We can do that.”

He shut the door and then led Lyla down his driveway. They turned left at the end of his street, where Eddie knew there was nothing but trees for a long time.

“So,” Lyla said. “About the party…”

“We don’t have to talk about it.”

“Yeah, Eddie, I think we do.”

Eddie slowed to a stop. He sighed, running a hand through his cropped hair. “Look,” he said. “I don’t know if we were actually dating or not—at least I never thought we were. But if that’s why you’re here, you don’t need to bother. I get it.”

Lyla raised an eyebrow. “You get it?”

“Yeah, I get it. Don’t worry, I’m not upset or anything. I’m not even surprised, really.”

“Eddie, what are you talking about?”

“You’re here to break up with me.”

Lyla stared at him. “Break up with you?”

“Yeah. And look, don’t worry, I understand—”

“I’m not breaking up with you, Eddie. I wasn’t even aware that we were dating.”

Eddie frowned. “Wait…what?”

“I’m not breaking up with you. We’re not dating. And even if we were dating, I wouldn’t be breaking up with you. You didn’t do anything wrong.”

“I embarrassed you.”

“No, you didn’t. I embarrassed myself. I went along with Josh’s stupid idea and I pressured you. It’s probably what brought on your…”

“My fit?”

“Is that what they’re called?”

Eddie shook his head. He didn’t really feel like standing anymore, so he sat on the side of the road. Lyla sat next to him.

“They’re called myoclonic seizures,” he told her. “And no, you didn’t bring it on. They’re completely random. Usually they happen in the mornings, but apparently the universe hates me.”

“So…you have epilepsy?”

“Juvenile myoclonic epilepsy, if you want to sound fancy.”

“Were you born with it?”

“No,” Eddie said. “It actually only started about five years ago, when I was twelve. My grandfather has it, and his grandfather had it too.”

“Will it go away?”

Sometimes, this question would upset Eddie. But the way Lyla asked it made something soften inside him. Maybe it was her huge eyes, or the way she leaned forwards like her heart was hinging on the answer.

“No, it won’t go away. But it’s manageable. I just have to take medication every day to keep my seizures controlled. I mostly just have muscle jerks, not actual seizures. Like what you saw at the party last night.”

Lyla closed her eyes. “I’m so sorry, Eddie.”

“Don’t be.”

“That’s why all those arseholes at our school call you…”

“Jerkins, yeah. Josh didn’t sprain any muscles coming up with that one.”

“I’m so sorry,” she said again, and Eddie put a hand on her leg without thinking, just like he did with Marissa. Lyla tracked his movement, and then she smiled. “Let me make it up to you,” she said. “Let me take you to the movies tomorrow night.”

“Lyla, there’s nothing to make up for.”

“Then I’ll amend my offer,” she said. “Let me take you to the movies tomorrow because I like you and I want to spend more time with you—away from all the arseholes at Greenview.”

Eddie sighed. “There are a lot of arseholes at Greenview.”

They laughed. Eddie’s hand was still on Lyla’s leg, and before he could even think about moving it away, she nudged him with her shoulder.

“So? Have we got a deal?”

Eddie looked at her. She really was beautiful. “Yeah,” he told her. “We’ve got a deal.”

And then she kissed him. It was so quick that Eddie couldn’t even be sure it really happened, except that now his lips tasted like strawberry ChapStick.

“Sorry,” she said, her face still very close to his. “I just wanted to be sure.”

“Huh?”

“Your seizures. I just wanted to make sure I wasn’t a trigger.”

“Oh,” Eddie replied. “Nope. No seizures. Solid as a rock over here.”

Eddie cringed at his own bad innuendo, and Lyla’s smile grew even bigger.

“I’ll message you,” she said.

“Okay. Sure.”

After Lyla was gone, Eddie waited a long time before he finally got up and walked home. His mother asked him a lot of questions when he walked through the door, but he was able to deflect most of them by feigning a sudden illness.

“I think it might be respiratory,” he told her, grazing his throat.

He spent the rest of the afternoon upstairs in his room, staring at the ceiling and tasting strawberries on his lips.


Chapter 7

Eddie tried to use his fake illness to haggle a day off school on Monday, but it didn’t work. His mother saw right through his fake coughing and sneezing, and she forced him on the next train to Greenview. Unfortunately, it also happened to be the same train Dylan was on.

Eddie tried not to look at him. He stared out the window and focused on the steady, persistent movement of the train. He’d always liked trains. The way the whole world seemed to shrink down to the little carriage he was in, and how it felt like time was inconsequential when he looked out the window. There wasn’t really any context on trains; it was just a bunch of people sitting together, waiting to be somewhere else. It was the lull between reality, the pocket dimension where people like Josh and Ethan felt surreal.

Eddie just liked the feeling of being nowhere. And he hated Dylan for ruining that feeling, because he couldn’t think of anything but that arsehole staring at him from across the aisle.

“You got a problem?” Eddie asked.

Dylan seemed startled. He averted his gaze, shaking his head.

Good, Eddie thought. He didn’t know what he’d do if Dylan actually did have a problem.



Lyla took Eddie to a local pizza place near the cinemas. For some reason, when his mother dropped him off, Eddie told her that he was meeting Moe. He didn’t know whether she believed him or not; after all, he was wearing cologne—some brand name bottle that he’d swiped from Robert’s dresser. Eddie had practically drowned himself in the stuff, so he was pretty sure his mother recognised it as soon as they got in the car. (That, and he’d also been fighting the urge to sneeze for the past twenty minutes.)

Lyla asked him what he wanted to eat, and Eddie ordered the cheapest pizza on the menu. Then she pulled out her debit card despite Eddie’s protest. Some guy snickered behind them, but Lyla didn’t seem to hear him.

She grinned. “Just got this card the other day.”

“Thank you,” Eddie told her. He knew that society has rules about that sort of thing, and that he probably should have felt embarrassed. But honestly, he didn’t see what was so bad about letting a girl buy him dinner. It also seemed to make Lyla happy, flashing her fancy new card around.

They sat in a booth at the back of the restaurant, and Eddie was relieved when the food came out early. It gave him something new to talk about.

“You, uh, you like pepperoni?” he asked.

Lyla glanced down at her plate. “Nah, I just like ordering it. Makes me feel like an authentic Brooklynite.”

“Really?”

She smirked. “No, of course not. I love pepperoni. It’s their best flavour.”

“I beg to differ,” Eddie said.

Lyla looked at his plate. “Cheese? Really, Eddie?”

He laughed. “I’m a really fussy eater.”

They spent a long time talking about food, and then they moved on to school, and then Moe, and then Moe and Emily, and then Lyla’s three little brothers whose names also started with L, and then the Kardashians. Eddie found out that Lyla had been born in Australia, but that her father had migrated from Fiji when he was seventeen after he fell in love with Lyla’s mother. Lyla’s favourite place to visit in Fiji was Taveuni Island, and that was where her shell necklace had come from.

“I’ll take you there one day,” she told Eddie.

Finally, just when it felt like they had exhausted all possible conversation topics, Eddie announced that he was going to the bathroom. When he came back, Lyla was holding out his jacket for him. Not wearing his jacket. Holding it. She even tried to slide it on his shoulders.

“I think you’re trying to emasculate me,” Eddie said.

“I didn’t realise your masculinity was so fragile,” she teased.

Eddie smiled. He liked Lyla. She seemed to understand this ‘thing’ between them. Eddie didn’t even have to try.

Later, when they were in the cinema, Eddie couldn’t focus on the movie because he kept glancing at the armrest where Lyla’s hand was. He’d never held a girl’s hand before except his mother’s—something he would never think to utter out loud to anyone, ever. He could feel Lyla staring at him every so often, and the anticipation of it all was making his palms sweaty, which was making him even more nervous and making him sweat even more.

About three quarters of the way through the movie, after Eddie’s limbs hadn’t strayed from his side, Lyla grabbed his hand. She even interlocked their fingers, which was something Eddie would have never thought to do. He was tense for a few minutes, thinking about his sweaty hands, but then he relaxed.

After the movie, he and Lyla walked back towards the pizza place.

“I’m sorry,” he said after a long silence.

“What are you sorry for?”

“I’m sorry that I didn’t…” he paused, looking at the gutter, “hold your hand…back there.”

“It’s fine, Eddie.”

“No. You’ve been so good tonight. You paid for us and you picked the movie time. I should have held your hand.”

“Eddie,” Lyla said softly. She stopped, and Eddie stopped, too.

“What?”

She sighed, shoving her hands in her jacket pockets. “Do you like me?”

“Of course I like you.”

“Yeah, but do you…” she trailed off, shaking her head. “Did you want to hold my hand tonight?”

Eddie took a deep breath. It felt like the cheese pizza had turned to lead in his stomach. “Yes,” he said.

“Are you sure?”

“I’m positive.”

Lyla stared at him for a moment. Slowly, a smile started to creep over her face. “Do you want to kiss me again?”

Eddie couldn’t actually speak, so he just nodded. Lyla pulled him by the arm and he stumbled forward, until he was pressing her against the side of the empty pizza place. She giggled.

“I really like you,” she whispered.

Eddie nodded again.

“I think you’re really nice, and…different.”

Eddie kept nodding.

“And I think we’re going to be really good together…”

Eddie dove in, crushing his lips against Lyla’s in an almost surgical move. He felt her exhale against his mouth, and she wrapped her arms around his neck as he pressed his hands against the wall.

For Eddie, the kiss seemed to go on forever—mostly because he spent the whole time inside his head. He thought about every bump of teeth and every swipe of Lyla’s tongue against his bottom lip, and he vacantly realised that this is what kissing felt like.

When Lyla’s hand started straying from his neck and wandering down to his chest, Eddie took an abrupt step back. He pulled out his phone and looked at his blank home screen.

“Mum’s here,” he panted. “Sorry, gotta go.”

Lyla frowned slightly, her back still plastered against the wall of the pizza shop. Then she smiled and took another step forward—like she was going to kiss him again—but Eddie was already turning away.

Coward. Coward. Coward.

“I’ll see you at school!” he called over his shoulder.


Chapter 8

Moe didn’t ask Eddie why he was sitting outside a Caltex at 10 p.m. He only rolled down the window of his brother Marcel’s Toyota to tell him he was riding shotgun.

“That’s cool,” Eddie said. He slid into the backseat and stared out the window.

“What is this shit?” he heard Moe ask.

“It’s called real music.”

“Don’t do that.”

“Don’t do what?” Marcel asked.

“Don’t act like you’re some guru who comes from a different generation of music. This is the Foo Fighters.”

“Technically, the Foo Fighters are my generation.”

“You were three when they formed. Seriously, why do you do this?”

“You sure know a lot about the Foo Fighters for someone who claims to hate them.”

“I don’t hate them,” Moe said. “I just don’t like rock. More specifically, I don’t like millennial wannabes who pretend to like rock and claim that it’s real music.”

Marcel called Moe something like a pretentious arsewipe, and then they had a small grapple over the stereo’s aux cord before Marcel gave up and let Moe have it. Moe started playing Missy Higgins.

After a while, Marcel glanced back at Eddie. “Bad night?” he asked.

Eddie didn’t quite know what to say, because it wasn’t a bad night. By all measures, it should have been a really good night.

“It was okay,” Eddie said.

They spent the rest of the ride in silence. Moe seemed to realise that Eddie didn’t want to go home, so he told Marcel to take him back to their house. Eddie pulled out his phone to let his mother know.

Later, when they were in Moe’s room, Moe brushed past Eddie and got a whiff of his cologne. He raised an eyebrow, but he still didn’t say anything.

It was only when they were lying down to sleep—Eddie on the blow-up mattress Moe kept under his bed—that he said anything at all.

“Eddie?”

“Yeah?”

“Stop beating yourself up.”

He didn’t say anything else, and Eddie was glad. He thought about all the things Moe could have said, all of the questions he could have asked him, and he suddenly felt sick.

Sometimes, when Moe looked at him, Eddie worried what assumptions he’d drawn based on a bunch of random, insignificant details.

And sometimes, like tonight, he worried that those details weren’t really random or insignificant at all.



Eddie was angry when he got on the train the next morning. He didn’t really know why. Maybe it was because he had to wake up early and go back home to get his uniform, or maybe it was because a pretty girl liked him at school and Eddie felt nothing. Maybe it was because his dad died when he was twelve and now he had an annoying stepsister that he didn’t want and an obstinate new father figure who questioned his every move.

“I’d appreciate a call next time you’re staying at a friend’s house,” Robert had said.

“I texted Mum.”

“Well, you shouldn’t always bother Mum. She’s busy late at night.”

“She said to call—”

“Call me next time. Don’t bother your mother.”

Eddie bit down on his tongue. “Okay.”

Whatever it was, it made Eddie feel trapped in a way he never felt when he was on the train. This was his happy place, the place where he swiped his go card and checked out of life for a while. It wasn’t the place where he thought about this kind of stuff.

When Dylan got on, Eddie couldn’t help but irrationally blame him for all the problems in his life. It wasn’t that Dylan had ever actually done anything to him, besides hit him in the head with a football and be a dickhead occasionally, but Eddie didn’t care. Dylan was Josh Dixon. He was Ethan Bowers and Robert and every other egotistical male in Eddie’s life. He made Eddie angry.

He watched Dylan walk through the aisle and sit down in his usual spot. And then, instead of looking away when Dylan looked at him, Eddie kept staring.

Dylan raised an eyebrow. “Something on my face?” he asked.

Yeah, a dick on your forehead, Eddie thought.

“No. Why do you ask?”

“You’re staring at me.”

“I’m just doing what you do to me every morning,” Eddie muttered.

Dylan scowled. “I don’t stare at you.”

“Really? Well, maybe you just stare through me a lot.”

“You’re out of your mind, Jergins.”

For all his anger, Eddie couldn’t help but notice that Dylan used his actual surname instead of calling him ‘Jerkins’. He frowned. “Am I?”

“Yeah, you are.”

“Whatever,” Eddie said. He was just saying words now.

There was a long silence, and Eddie thought maybe that was the end of their weird, heated exchange. But then Dylan said, “I heard Lyla gave you a handy in the movies.”

Eddie’s gaze snapped back to him. “What?”

“That’s what Josh told me. He heard it from Ethan, who heard it from one of Lyla’s friends.”

“Yeah, that’s absolutely what happened,” Eddie said, a hard edge to his voice. “Because everybody knows that Josh Dixon is a reliable source of information.”

“Well, like I said, he heard it from Ethan, who heard it from one of Lyla’s friends.”

“I can bet you anything that Josh made it up himself.”

“What do I care?” Dylan said.

“Obviously enough to bring it up.”

Dylan crossed his legs, glancing out the window. “I was bored.”

“Yeah, well, maybe you should read a book or something. Relaying stupid rumours isn’t very entertaining.”

“It is for me.”

Eddie ground his teeth together. “What’s your problem? One day you can hardly string two words together, and the next you’re running your mouth.”

“You’re the one who ran your mouth first. I was just sitting here.”

“You spoke to me first,” Eddie said loudly, and he was fully aware of how childish he sounded. He could feel people looking at them now, but he was too mad to care. Besides, that prissy blonde woman’s twins had been yelling in the carriage all morning. It was Eddie’s turn.

“Because you were staring at me like a freak.”

“I’m the freak?” Eddie said, bemused. Then he was on his feet, swaying slightly. He was in Dylan’s face before he even knew what he was doing.

Dylan stood, and Eddie noticed he was about an inch or so taller than him. “Yeah, you’re the freak,” Dylan seethed.

“Really? Because, last time I checked, I’m not the one who moved from another country halfway through the year and refuses to tell anybody why.” Eddie leaned closer, lowering his voice. “That’s you.”

“Oh yeah?” Dylan whispered. Eddie already knew where this was going before he said it. He curled his fists as Dylan said, “At least I’m not the one with fucking epilepsy.”

Eddie hit him. Well, sort of. Just as his fist connected with Dylan’s jaw, the train jerked suddenly and they both went crashing to the floor. Eddie had barely registered the shock of it all and the sudden pain in his right hand before Dylan was pinning him on his back.

The ‘hell twins’ started screaming. Or cheering. Eddie couldn’t really tell.

He immediately kicked his legs out and tried to overthrow Dylan’s weight, but Dylan was stronger than him—a fact that was made immediately clear by Eddie’s limited ability to move his upper body. He settled for thrashing violently and digging his nails into Dylan’s biceps.

“Stop them!” someone yelled. Then a lot of people started yelling at them—to stop, to calm down, to take it outside. Eddie wanted to yell back that they couldn’t take it outside because they were on a freaking train and he couldn’t move.

“Get off me,” Eddie shouted.

Dylan looked so angry, so irrepressibly wild. Eddie didn’t quite know how they got here, but it felt inevitable somehow.

“You hit me,” Dylan said.

“I hit you because you’re an arsehole.”

Dylan dug Eddie’s wrists into the floor, and Eddie hissed through his teeth. He bucked his hips and tried to knock Dylan off him, and it actually worked.

Dylan’s weight became unbalanced, and Eddie quickly slipped an arm free and wrapped it around Dylan’s throat. He pushed Dylan hard onto his back as someone close to them screamed.

“Fucker,” Dylan wheezed.

Eddie hardly had time to contemplate the fact that he was choking somebody on the floor of a train before he felt someone bending his arm backwards, forcing him to release Dylan.

It was as if everything came back to Eddie in that moment. All the yelling and all the noises of the train returned to him in perfect clarity. He stared down at Dylan lying on the floor, fingers lightly grazing his neck, and suddenly he felt sick.

“I’m sorry,” he breathed.

He didn’t know if he was saying sorry to the man behind him holding his arms, or to the Latino woman with the blue handbag, or to Dylan. He was just sorry.


Chapter 9

Eddie had never been in detention before. He didn’t even know if this constituted being in detention, but it sure felt like it. He was sitting on a chair outside the principal’s office and Dylan was sitting right next to him. His parents were on the way. Dylan’s too, probably. Someone from the train must have seen their Greenview shirts and called the school.

It was probably the geriatric hipster, Eddie thought. It was either him or the blonde woman with the feral children—because they never fought on the train.

Eddie tapped his foot and stared down at his hands. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Dylan leaning his head against the wall, looking bored.

For a brief moment, Eddie let himself wonder about Dylan’s family. If he was anything like the rest of the football guys, which he definitely was, then he probably came from money. His mum probably wore designer clothes and his dad probably drove a Jaguar and had a moustache—a full one, too. Not like the sparse littering of hair that Eddie sometimes grew.

Eddie sighed, rubbing his face. That was when he heard Robert’s voice.

“—I can’t believe I had to leave work for this.”

Eddie froze. He tried his best not to look affected in front of Dylan, but Robert sounded mad. He sounded like he did the time Eddie ate too many donuts and threw up on his dress shoes.

“I’m sure there’s more to it,” he heard his mother say, just before she and Robert walked into the room.

Robert gave Dylan a cursory glance—and, judging by the look on his face, he’d already made an assumption about what happened. One of the new football guys decided to put Eddie the nerd back in his place, probably to save face.

It’s just the natural order of things.

His mother just looked at Eddie, frowning slightly. He could tell she was biting her tongue. She probably had been from the moment she got in the car with Robert. Eddie just wanted to pull her aside and tell her that he was sorry. He wanted to tell her that everything was okay, that he was fine.

Before either of them could say anything, Principal Reichner came sauntering out of his office in one of his 80s’ style leisure suits. Eddie always thought he looked like a goofy version of Paul Gleason’s character in The Breakfast Club (just with less hair).

“Mr Carver,” he said. “I see we’re still waiting on your guardian?”

Dylan nodded.

“Do you imagine he’ll be much longer? I’d like to get this matter resolved as soon as possible.”

Dylan just shrugged. “I don’t know.”

Reichner sighed. He extended a hand towards Robert, and they both seemed a little offended by the other’s sense of dress.

Robert gave him his squinty-eyed smile. “It’s nice to finally meet you, Principal Reichner. I wish it were under better circumstances.”

“As do I, Mr Harris.”

“Is there any chance we could get this underway? I left an important meeting for this.”

“And now you’re at another important meeting,” Reichner replied. He gave Robert a tight smile before walking back into his office. “Dylan, Eddie,” he said, “follow me.”

Reichner’s office was small and slightly out of date, much like him. He closed the door behind him as Eddie and Dylan sat down as far apart as possible.

“Now,” Reichner said, settling behind his desk, “I’d like to have a chat with both of you before your parents come in.”

“Why?” Dylan said.

“Well, in my history, I’ve found that the presence of family sometimes inhibits a person’s ability to speak freely.” He clasped his hands together, looking at each of them. “Now, I want you both to tell me what happened.”

Eddie peered at Dylan. He was staring out the window, his jaw locked.

“Come on, you two. If you can’t talk to me now, how’s it going to be when your parents come in here in a few minutes?”

“We just…had a misunderstanding,” Eddie offered reluctantly. He could almost feel Dylan roll his eyes.

“That’s obvious,” Reichner said. “Care to tell me more?”

Eddie looked at Dylan. “We don’t like each other.”

“Why don’t you like each other?”

Eddie shrugged. “Dylan’s on the football team.”

“Okay,” Reichner said. “Dylan?”

“Eddie’s…not on the football team.”

“Are you two telling me that you got in a physical fight on a public train over a game of football?”

“It’s not just football,” Eddie said. “It’s…what it means.”

“And what does it mean?”

Eddie huffed, staring at the ceiling. “It’s a title. The guys at this school…they wear it around like a badge of honour and they think the whole damn world is beneath them because of it.”

Dylan scoffed, and Eddie squeezed his hands into fists.

“Is this true?” Reichner asked Dylan, who shook his head.

“Eddie’s just mad because he’s not on the team. Because he doesn’t have friends.”

“I have friends,” Eddie said through clenched teeth.

“Oh, right,” Dylan said. “The Canadian guy. Sorry, you have one friend.”

“I’d rather have one real friend than an entire team of arseholes pretending to like me just because I can kick a ball.”

Dylan laughed. “Is that right?”

“Yeah, that’s—”

“That’s enough,” Reichner said, rubbing his temples. He walked over to the door. “Dylan, your grandfather’s here.”

Eddie frowned, watching as an elderly man walked in next to Robert. He tried to find Dylan in his face, to connect the pieces without knowing the full picture. Reichner had referred to him as Dylan’s guardian. Why would Dylan move halfway around the world to live with his grandfather?

“Ah, Mr Carver,” Reichner said. “So glad you could join us.”

Dylan’s grandfather grunted in response. Eddie immediately saw a resemblance.

“Now, I’m sure you’re all aware of why we’re here today—”

“Yes,” Eddie’s mother said. “Because Eddie is being targeted.”

“Mrs Doherty—”

“It’s true!” she said, and Eddie resisted the urge to bury his face in his hands. “Ever since Eddie started at this school, he’s done nothing but keep his head down and make a very sizeable contribution to the school’s academic record. And yet, I’ve had to call the school not once, not twice, but three times about inappropriate nicknames regarding Eddie’s medical condition.”

This time, Eddie did bury his face in his hands. “Mum,” he pleaded.

“No, Eddie. I’m sick of this.”

“Hey, now,” Dylan’s grandfather said, and Eddie was surprised to hear he was Australian. “Just how are we to know that your boy didn’t start this?”

“Eddie didn’t start this,” Robert said. “I can assure you.”

Eddie seethed. Of course Robert didn’t think he was capable of starting a fight. He turned to his stepfather, squaring his shoulders. “What if I did?”

“Are you saying that you threw the first punch?” Reichner asked. “That you provoked Dylan?”

“I’d say that he provoked me first. But, yeah, I threw the first punch.”

“Eddie,” his mother said softly. “Why?”

“Because he deserved it.”

Eddie stared at the edge of Reichner’s desk. He could feel everyone’s eyes on him. He thought he might be sick.

“This is serious, Eddie,” Reichner said. “We need to know how and why this fight started. I understand that there are underlying social issues at this school, but I need to know what happened in this specific context. What did Dylan say to provoke you?”

Eddie closed his eyes, running a hand over his face. He didn’t want to tell them about Lyla because he didn’t want his mum to know. He also didn’t want to tell them about Dylan’s epilepsy comment because, well, he didn’t want his mum to know.

Eddie opened his eyes. “Dylan didn’t say anything. I was just…angry.”

“About?”

“About…nothing.” Eddie sighed, folding his arms.

“Tell the truth,” his mother said. “You don’t have to lie.”

“I’m not lying. I was just in a bad mood and wanted to take it out on somebody.”

“See?” Dylan’s grandfather said. “I knew there was more to it. Come on, Dylan. We’re leaving.”

“Just a minute, Mr Carver,” Reichner said. “Regardless of Eddie’s admission, there still needs to be a reconciliation here. I can’t allow for this kind of hostility to affect the public as well as the school.”

“Simple,” Dylan’s grandfather shrugged. “Expel the one who started the fight.”

“Expel him?” Robert shook his head. “No, you can’t do that.”

“Eddie will be suspended for two days,” Reichner said. “I can’t justify expulsion given the fact that he’s had a faultless record up until this point.”

His mother let out a breath. She looked at Eddie, and then she looked away like she didn’t really care for what she saw. Eddie felt his heart pull in his chest.

“However,” Reichner said, “I do find it incumbent that Eddie and Dylan set their differences aside and learn to deal with one another.”

“How do you suggest they do that?” Robert asked.

Reichner leaned back in his chair, and Eddie’s stomach tightened long before the words left his mouth. “I suggest that Eddie joins the football team.”

Eddie couldn’t help himself. He laughed.

“You can’t be serious,” his mother said. “Eddie is epileptic and hasn’t played sports since he was a child. If he has a seizure and loses consciousness on the football field, he could be seriously hurt.”

“Mrs Doherty, Eddie hasn’t had a seizure on school grounds in all the years he’s been at Greenview. From my understanding, they are quite rare for him.”

“That doesn’t mean they’re not possible. Especially if you’re putting him in a situation where he’s going to be overexerted—”

“Eddie would only be participating in light training,” Reichner explained. “It’s completely your decision, but I’ve seen many students with epilepsy go on to excel at a variety of sports. If anything, I’ve seen that physical activity can actually improve seizure control.”

“It might not be such a bad idea,” Robert said.

“You’re right, it wouldn’t be a bad idea. It would be a terrible idea. I don’t even know how to play.”

“Eddie’s right,” Dylan said. “It would only make things worse. Eddie doesn’t look like he’d be very good at football,” he said, side-eyeing him. “Or…any sports.”

Eddie glared at him.

“He was on a soccer team,” Robert said.

“Yeah, when I was five,” Eddie clarified. “Besides, we’re already halfway through the season. It would make no sense putting me on the team now. I’d only throw them off.”

“You wouldn’t be competing with them,” Reichner said. “You’d only be training with them a few times a week for the rest of the season. Learning what they do, how hard they work, garnering mutual respect.”

Eddie’s mother nodded, like she was warming to the idea. “Well, as long as the coach and the team are all aware of Eddie’s condition…” She turned to Eddie. “Sweetie, what do you think?”

Eddie sunk into his chair. His gaze flickered sideways to Dylan, and he saw that Dylan was smirking behind his hand. Motherfucker.

“Greenview prides itself on being an all-inclusive school, Eddie. We don’t want you to ever feel limited because of your condition. I know that limitations do exist, but playing sports with your friends does not have to be one of them.”

“Friends,” Dylan muttered under his breath. It was so low that Eddie was sure he was the only one who heard him. He was still smirking, and Eddie had the sudden urge to tackle him in his chair.

“I agree,” Robert said. “There are many kids at this school that would kill to be on the football team.”

Eddie sighed. And then there were people like him, who would be killed for being on the football team.

“Okay,” he said, even though his insides were screaming. “Fine. Whatever.”

“Wonderful,” Reichner said. He had a gleam in his eye, like he was already drafting an inclusivity piece for the next school newsletter.

Eddie glanced around the room. Robert looked almost proud, but Eddie wasn’t stupid. He knew that for his stepfather, it was less about Eddie overcoming his physical limitations and more about fulfilling some kind of masculine stereotype.

His mother just smiled tightly. She looked like she did on Eddie’s first day of high school, like she wanted to wrap him up in bubble wrap and never let him out of her sight.

Dylan’s grandfather looked like he’d fallen asleep.

And Dylan…Dylan looked strangely impressed.



As further punishment, Robert and his mother made Eddie ride the train home from school. Dylan’s grandfather must have had a similar idea, because there Dylan was—sitting in his regular seat, looking smug as all hell.

“Well, training should be interesting,” Dylan muttered.

Eddie tightened his fists. He looked down at his knuckles and saw a speck of dried blood.

“You’ve got a mean right hook,” Dylan said, moving his jaw.

“You’ve got a fat neck.”

Dylan smirked, staring out the window. “A little tip: when you’re tackling someone, keep your head up.”

“My technique seemed to work pretty well when I pinned you this morning.”

“Trust me, there are guys on the team who are built like Dwayne Johnson. You’ll break your neck doing what you did to me.”

Eddie stared at the bruise on Dylan’s chin. “Why are you trying to help me?” he asked him.

“I’m just making conversation.”

There was a small silence. Eddie realised that Dylan had freckles on his nose, and he wondered how he’d missed them.

Dylan raised an eyebrow. “Why didn’t you tell them what I said?”

Eddie didn’t answer right away. Truthfully, he didn’t really know why he took all the blame. Maybe he felt bad because he choked Dylan and split his eyebrow, and he had a feeling that Dylan could have done a lot more to him than tackle him and restrain his wrists.

“I don’t know,” he told him. Then he shrugged. “It’d just make me even more of a target if you got expelled.”

Dylan nodded, and the train pushed to a slow stop. He stood up and pulled his bag over his shoulder. “I’ll see you ’round, Jergins.”

Eddie watched him leave. He watched him walk precariously close to the yellow safety line, and then he saw him pull out a cigarette from his pocket.

For a moment, Eddie wondered what home he was walking towards. He wondered what Dylan’s grandfather was going to say when he walked through the door, if he was going to be mad like Eddie’s mum. Did Dylan fear him the way Eddie feared Robert sometimes? Did he ever feel lonely?

Eddie leaned his head against the window and watched the streets of Runcorn pass by. He’d never noticed before, but they were kind of nice.


Chapter 10

Eddie bought a new amplifier during school holidays, and he skipped his bimonthly crew cut for the first time since preschool.

“I want it long,” Eddie told his mum. “Like, Jim Morrison long.”

She frowned at him. “Jim Morrison was an addict, Eddie.”

“Yeah, but he looked cool.”

She sighed. “Just promise me you’ll keep it cleaner than he did.”

“I’ll wash it,” Eddie promised her. “I’ve just had the same haircut since I was, like, six years old. I want to look different this year.”

His mother stared at him in the mirror, running a hand through his growing hair. “As long as you don’t want to be different,” she said.

Eddie and Lyla kept hanging out. They went to the movies a few more times and then to the beach with Moe and some of Lyla’s friends. She kissed him when they were alone, and one time when they weren’t, and Eddie decided that he didn’t really like kissing all that much. It was invasive and embarrassing; but Lyla really liked it, so he didn’t complain.

“I think we should start dating,” she told him a week before school started. They were sitting on the front steps of his house, and his mother kept coming outside to bring them snacks.

“We are dating.”

“No. I mean dating. Like boyfriend and girlfriend.”

“Oh,” Eddie said.

“You don’t want to?”

“No, I want to.”

“Great,” Lyla said. Then she kissed Eddie on the cheek and ran inside to tell his mother.

Eddie just sat on the steps, dropping his chin in his hands. He watched the cars drive past and wished he was on a train, existing outside of time and context. Nowhere, but heading somewhere.



Dylan didn’t get on at Runcorn.

But then Eddie saw him—two stops later, at Sunnybank Station, looking like he had just run a half marathon. There was no smoke this time, just sweat and red-faced exertion. He boarded the train and sat in his regular seat, gasping for breath.

“You move to Sunnybank?” Eddie asked him.

Dylan scowled. “Thought the name had a nicer ring to it.”

“Seems like the train’s a bit out of your way though.”

“You think?”

“Yeah, you should probably move somewhere within walking distance.”

“Thanks for the tip, Jergins.” Dylan settled back in his seat, leaning his head against the window. He watched Eddie with a hooded gaze. “Your hair’s longer,” he said.

Yours is dirtier, Eddie thought. He couldn’t really tell, though. Dylan was wearing a black and white cap that he sometimes wore at school—even though they weren’t allowed to wear them because they weren’t broad-brimmed. It had the letter ‘A’ on it, and Eddie briefly wondered if that stood for Atlanta. Maybe it was that Atlanta Braves baseball team he was always harping on about in class.

“Yeah, well, that’s what tends to happen when you don’t cut it for eight weeks.”

Dylan nodded. Then he said, “Kind of makes you look like a girl.”

“Says the guy with hair down to his shoulders.”

“I have the face to pull it off,” Dylan said, half-smiling. “Besides, almost all the footy guys have long hair.”

“Well, technically I am a footy guy.” Eddie felt his body reject the words.

Dylan scoffed. “You are not a footy guy. You’re only on the team because of a technicality.”

“Still on the team.”

“You’re training with us. You’re not playing any games. You’d get yourself killed if you did.” Dylan shook his head, staring out the window. “Hell, you’ll probably get yourself killed just training with us.”

“We’ll see,” Eddie said, putting his earphones in his ears.

Dylan looked at him. “Yeah, we will.”



By the time lunch came around, Eddie knew something was wrong. Moe’s mother didn’t pack him lunch, and Mrs Gibson always packed Moe lunch on the first day of a new term. It was tradition.

“Everything okay?” Eddie asked.

Moe shrugged. “Yeah, man. Everything’s fine.”

Eddie nodded. He picked at his sausage roll and stared at the footy field. “I can’t believe I’m actually going to be out there.”

“You’ll be fine,” Moe said.

“It’s seriously messed up. It’s like the universe is flipping me off or something.”

“I’d love to be on the football team.”

“That’s what I’m talking about,” Eddie said. “I’m probably the one guy in this school who has zero interest in the bloody game, and Reichner put me on the team.”

“Maybe you should just be grateful,” Moe said.

“Dude, what is the matter with you?”

“Nothing.”

Eddie stared at him. “Please. You’ve been moping around all morning. You’re not brown bagging it for the first time in three years. And now you’re telling me I should feel grateful that I’m going to spend my next lunchbreak eating dirt.”

“I’m just saying, there are worse things in the world than being forced to join a school football team.”

“Like what?” Eddie asked, dusting the crumbs off his fingers.

“Like…being forced to move back to Canada.”

Eddie paused. He lifted his gaze to meet Moe’s. “Why would you say that?”

Moe sighed, stirring his slushie. “My dad’s being promoted. He’s been doing really well here, so his company offered him a pay rise to go back to Toronto—a big pay rise. The kind of pay rise you don’t turn down just to make your kid happy.”

Something twisted in Eddie’s stomach. “You’re really moving back to Canada?”

Moe nodded.

“When?”

“A month.”

Eddie closed his eyes. “How does Marcel feel about this?”

“He’s not going back. He’s got a job now, so he can support himself.”

Eddie stared at the metal table, their table. “What about…Emily? What’s going to happen to your ten-year plan?”

“It may need to stretch to twenty.”

“You…you can’t leave, man,” Eddie said. What he really wanted to say was that Moe couldn’t leave him, but that just sounded selfish.

“Trust me, I don’t want to.”

“Damn it,” Eddie said. He glanced away, feeling his eyes burn up. “You…you’re my only friend here, man.”

“You’ll meet new people.”

“I don’t want to. Other people are shit.”

“That’s true.”

“I’m serious,” Eddie said, wiping his eyes. “You’re the only other person I ever met that wasn’t shit.”

Moe looked at him, his lips tinted blue from his slushie, and Eddie wanted to cry. He didn’t want to have to miss this kind of stuff.

“You’ll be fine.”

Eddie didn’t believe him.


Chapter 11

Eddie was already apprehensive about the next period; now he was positively dreading it.

He had just spent the remainder of the lunch hour trying not to cry, and now he was in the boys’ change room pulling on his dad’s old football boots. His dad was never a football guy—at least not in Eddie’s sense of the term. His dad was smart. He never pushed people around or called them names. He was good.

Even in his younger years, Eddie could never imagine his father being anything but nice to anyone. He just didn’t have it in him to be cruel. He was the kind of guy that made Josh Dixon and Ethan Bowers look like losers.

Somehow, Eddie just made himself look like a loser.

“Hey, Jerkins,” Josh said. He sat on the bench next to Eddie and started pulling on his footy socks. “Nice boots.”

“Thanks.”

“Seriously, they’re cool. Where’d you get ’em? Poor People ‘R’ Us?”

“They were having a sale,” Eddie said, and Josh frowned. Eddie had figured out that playing along with Josh’s jokes always took away a bit of their punch.

“Lucky for you. You ready to get out there?”

“Are you kidding? I was born for this moment.”

“Listen to you,” Josh smirked. Then he winked and slapped Eddie really hard on the back.

Eddie glanced across the room. Dylan was staring at him from his locker, pulling on a shirt. Eddie quickly looked away.

Coach Madden made them run laps for the first ten minutes. Eddie found that it wasn’t so much a ‘warm up’ as it was a form of socially acceptable child abuse. Madden hurled insults at them as they passed, and Eddie found that he copped the brunt of it because he was so far behind everybody. He was also running so slow that Madden had plenty of time to think of new jabs.

“Your mother could run faster than that, Jergins! And I’d know—I’ve seen her!”

“You call that running, Jergins? I wouldn’t even call that a brisk walk!”

“Jergins! You gangly sack of shit bones! Pick up the pace!”

By the end of the ‘warm up’, Eddie had to lean against one of the footy poles just to stay upright. He took a sip of water and felt it come back up, so he swished it around his mouth and then spat it on the ground. He knew that Madden was aware of his epilepsy, but he’d also been told that Eddie shouldn’t be limited because of his condition, and he was taking that information very literally.

Thanks to Reichner, Eddie was being treated the same way as everyone else on the team—like he was a semi-professional athlete. And maybe Eddie wasn’t about to have a tonic-clonic seizure, but there was a good chance he was about to throw up blue slushie all over his dad’s boots.

After the laps, Madden had them do passing and handling drills at top speed. They were only supposed to do ten repetitions, but Eddie dropped the ball three times so they ended up doing twenty.

Ethan shook his head. “You’re so unco, Jerkins.”

Next, Madden handed Eddie the ball and motioned for Josh to stand opposite him. Eddie had a pretty good feeling that he was going to die during this drill.

“Ball security is crucial, boys. Hang on to it tight Jergins, and Dixon, try to strip it off him after I count to three.”

Madden counted, and then Josh immediately went for the ball, driving Eddie backwards as he did. Eddie struggled for all of two seconds before he was stripped of the ball.

“Pathetic,” Madden scoffed. “Okay, who can tell me what Eddie did wrong?”

“Uh, everything?” someone said.

“Correct. Eddie did everything wrong. Very good, Taylor.”

Eddie gritted his teeth. This drill actually turned out to be his favourite of them all, because he only had to do it once before he got to sit down and watch everyone else. Josh kept beating everyone, so he stayed in. It wasn’t until he got to Dylan that he finally lost.

Physically, Dylan wasn’t very strong. He was tall, but he wasn’t built the same way as Josh or Ethan. He didn’t have muscles on top of his other muscles, but he was lithe. Most importantly, he was determined. He simply wouldn’t let go of the ball, no matter what Josh tried. They both fell to the ground wrestling.

Madden seemed impressed. “Great work, Dylan!”

Josh glared at Dylan as he helped him up. Dylan just ran a hand through his sweaty hair, unfazed.

Just when Eddie thought the forty-minute torture session was over, Madden called for a ten-minute mock game to finish off. The losers would have to run five extra laps around the field, so Eddie really committed himself to winning.

The game started off okay for Eddie. He was able to hide on the wing and not come within spitting distance of the ball. He just jogged down the sideline, tightening the line of defence every so often when Madden yelled at him. Then, out of nowhere, Dylan managed to slip through the centre and score a try for Eddie’s team. Not only was he determined, but he was fast, too. Eddie actually cheered.

“Dixon, mark your man!” Madden yelled.

Josh scowled, and with his mouthguard and sweaty hair, Eddie thought he looked a bit like a swamp monster. “I was marking him!” he yelled back.

“Well, drill him next time!”

From that point on, whenever Josh got the ball, it was like he was possessed. He drove the ball forward—slamming into other players so hard Eddie could see their necks snapping backwards. At one point, Eddie edged so close to the sideline to avoid him that he accidentally stepped out.

“Jergins!” Coach shouted. “Stay on the freaking field!”

Then Josh scored to tie up the game. Eddie’s team kicked off and defended for another six before Madden called out, “Next try wins!”

Eddie didn’t care so much about winning anymore. This was starting to feel less like a game and more like a battle to the death, and he would gladly run the extra laps if it meant he could leave the field with all his bones intact.

His team were attacking on their fourth tackle. Dylan passed the ball to Ethan before quickly wrapping around him to get it back. That was when he noticed there was a large open space in front of Eddie (mainly because no one had thought it necessary to mark him).

Then something terrible happened.

Dylan passed the ball to Eddie.

And Eddie stopped.

Eddie looked at the ball, and then at the giant swamp monster hurling itself towards him, and then he closed his eyes and ducked his head. The weight of Josh’s body crashed into his rib cage, knocking all the air out of his lungs.

“Shit,” Eddie gasped.

He felt something wet on his face, and when he looked down at the ball, he realised with mild horror that it was his own blood. He had somehow hit himself in the face with the football—because of course he had.

He vaguely registered Madden cursing on the other side of the field, and Josh Dixon looking slightly smug. He thought he heard Ethan and a few of the other guys laughing. And then he saw Dylan—frowning like he genuinely didn’t expect for this to happen, like he couldn’t understand why Eddie would freeze when faced with a six-foot Neanderthal sprinting towards him at full speed.

Using all the strength he could muster, Eddie flipped him the bird.



After training, when the team started leaving for their next classes, Eddie remained in the change room nursing his nose. It was still trickling blood, but Madden assured him with a brisk and painful squeeze of his nasal bridge that it wasn’t broken, just swollen. He’d told Eddie they didn’t need to inform Reichner—or, subsequently, Eddie’s mother. He had also said that with a bit of ice, he’d be fine for practice on Wednesday.

Eddie adjusted his grip on the ice pack and leaned his head against the lockers. He really didn’t feel like going back to class and having everyone laugh at him, so he decided to stay in the change room instead. He started taking off his dad’s boots with one hand and tried not to get blood on them, even though they were covered in about a hundred different other marks. Eddie didn’t feel like they were his to stain.

“Told you to keep your head up.”

Eddie tensed, his fingers ghosting over his dad’s laces. Dylan was standing by his locker, sweatshirt rolled up to his forearms, his sweaty hair tied back in a bun. (Eddie wished his hair was long enough to do that.)

“I told you not to pass the ball to me,” Eddie muttered.

“No, you didn’t.”

Eddie glared around his ice pack. “Yeah, I did. I told you telepathically from the other side of the field.”

“You had an opening,” Dylan said.

“Yeah, and I don’t know how to play football, okay? I thought that was obvious.”

Dylan was still for a moment, and then he started taking off his shirt. “You did okay during the drills.”

Eddie averted his gaze. “No, I was shit.”

“It was your first practice. You’ll get better.”

Slowly, Eddie’s gaze drifted over to Dylan’s back. He watched the muscles flit beneath his skin as he pulled on his Greenview polo. “Will I?” he asked.

“Maybe.”

Eddie sighed. He bent forwards and gingerly untied his laces.

“Those probably didn’t help,” Dylan said, nodding to Eddie’s boots.

“Yeah, well, I’m not buying a new pair.”

Dylan raised an eyebrow. “You can get them cheap—”

“These are my boots,” Eddie said.

There was a long, awkward silence. Eddie waited for Dylan to leave, but he didn’t. He just frowned at him and said, “You’re doing it wrong.”

“Huh?”

“Your nose. You’re never going to stop the bleeding like that.”

“This is how Madden told me to do it.”

“Madden doesn’t know shit,” Dylan said, sitting down next to him. He reached out and took the ice pack from Eddie’s hand. “Pinch the soft part of your nose like this,” he told him.

Baffled, Eddie did it. Then Dylan handed him the ice pack.

“Now hold this to your nose and cheeks.”

Eddie listened to him. He didn’t know why, but he did. The bleeding stopped after about five minutes, but Dylan had already left by then.

They didn’t talk on the train home.


Chapter 12

Eddie had his first official gig tonight. It was just at a local restaurant in town, and it was unpaid, but he was still excited about it. He was actually going to be singing for people.

Granted, he’d be more like a glorified piece of furniture than an actual act. He’d been in restaurants that had live music, and if it wasn’t your kind of thing then they always seemed to fade into the background. But Eddie hoped at least one person would notice him. Maybe he’d even get to eat something for free.

“What are you doing tonight?” Lyla asked him. They were in Eddie’s bathroom, and Eddie was trying to comb his hair into something that didn’t resemble a helmet.

After the whole bloody nose fiasco, she hadn’t left his side. And Eddie was grateful—really, he was. Lyla’s dad was more than happy to drive Eddie home from school, and it was nice not having to take the train every day.

“Just getting dinner with Moe.”

Lyla sighed. “I can’t believe he’s leaving.”

“Yep,” Eddie said, combing his hair behind his ears. Oh, God. That was not a good look.

“Where are you guys going for dinner?” Lyla asked. She draped herself over Eddie’s back, running her hands over his chest.

He tensed. “Probably that sushi place you hate.”

“Damn,” she said. “I was really hungry.”

“You can stay here for dinner.”

“But you won’t be here.”

Eddie moved away from the mirror, away from Lyla. “Marissa will be,” he said, walking into his bedroom.

“Marissa doesn’t like me.”

“Marissa doesn’t like anyone.”

“All the more reason I shouldn’t stay for dinner.”

“Don’t stay then,” he said, packing his acoustic guitar in its case. “It was only a suggestion.”

She frowned at him. “Why are you being weird?”

Eddie closed his eyes for a second. When he looked back at Lyla, she was staring at him with her arms folded over her chest. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m just…” Nervous. “Sad about Moe.”

“I know you are,” Lyla said, her voice softening. “It’s okay.”

“I really would invite you tonight, but—”

“No, you go. Have fun with Moe. You two need your guy time.”

Eddie nodded. He walked over to Lyla to kiss her on the cheek, but she pulled him in by the collar and kissed his mouth instead.

“You look really nice,” she whispered.

The words startled Eddie. Lyla was always so honest with him—always told him exactly what she was thinking. She made it sound so easy.

Eddie smiled, squeezing her hand in his. He thought about being the kind of person who deserved someone like Lyla. He didn’t know where to start.



When Eddie got to the restaurant, the hostess didn’t know who he was. He stood awkwardly to the side for a few minutes while she seated two couples, and then someone finally came out to greet him.

As it turned out, Eddie wasn’t actually playing inside the restaurant.

“We’re sorry if we misled you,” said a girl with pink hair and a bow tie, “but we’re actually looking for people to play outside. We’re a new place, and we’re hoping to create a cool sort of atmosphere.”

“You want me to busk,” Eddie said, deadpan.

“You call it busking. We call it performing.”

Eddie felt something wither inside him at the words. He lugged his guitar back out onto the street. He was hoping that this was going to be one of those moments he remembered when he was older and more accomplished, and now he knew it definitely would be.

“Just not too loud,” the girl said, poking her head out the door. “We don’t want to bother the dine-ins.”

Eddie nodded. He tuned his guitar and then started to play his favourite cover—an acoustic version of ‘I’m On Fire’ by Bruce Springsteen. His entire repertoire consisted solely of indie rock songs, some of them originals, but most of them were covers of his favourite bands and artists—and he didn’t really think Sticky Fingers would be appropriate for a fancy place like this.

As Eddie was singing to the empty street, watching couples and families warm inside the restaurant behind him, he thought that this was probably the worst moment of his life. He felt small in a way he’d never felt before. Suddenly, it all just seemed too big for him. Moving overseas one day. Getting a record deal. Having people actually listen to his music. The dream was so big it no longer lifted him up; it weighed him down.

Eddie sang five songs. They were all his own, but nobody would know that. Of the seven people that had walked past him in the last half hour, no one had even wavered. They had just kept their heads down like Eddie was a homeless person asking for spare change.

After an hour, Eddie’s mind was starting to cloud and he couldn’t remember the lyrics to his own songs anymore. He put down his guitar.

“Hey, don’t stop, man.”

The voice startled Eddie. He turned to see three Greenview guys walking towards him.

“You’re Eddie, right?” said another one. He was holding a brown paper bag that was suspiciously shaped like a beer can, and he had long, unwashed hair. (They all did.)

“How do you know my name?” Eddie asked.

Eddie knew their names. Charlie Lynch, Daniel Baker and Max Laufoli. They were seniors, a year above him at Greenview, but they kept to themselves. They weren’t necessarily popular—not like the football guys—but he’d seen them smoking behind The Art Shack during school hours, so he was pretty sure they were cool. Too cool to be talking to him.

“We didn’t know you played,” Charlie said. He had some kind of accent—Eddie thought it might be Irish. He was tall and pale and wore an oversized button-up shirt with little tugboats on it.

“Just for fun,” Eddie lied. Then he shook his head and said, “I mean, I’d like to do something with it.”

“Haven’t got a bad voice, either,” Max said. He had dark skin and a distinctive New Zealand accent. He even had a moustache—a real one. Eddie felt a pang of jealousy.

“You ever thought about joining a band?” Dan asked. Eddie thought he remembered running into Dan in the principal’s office one time—something about hotboxing in the school car park before class. His red-rimmed eyes trailed over Eddie’s guitar, and Eddie suddenly felt self-conscious.

“Um, not really,” Eddie said. “No one I know is really into music.”

“We mess around mostly,” Charlie said. “But if we had a decent singer, I reckon we could go all right.”

“You think I’m a decent singer?”

Charlie nodded. He took a swig of Dan’s beer and then pushed it towards Eddie.

“Uh, no thanks.”

“So, what do you say, Ed?” Dan pressed, taking the can back from Charlie. “You gonna sing with us?”

“Sure,” Eddie said.

“Sweet. Meet us at The Art Shack tomorrow before school.”

Eddie was a bit worried they wouldn’t all fit, but he nodded anyway.

Once they were gone, he played two more songs to his empty crowd. He didn’t stop smiling the entire time.


Chapter 13

Dylan didn’t take the train all week. (Eddie only noticed because the air on the train was surprisingly clean—untainted by the smoke of Dylan’s discarded cigarettes.)

It was strange. Dylan still turned up to school every day, but he didn’t use public transport. The bus always got in around the same time Eddie arrived at school, and Dylan was never on it either.

He also wasn’t riding with Josh or Ethan. Eddie knew that because, well, he may have spied on them both when they were leaving the other day. He waited for them for so long he almost missed his train.

Eddie didn’t know why he cared so much. He supposed that a part of him was just jealous that Dylan had upgraded from their inferior means of travel. He didn’t actually care that Dylan wasn’t riding with him anymore. All they did was scowl at each other and have angry conversations about nothing.

Eddie decided to stop dedicating so much of his headspace to Dylan and his weird behaviour. Instead, he put his earphones in and thought about what it would be like to be in a band. So many of Eddie’s favourite rock bands consisted of four guys: INXS. The Beatles. And just like INXS and The Beatles, Eddie’s band was being formed while he was still in high school.

Eddie’s band. The words were enough to make him smile the entire train ride to Greenview. The lady with the blue handbag probably thought he was high, but Eddie didn’t care. None of these people knew how colourful his life had just become—how many possibilities had just opened up within the blink of an eye. That was the reality of having big dreams; at any moment, the rocks in your shoes could turn to diamonds.

He was still smiling as he got off the train, and he had a small skip in his step as he headed towards The Art Shack—expecting to find the guys inside, but instead he found Lyla.

“What are you doing here?” he asked.

“I heard you’re starting a band,” she said.

“How would you even know that?”

“Moe told me.”

“We’re not starting a band,” Eddie said, setting down his guitar. “I don’t know what we’re doing. We’re just…playing.”

“A group of guys playing music together. That sure sounds like a band to me.”

“Look, I don’t want to go around labelling stuff. These guys can actually play. They’re really cool. I don’t want to mess it up, okay?”

Lyla looked at him. When she spoke next, her voice was barely a whisper. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“It’s not a big deal,” Eddie said.

“It is,” she told him. “Music is really important to you. I know that because I make an effort to get to know you.”

Eddie turned to her. “Lyla…”

“Sometimes, I feel like you only know me because I’ve told you so much.”

“I don’t understand,” Eddie muttered.

“You never ask about me. You never want to talk about what’s important to me, or what’s important to you. I have to push every single time.”

“I don’t mean to not tell you stuff.”

“But you do. Of course you do. If you really liked me, you’d want to tell me this stuff.” She crossed her arms, looking away from him.

“Lyla—”

“You’d want to tell me what’s important to you because I’d be important to you too.”

Eddie’s heart was thudding in his chest. “You are important to me.”

“Clearly not.”

Eddie took a step forward. That was when he noticed that Lyla was crying. Something inside him broke.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“Don’t be.”

“Lyla, please. Look at me.”

Slowly, she looked up. Eddie couldn’t help but notice how pretty her eyes were when she cried. He took her hand, brushing his thumb over her knuckles.

“I care about you. I do. I was just waiting to figure out what I was doing with these guys before I told you.”

She sniffed, staring down at their hands. “You promise?”

“I promise. You were going to be the first person I told.”

Lyla’s mouth curved into a smile. She looked up at Eddie and held his gaze. “I love you,” she whispered, just as Charlie, Max and Dan walked in the room.

Eddie’s chest tightened. “That’s really nice.”



Eddie invited the guys back to his place after school. Moe came too, since he and Eddie were trying to spend as much time together as possible before he went back to Canada. They were all hanging out in his room playing music when Eddie’s mother poked her head through the door.

“Just thought you rock stars might like some snacks.”

“Mum. Please.” Eddie watched in horror as she came in carrying a tray of refreshments. “We’re fine. We don’t need any—”

“Mm,” Charlie said, taking a bite of one of his mum’s weird health muffins. “These are delicious, Mrs Doherty.”

“Call me Lea,” she told him, and Eddie bristled. He waited for her to leave the room before chucking a pillow at Charlie.

“You’re so full of shit. Those muffins are terrible.”

“Yeah, but Lea’s hot as hell.”

“Please never refer to my mum by her first name ever again. Ever.”

The guys all laughed—even Moe, which was nice because he hadn’t really laughed much since he found out about Canada. He and Eddie hadn’t even spoken about it since their first day back at school.

“So, Ed, why was Lyla Malani hanging around The Art Shack today?” Max asked.

Eddie swallowed, idly strumming his guitar. “She’s my girlfriend.”

“She’s pretty hot,” Charlie said. “You fucked her yet?”

Eddie felt the blood rush to his face. With the exception of Josh’s party a few months ago, he’d never been dealt this question before. Not even by Moe—but Eddie had a good feeling that was because he already knew the answer.

Eddie nodded, keeping his eyes on the strings. “A couple of times.”

“Hell yeah,” Dan said. “That’s our boy.”

Eddie didn’t look at Moe. He just kept playing random chords, hoping the subject would change.

“So,” Max said finally, picking at one of Lea’s muffins, “what name are we going with?”

“Oh,” Eddie said. “You mean, like, a band name?”

“Nah, a name for our football team. Yes, a bloody band name.”

“Is that what we’re doing?” Eddie asked.

“Unless you don’t want to,” Charlie said, smirking at Eddie. “If you think you’re too good for us or something.”

“No, no, definitely not. I just didn’t realise…”

“Forget a band name,” Charlie said. “We need to decide what our sound is gonna be. The guys and I are big fans of indie rock.”

“Me too,” Eddie said. “I was thinking—”

“I was thinking Spacey Jane meets The Arctic Monkeys,” Max said. “Upbeat but grungy. We want to be accessible, but we also want to have some edge.”

“I like that,” Eddie said. Moe gave him a look like, Do you?

“You always said Queen was one of your main influences,” Moe told him.

“Freddie was pretty flamboyant,” Dan said. “I don’t know if that really suits the vibe we’re going for.”

“Well, that’s why you’re talking about it,” Moe told him. “To figure out what everybody likes. Then maybe you can meld those things together—”

“Okay, so Eddie wants to prance around the stage in a sequin bodysuit,” Dan said. “Got it.”

“Hell no,” Eddie muttered.

The guys all laughed, and so did Eddie. Moe frowned at him from the other side of the room.

“Okay,” Charlie said, “so we’re grungy, but accessible. And maybe Eddie can wear a purple boa on stage like Harry Styles, but that’s as rainbow as we’re going to go.”

Eddie laughed again, hugging his guitar to his body. He could feel Moe’s gaze on him, so he looked at the floor instead. “Cool, so…a band name?”

“How about ‘The Dart Punchers’?”

“Be serious,” Charlie told Dan. “We need something cool. Something that suits our kind of vibe, but that’s not too gay.”

“How about ‘No Homo’?” Moe said.

Eddie glared at Moe, but Moe wasn’t looking at him. He was lying on Eddie’s bed, staring at the ceiling.

“That’s funny, but nah,” Charlie said. “I’ll know it when I hear it.”

Eddie’s mother knocked on the door again. She brought in a fresh round of snacks.

“Thank you, Lea,” Charlie said, exaggerating his accent. He smirked and took one of the homemade granola bars from her tray. Then he looked back at Eddie’s wall, and he almost choked on his first bite. “Oh my god. Who is that?”

“That’s Eddie,” his mother said. “When he was about five, I think.”

Charlie gaped at her. “His hair’s red.”

“Yep, he was our little red rascal.” With that, his mother set down the tray and left Eddie to deal with the aftermath.

All of the guys gathered around the photo—except for Moe, who had already seen it and laughed about it at least a thousand times.

“Wait, so you dye your hair?” Max burst into laughter. “That’s hilarious. Eddie’s a redhead!”

“I am not,” Eddie said. “My hair sort of darkened as I grew up. I only dye it like once every six months.”

“Does Lea do it for you?” Charlie asked.

“No. I do it myself.”

“I bet she misses her little red rascal,” Dan said. “Just tell us, does the carpet match the drapes?”

Suddenly, Charlie’s eyes lit up. “That’s it,” he said.

“Huh?”

“That’s our band name.”

“What? ‘Does the Carpet Match the Drapes’?”

“Yeah, Dan,” Charlie said, rolling his eyes. “No—Red Rascal.”

Max frowned at him. “But none of us have red hair.”

“Doesn’t matter. Band names don’t have to make sense as long as they sound cool.”

“I kind of like it,” Moe said, pausing when Eddie glared at him. “I mean, alliteration-wise.”

“I can live with it,” Max muttered.

“You’ve got the final vote, Ed.”

Eddie looked around. He never imagined his first band would be named after his embarrassing childhood persona; but, then again, he never really imagined himself having a band at all.

“Okay,” he said. “I’m in.”


Chapter 14

On the morning of Moe’s last day of school, Dylan took the train. And Eddie thought that maybe the universe was trying to screw with him, because he was dangerously close to tearing up… On the train… In front of Dylan.

Eddie kept his gaze locked on the window. He watched the train swallow the track beneath his feet and he thought about tomorrow, when he’d have no one to really talk to. No one who knew the kinds of things that Moe knew. No one who knew that his favourite slushie flavour was red and that he liked meatball subs with no salad and that he’d say his favourite band was Sticky Fingers but it was actually Queen. No one who knew that when he got sad, he didn’t like to talk, but he didn’t like to be alone either. No one who knew that Lyla was the first girlfriend he’d ever had or that he’d never had sex, never even gone further than kissing, and that the thought of all that made his stomach curl up into a hot little ball.

Sometimes Eddie thought that Moe knew everything about him—even the stuff that Eddie didn’t want him to. The kind of stuff that Charlie and Max and Dan would never know because they would never ask, and Eddie would never tell them. And in that way, Eddie thought that he was fortunate to have met Moe. He felt like that was the truest sign of friendship: to understand each other without ever having to explain.

Eddie closed his eyes. He felt his limbs shaking mildly—his legs and his hands. He tried to lower himself in his seat, but it happened too quickly for him to hide it. He lost consciousness for half a second, and his head jerked towards his right arm as his left hand ripped out one of his earphones. (Times like these, he really wished he could afford AirPods.) It happened two more times, and on the third time, his phone went flying out of his hand and underneath the seat in front of him. What followed was quite possibly the loudest silence Eddie had ever heard.

His eyes flew open. People were staring at him, probably wondering what had just happened, and if Eddie was going to go pick up his phone. But he just sat there. He couldn’t move, even though a second ago his limbs had been frantic.

Why the fuck couldn’t his body ever just work the way he wanted it to?

Suddenly, his phone was there, right in front of him. He looked up and locked eyes with Dylan. Dylan…who’d gotten up from his seat and picked Eddie’s phone off the floor, and was now handing it to him.

Eddie felt his skin flare up, but he didn’t look away.

After a few seconds, Dylan raised an eyebrow, and Eddie finally took the phone from him. He squeezed it in his hand and watched Dylan walk back to his seat.

When Eddie’s heart calmed down, he looked back out the window and tried to imagine what all of that just looked like. Dylan standing up. Dylan rifling around under someone’s seat. Dylan doing that for him.

He hadn’t seen any of it.

But a weird part of him wished that he had.



Eddie bought Moe a blue slushie at first break. He got a red one for himself, and when they were halfway finished, they mixed them together and made a purple slushie like they used to do in grade five. It made Eddie’s chest ache.

“I’m gonna miss this,” Moe told him.

Eddie just took a long swig of his slushie, giving himself a brain freeze. He didn’t take his eyes off the table as he said, “We’re still going to, like, talk and stuff, right?”

“Of course we are.”

“Yeah. But, it’s like…I know people say that. How many people say that? Like, tons. They always say they’re going to stay in touch or whatever and it just never happens. People always drift apart eventually.”

“Not if they try.”

Eddie stared at the table, at the weird yellow stain that had been there since grade eight. “Are you gonna try?” he asked.

Moe frowned, his voice dropping a little. “Dude, where is this coming from? You were fine yesterday.”

“Yesterday wasn’t your last day.”

Moe sighed, and Eddie really wished he could stop being so dramatic. He was practically eulogising him already.

“We’ll call all the time,” Moe said, talking around his straw.

“I just…” Eddie sighed, shaking his head. “When I think about all the important stuff that’s happened in my life, it feels like you’ve been there for most of it. I just don’t want us to miss out on anything, you know?”

“I’m still going to be there,” Moe said. “I’m only going to be a phone call away. Always.”

“I’m sorry,” Eddie said. “This all sounds so…” Gay.

“I’m going to miss you too, Eddie. Don’t think that I won’t.”

“I know.”

“You’ve been a really good friend to me. You’ve been the best friend I’ve ever had.”

Eddie closed his eyes. He wished that Canada was stealing Josh or Ethan—anyone but his best friend. “Yeah,” he said. “Same.”

“And you’re going to be fine.”

Eddie nodded, pouring the last of his slushie into his mouth. It made his head ache, but he was kind of used to it now.



Eddie dropped the ball when it came spiralling towards him on the wing. Madden threw his hands up in the air.

“That’s the third ball today! Get your head out of your arse, Jergins!”

In front of him, he heard Josh snicker. “He’s just upset because his boyfriend is moving tomorrow.”

Eddie glared at Josh, his upper lip curling above his mouthguard. “Shut up,” he said.

“What’d you say to me, Jerkins?”

“I think Jerkins is trying to call you out,” Ethan said. “He doesn’t like you talking about his boyfriend.”

Eddie’s hands curled into fists. Distantly, he could hear Madden yelling at them to get back to the game, but Eddie was so angry. He was just so over all of this.

“He’s not my fucking boyfriend.”

Josh laughed. “Well, you had us fooled. The way you walk on each other’s shadows… It’s pretty cute, actually.”

Eddie heard Dylan’s voice from somewhere down the field. He sounded annoyed. “Just play the fucking ball, Dixon.”

“Oh, what? You’re protecting him now?”

“I just want to play the game,” Dylan said. “Madden is going to make us run laps if you don’t stop running your mouth.”

“All right,” Josh said. “Settle down, Carver.”

He played the ball, and then Ethan scooped it up and ran straight at Eddie. Josh got the ball back, and he ran straight at Eddie too—it was a goddamn onslaught. Eddie could see the glint of fury in his eyes, and he realised in that moment that Josh hated him. Beyond any reasonable explanation or rationale. He loathed him for no other reason than that Eddie was a little short, and his hair was a bit of an awkward length, and he couldn’t really play football very well. He hated him because he wasn’t like him, and he never would be.

Eddie tried in vain to make the tackle, but he merely went tumbling to the ground. He laid there as the game continued on without him, as life and everyone around him just…continued on. He started to feel nauseous, like something was rising from his stomach to his throat. And flushed, like his body had suddenly broken out in a fever…

He looked up at the sky. There wasn’t a single cloud today, despite it feeling like the cloudiest day of his life.

Slowly, the sky started to move. Eddie’s entire body seized up and his hands fisted in the grass. He got a metallic taste in his mouth and his mind began to drift. He tried to grasp onto his thoughts, only vaguely aware of what was happening to him, but they merely slipped through his consciousness.

“Stop the game,” he heard someone yell.

Suddenly, he could see clouds where there weren’t clouds before.


Chapter 15

When Eddie woke up, he was in the sick bay. The last time he had been there was in grade eight, when his history teacher saw his myoclonic jerks and diagnosed him with Tourette’s.

“Jergins,” someone said.

Eddie shrunk away from the voice, biting back a groan. His entire body ached. His mind felt dull and fuzzy, and he could taste blood in his mouth where he must have bit his tongue.

“Jergins, wake up.”

Finally, Eddie opened his eyes properly. He was surprised to see Dylan standing at the foot of his bed, looking mildly uncomfortable.

“Dylan?” Eddie slurred.

“Yeah, it’s me.”

“What’re you doin’ here?”

Dylan fisted his hands in his jersey. “You had a seizure on the field. Madden made Jason and I carry you here.”

“Who the hell’s Jason?” Eddie mumbled. When Dylan didn’t reply, he said, “Wait, you carried me?”

“You were pretty out of it,” Dylan told him.

Eddie hummed. “Guess I should probably thank you.”

“Well, we did drop you once.”

Eddie huffed out a laugh. “Could’ve been worse. Could’ve pissed myself.”

His words made Dylan frown. “Does this happen a lot?” he asked.

“What? The seizures, or me pissing my pants?”

Dylan’s face hardened. “The seizures.”

“TC seizures are pretty rare,” Eddie said, his head lolling to the side. “Mostly when I have low blood sugar.”

“TC?”

“Tonic-clonic seizures. It’s when you lose consciousness.”

“Oh,” Dylan said. “But what happened on the train…”

“Myoclonic jerks,” Eddie said. “They’re just like involuntary muscle spasms. They happen all the time.”

“What do they feel like?”

“They’re different for everybody. But I usually start to shake a little bit and then have more violent movements. I’ll lose consciousness for like half a second.”

“Right,” Dylan said. He wrung his hands together, and Eddie didn’t know what he was still doing here.

“Did Madden ask you to wait?”

“Uh, yeah, he did.”

“Well, you don’t have to stay. I’m sure he can afford to lose me. You’re pretty important.”

Dylan didn’t respond. He just stood there awkwardly for a moment, and Eddie could feel the silence weighing on his shoulders. He tried to think of something to say—anything—but it felt like his head had been stuffed with cotton. All he could focus on was the little scar above Dylan’s eyebrow. And the one or two new freckles on his nose that hadn’t been there a month ago. And the fact that Dylan’s hands had just touched him in a non-threatening way—in a good, save-your-life kind of way—and he had been too zonked out to remember it.

“You just dropped,” Dylan said. “All the guys just stood there staring at you. Even Madden didn’t know what the hell to do.”

“There’s not a lot you can do,” Eddie told him. “Just make sure I’m on my side. Keep your distance. Don’t put a knife in my hand.”

Dylan frowned at him.

“Don’t give me something to bite on. I’ll choke on it. Also, a little discretion if I do piss my pants—”

“The guys should know what to do,” Dylan said. “Madden should know. It took him a whole fucking minute before he got you on your side.”

“It’s okay,” Eddie told him. “I’m sure this will be the end of my football career, so there’s no need to make a fuss. My mum’s going to flip when she finds out.”

“Yeah, well, the guys should still know. Everyone should know what to do.”

“You could host a seminar,” Eddie said, smirking.

Dylan frowned at him again, though it looked more like a glare this time. “Don’t be sarcastic. The school should do something like that.”

“I’m sure that would be really popular,” Eddie said. He almost smirked again, but Dylan was still glaring, so he didn’t. “Look, I don’t mean to be a dick, but…people don’t usually care about something unless it directly affects them. You didn’t care about seizure awareness until now. No one cares about learning sign language until they meet a deaf person. Most people can go their whole lives not caring about things that other people have to think about every single day.”

Dylan didn’t speak, and Eddie wished he could roll off this bed and faceplant onto the floor. Dylan may have been an arsehole, but he probably didn’t deserve Eddie’s mumbled ranting.

Dylan cleared his throat. “The…myo… The thing that happened on the train…”

“Myoclonic jerks.”

Dylan nodded. “Those happen all the time, right? Like every day?”

“Yeah,” Eddie said. “But there are exceptions. I can have a really good day and only have them early in the morning.” He picked at his fingernail. There was dried blood under his thumb. “They also don’t seem to happen when I sing or play guitar,” he told him. “That’s why I love it so much. I’m just…completely calm.”

Dylan looked at him. It may have been Eddie’s fuzzy head, but he swore he could see something soften in Dylan’s face.

“Thanks,” Eddie said. “For picking up my phone this morning.”

“Anyone could have done that.”

“Yeah. They didn’t though.”

Dylan nodded again. He was still hovering at Eddie’s bedside, and Eddie thought about asking him to sit down. He didn’t know if that was weird, or if Dylan was just staying there out of sheer awkwardness. Maybe he was feeling guilty, or something else uniquely Dylan that Eddie didn’t understand.

“Oh, Eddie!” said a new voice, interrupting his thoughts.

Eddie tensed as Lyla rushed to his bedside. She grabbed one of his hands, wincing. “Oh my god. Is this blood?”

“I must have wiped my mouth,” Eddie told her. “I’m fine.”

“You look awful. I heard Josh made you have a seizure.”

Eddie almost laughed. “You can’t make someone have a seizure.”

“Still, I heard he was being a dick as usual. I can’t believe I only just found out about this now. How long have you been awake? Have you eaten anything?”

Eddie cleared his throat, his gaze flicking over to Dylan’s.

“Uh, I’ll leave you guys to it,” Dylan said.

Eddie watched him leave, his vision darkening at the ages. It was like he was still lying on the grass, and Dylan was just another cloud.

Lyla jostled him. “Eddie.”

“Huh?”

“Did you hear what I said?”

Eddie shook his head, and Lyla sighed. She curled his hair behind his ear, and Eddie was surprised it was long enough to do that now.

“I said I’m really glad you’re okay. You had me worried there.”

Eddie watched her for a few moments. The way her thumbs traced gentle patterns on his hands. The worried little crease between her eyebrows. The way she smiled when she caught him staring.

“What?” she asked.

“I think we should break up,” he blurted, not knowing quite where the thought came from. Later, he’d probably blame it on his cotton head, but right now it felt like the right thing to say.

Lyla tensed. Her thumb stopped tracing gentle patterns, and her worried crease turned into a frown. “You…what?”

“I’m sorry.”

She ripped her hand out of Eddie’s. “I don’t understand.”

“I just think…you deserve better. You deserve the truth.”

“You don’t know what you’re saying. You’re confused… You’ve had a big day.”

“Lyla.”

“I deserve you, Eddie. I do.”

And Eddie didn’t get it—he really didn’t. He wasn’t an expert, but he knew there were better ways to treat a girl than the way he’d treated Lyla.

“No, Lyla, you really don’t.”

“You can’t tell me what to feel,” she said. Her bottom lip started to quiver, and Eddie had to look away. He stared at the dirty linen sheets on his bed.

“This is what I mean,” he explained. “You…you’re not giving yourself enough credit. You’re settling for me when you could have any guy in the freaking school.”

“I don’t want any guy in the freaking school. I want you. I love you, Eddie.”

“But why?” he asked her. “Why do you love me? I don’t know what to do with it.”

“Because you’re nice to me.”

“Because I’m nice to you? You like me because I’m nice to you? Is that all it fucking takes?”

“Why are you getting angry?” she asked him. Her voice had started to quake, and a single tear slipped down her cheek.

“Because! You’re amazing, Lyla. You’re smart and you’re funny. That girl that I met in The Art Shack? Coolest girl ever. And now…”

“Now I’m not cool enough for you?”

“Now it’s like you’re…shrinking yourself. It’s like you just want to be somebody’s girlfriend instead of being somebody.”

“Screw you,” Lyla snapped. “I’m sorry I cared about you. I’m sorry that made me shrink.”

“Lyla…” Eddie trailed off, rubbing his hands over his face.

When he looked up, she was gone.

And like Dylan, it felt a lot like she was never truly there.



After school, Moe found Eddie in the car park.

“Dude, are you all right? I heard about what happened, and I went to the sick bay and you weren’t there. I figured your mum took you home.”

“She tried to,” Eddie said. “In between yelling at Reichner and everyone else in the office…”

“Where’d you go?”

“I needed to practice,” Eddie told him. “The guys and I are trying to rehearse more, so I went to The Art Shack. I, uh…needed to get away.”

Moe nodded. He stared at Eddie, but he didn’t ask.

“I broke up with Lyla.”

“Shit.”

“Yeah,” Eddie said.

Moe raised an eyebrow at him. “Why do you think you did that?”

Eddie shrugged, watching the cars leave. “I don’t know.”

Moe nodded again. “I better go. We’re still packing up the house.”

Eddie felt like he was going to cry. And he felt like everyone in this car park was staring at him. Like they were waiting for it.

Eddie wanted to tell Moe something. He didn’t know what he wanted to tell him, but he knew he wanted to tell him something. Only it wasn’t like in the movies where people could just say things—where they could just profoundly articulate exactly how they were feeling. In real life it was a lot quieter. There were a lot more awkward silences and internal battling. Words didn’t just come to Eddie like they did to Tom Cruise.

“Okay,” Eddie said. “Adios.”

Moe laughed. He wrapped an arm around Eddie and they hugged. “Adios,” he said.

Eddie waited for Moe’s car to leave. He waited long enough that he knew he’d missed his train, but he didn’t really care. He could take the train any day.

Just as he was about to leave, he spotted Marissa in the east corner of the car park. She was leaning against her car, talking to someone on the other side. Eddie was about to walk over and beg for a lift before he saw who she was talking to.

Dylan.


Chapter 16

The first thing Eddie did when he got home was call Moe.

“Moe—”

“Dude, I literally haven’t left Brisbane yet—”

“Dylan is dating Marissa.”

“…What?”

This time, Eddie had to force the words out of his mouth—slowly and painfully. “Dylan Carver is dating Marissa, my stepsister.”

The line went silent.

“Moe?”

“Are you sure?”

“Like…eighty percent? She’s been driving him home every day for the last month.”

“How do you know that?” Moe asked.

“Because…” Eddie said, staring around his room. “He hasn’t been taking the train.”

Moe was silent again. Eddie palmed his forehead.

“Maybe he discovered the bus. You know, the one that pulls up right outside our school…”

Eddie huffed. “The train is better than the bus.”

“Greenview is like a ten-minute walk from the train station. How is that better?”

“It just is, all right? It’s more interesting. Who writes a murder mystery set on a bus?”

“Do you want to write a murder mystery?” Moe asked.

“We’re getting off topic. Dylan and Marissa.”

“Maybe they’re just friends.”

“When was the last time Marissa was just friends with a guy, especially one in our grade?”

“Okay,” Moe exhaled softly. “I mean, yeah…I guess it’s a little weird that they’re spending time together.”

“A little weird?”

“Stranger things have happened.”

“No,” Eddie corrected him, “I’m pretty sure this is the strangest thing that’s ever happened. To anyone, ever.”

Moe scoffed. “Well, I don’t know about you, but I lead a pretty exciting life.”

“I’m serious, Moe.”

“All right, fine. Why are you so upset?”

Eddie tensed. “I’m not upset—”

“Okay, weirded out.”

Eddie went quiet. He lay back on his bed and stared at the ceiling. “Because we got into that fight.”

“Which you took sole credit for starting. In front of your mum and Robert, too, so that shouldn’t be an issue anymore.”

“Well, it still is.”

“I thought you guys were fine now. Didn’t I hear that he and Jason Klecky carried you to the sick bay today?”

“He didn’t carry me,” Eddie replied, indignant.

Moe sighed. “Look, I don’t know exactly what happened between you two on that train, but I don’t think Dylan’s a bad guy. Yes, he’s friends with Josh and Ethan and all the other football dirtbags, but that doesn’t mean he’s not right for your sister.”

“He’s in the grade below her!” Eddie said. “I’ve heard of girls dating guys older than them, but definitely not younger.”

“I’m pretty sure he’s a year older than us. I heard someone say he was held back a year. So he’d be eighteen, like Marissa.”

“It’s still weird.”

“Maybe it’s just weird because you and Dylan got off on the wrong foot. I’m sure he’s feeling the exact same way. You should talk to him.”

“Dylan doesn’t talk,” Eddie said. “He mumbles.”

“Eddie, I really have to help Mum pack up the house.”

“I can’t believe you’re still going to Canada.”

“You’re right,” Moe told him. “This is clearly a crisis situation you’ve got going on. Your stepsister possibly dating a footy guy? I better tell my dad.”

“It’s really not a joking matter,” Eddie said.

“I’m hanging up now, man. Call me when you’ve got a real crisis.”

“Dude, wait—”

Moe hung up. Eddie huffed again and glared at the ceiling.

Later, at dinner, Eddie couldn’t focus on Robert’s boring work story because he kept thinking about Dylan. And Marissa. Together. Talking. Getting inside the same car. Kissing.

“So,” his stepsister said, “did you guys hear that Eddie dumped Lyla?”

Eddie nearly choked on his lima beans.

“What?” his mother said.

“He dumped Lyla. And he also told Principal Reichner that he wants to stay on the football team despite his seizure today.”

Eddie glared at Marissa, feeling his right eye twitch.

“Eddie,” his mother said. “Is that true?”

“Um, which part?”

She frowned at him. “You had a seizure, Eddie. For the first time in years—and Principal Reichner and I already discussed your future with the football team this afternoon, so if you think for one second that you can go behind my back—”

“Come on, Mum, it’s not like it’s a new thing—” Eddie swung his gaze back to Marissa. “How the hell did you even know about that?”

Marissa pursed her lips together, and Eddie’s stomach flared.

Fucking Dylan.

“I don’t give a damn what Reichner says about sports being beneficial for your condition. Football is clearly a trigger—”

“Having one seizure on the football field doesn’t make football a trigger, Mum. It was just shitty timing—”

“And all you need is for it to happen again and for one of those Neanderthals to trample you while you’re still seizing on the grass.”

Eddie waved his arm in frustration. “How is it any different to me having a seizure while crossing the street? Or riding a bike? Those things could kill me, but I don’t see you banning me from the road.”

His mother pressed her fingers to her temples. “Eddie, I’ve never liked the idea of you playing football. And up until this very moment, neither did you.”

“Yeah, well…I changed my mind,” Eddie said.

“Why?”

“Because…” He looked at Robert, whose left eyebrow was nearly raised to his hairline. “You know. Unity, teamwork, fitness…”

“He does have a point there,” Robert said.

Marissa snorted. “He’s literally just saying wank words.”

“I am not,” Eddie said. (He was.) He just couldn’t bear the thought of the guys thinking he was too weak to even train with them—especially Dylan. He turned to his mother. “Please, Mum. Let me stay on the team. If it happens again, I promise I’ll quit, but right now I want to keep going with it. Some of the guys aren’t that bad, and ever since finding out Moe’s leaving, I’ve been kind of worried about making new friends.”

His mother’s gaze softened. She sighed, running a hand through her hair. “Fine,” she said. “But if it happens one more time…”

“Then I’m done,” Eddie told her.

“Well, I personally think you’ve made a great decision,” Robert said. “I admire you for sticking to your guns, Eddie. Seems like your teammates are already having a positive influence on you.”

Eddie just stared at his plate. He thought of a sarcastic comment but he kept it to himself, knowing it would only upset his mum.

Marissa cleared her throat. “Anyway, did you guys hear me before? I said that Eddie dumped Lyla—the one girl who’s ever shown any interest in him. Is that not shocking?”

“Marissa,” Robert said.

Eddie’s mother just looked at him, a sad sort of frown on her face. “If it’s what makes you happy,” she said.

Eddie was silent. He didn’t know what to say, so he turned to Marissa and said, “How did you even know about Lyla?”

“News travels fast at Greenview. I heard it from Ashleigh.”

“Are you sure you didn’t hear it from your new boyfriend?”

Robert’s hand froze midway to his mouth. “New boyfriend?”

Marissa glared at Eddie. “I don’t know what he’s talking about.”

“Oh, really? It must have just been my imagination then. I could have sworn I saw you and Dylan Carver getting cosy outside your car this afternoon. You’ve been driving him to school for the past month, right?”

“Dylan Carver?” his mother said. “Why does that name sound familiar?”

“He’s the guy I got into that fight with. Oh, also, he made fun of my epilepsy.”

“Bullshit,” Marissa said.

This time, Robert dropped his fork. “I did not raise you to speak like that, Marissa.” He wiped his mouth aggressively with a serviette, and then looked her straight in the eye. “Come to think of it, I also didn’t raise you to date losers.”

“He’s not a loser,” Marissa said quietly. “He’s on the football team. I thought you’d be happy.”

“Did he really make fun of your epilepsy?” Eddie’s mother asked.

Eddie swallowed. Suddenly, everyone was looking at him. And he didn’t feel as brazen as he did a few seconds ago. Maybe it was the look on Marissa’s face, or the way her voice sounded tiny to him for the first time. “No,” he said finally. “No, I just made that up.”

His words didn’t do much to appease Robert, who stood without a word and left the table. Or Marissa, who looked like she might start crying at any moment. His mother just sighed and began clearing everybody’s plates.

Eddie scrubbed a hand over his face. He wished he’d never said anything at all.


Chapter 17

Eddie wasn’t surprised when Dylan took the train the following Monday. He guessed that Marissa had said something about her dad flipping out, and they were going to cool things off for a while. Eddie didn’t quite know how to feel about that.

Dylan sat in his usual seat. He leaned his head against the window and drummed his fingers on his knee.

Eddie frowned. He watched Dylan not watching him. He thought about Marissa’s hands running over Dylan’s chest. He felt sick.

“Hey,” he said.

Dylan glanced at him. He didn’t say anything.

Eddie didn’t know what to say. He took a deep breath and held it. “Why don’t you take the bus?” he asked finally.

Dylan frowned at him. “Why don’t you?”

“I just don’t.”

“There’s your answer.”

“Yeah, but…” Eddie trailed off. He could feel himself getting angry.

Dylan kept tapping his knee. He wasn’t even listening to music. Who tapped their knee like that to nothing?

“It makes sense,” Eddie said next.

Dylan glared at him. “What?”

“It makes sense why you were being nice to me.” Dylan raised an eyebrow, and Eddie backpedalled: “Why you were being…decent.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

Eddie rolled his eyes. “Helping me with my nosebleed. Taking me to the sick bay. It was all just to impress Marissa.”

“Marissa?”

“Oh, come on, don’t play dumb.”

“I’m not playing dumb. I just don’t know what Marissa has to do with the way I treat you.”

“Because she’s my stepsister.”

Dylan narrowed his eyes. “You guys don’t even like each other, though.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because she told me.”

Eddie looked out the window, trying to quell the wave of nausea that had just rolled through his gut. “Does she tell you a lot?”

“Why do you care?”

Eddie gritted his teeth. “Because I want to know what she’s told you about me.”

“We don’t talk about you.”

“Well, obviously you do, since you just told me she doesn’t like me.”

Dylan sighed. “Just drop it, okay? It’s none of your business.”

“Kind of is, since you’re screwing my sister.”

Someone beside Eddie gasped. Probably Trivex.

“Stepsister,” Dylan said through his teeth. He didn’t comment on the screwing part, and Eddie was kind of glad.

“Big deal.”

“Do you have a problem with me seeing Marissa? Is that what this is about?”

“I’d just prefer it if you cut the bullshit. Either bully me or leave me alone, but don’t do me any favours.”

“Wow,” Dylan said. “You’re really pissed at me because I helped you?”

“Yeah, I am.”

“You need to get over yourself, Jergins.”

“That’s what I’m talking about,” Eddie said. “Why are you calling me that?”

“Why am I calling you your name?”

“You know that’s not what they call me.”

Dylan raised his eyebrows. The train jerked to a stop, and a few people awkwardly walked between them. Dylan kept staring at Eddie.

Finally, he said, “I don’t call you that because I’m not a piece of shit. But if that’s what you want me to be, if you really think that’s what your stepsister deserves, then I will be.”

Dylan walked to another carriage. Eddie just sat there for a while, feeling stupid. He wished he was in Canada.



Eddie was thinking of Dylan and Marissa when he began singing violently out of tune.

“Dude, what the hell is wrong with you?” Max asked. It was their second lunch break, and all of the guys were in The Art Shack rehearsing—just as they had been every morning and afternoon this week.

“Shit,” Eddie said. “Sorry. I don’t know.”

Charlie frowned. “You’ve been playing like shit all day.”

“I’ve just had a lot of stuff on my mind.”

“Like what?” Dan asked.

Eddie stared past his head. There was one rectangular window that directly overlooked the football field, and he could hear Madden’s voice ricocheting off the walls. Usually he could distract himself, but all he could focus on was the stupid number three on Dylan’s green footy jersey.

“Eddie?”

Eddie shook his head. He started at Dan, and then at the sheet music on the table in front of him. “I, uh, I broke up with Lyla.”

“Shit,” Charlie said. “What happened?”

“She…” Eddie trailed off, fiddling with his tuning pegs. “She didn’t like me being in a band,” he said.

“Who wouldn’t like their dude being in a band?” Max asked. “Band dudes are sexy.”

Eddie shrugged. “Just not her thing, I guess.”

“Well, we’ve got something to cheer you up.” Charlie grinned, pulling a flyer out of his back pocket. He slapped it on the table and Eddie gave it a cursory glance.

“What’s ‘The Indigo Room’?” he asked.

“It’s a new club in the city. It’s also the venue for our first official gig.”

“No way,” Eddie said. “How the hell did you pull that off?”

“My uncle is the owner.”

“Is it cool?”

Charlie snorted. “Who gives a shit if it’s cool? It’s publicity.”

“Yeah, but we want to make sure the people there are gonna like our sound,” Eddie said.

In reality, he was more worried about whether he’d even be let in. He didn’t look eighteen like the rest of the guys.

“It’s a Saturday night,” Dan said. “Everyone’s gonna be pissed. They’ll like anything.”

“If you guys are sure.” Eddie looked out the window again and locked eyes with Lyla. She glanced away without smiling, and one of her friends flipped Eddie off.

“Don’t worry about her,” Max said. “Once she hears you played The Indigo Room in a few weeks, she’s gonna come crawling back.”

“If you say so,” Eddie said. He didn’t know how to tell them that he didn’t want to talk anymore.

Moe just seemed to get times like that.


Chapter 18

Eddie was working on a new song called ‘Screw’ in his bedroom. It may or may not have been inspired by Dylan and Marissa’s new relationship.

He just didn’t get it. He’d heard all that crap about opposites attracting, but he still didn’t get it. Marissa was loud and outspoken and she had a habit of caring about everything (with the exception of school work).

Dylan was…well he was Dylan. He was always quiet, and Eddie could tell that he used his words carefully. He’d never known anyone to be so careful with everything. With their words, with their hands, with their glances. He wondered why some people were careful like that and others weren’t.

Eddie finished the song around five. The lyrics were stupid and he’d never sing them anywhere outside of his own mind, but it made him feel better to have written them. There was something cathartic about turning bad feelings into music.

“Eddie,” he heard his mother call.

“What?” he yelled back.

“Don’t what me. Come downstairs.”

Eddie sighed. He closed his notebook and set down his guitar. Then he headed down to the kitchen where his mother was making dinner.

“Smells good,” he said.

“It better. I’ve been marinating this chicken since three o’clock.”

Eddie stuffed a piece of carrot in his mouth, looking around the bench. She was using their fancy dishes tonight. “Special occasion?”

“You could say that.”

There was a knock at the front door, and suddenly Marissa was appearing out of nowhere to open it—dressed like she was going somewhere fancy and looking mildly anxious.

“Who’s here?” Eddie asked his mother.

“Oh, Marissa invited Dylan over for dinner.”

For a moment, the raw carrot in Eddie’s stomach threatened to come back up. “What?”

“He’s Marissa’s boyfriend, Eddie. Robert and I had a talk, and we agreed that it’s the best way to play this out. The whole Romeo and Juliet thing is inevitable,” she said, waving her spoon around. “The more you forbid, the more she wants.”

Eddie swallowed. He listened to Marissa greet Dylan with a tiny squeal, and then there was a long pause while they did…something.

“Robert’s really okay with this?”

His mother shrugged. “He seems to be.”

“And…and you’re okay with it?”

“Why wouldn’t I be? You two have resolved your issues. Marissa told me that Dylan even helped you to the sick bay after you had your seizure.”

“Of course she did.”

She frowned at him. “Eddie? Is everything okay?”

Just as he was about to answer, Dylan and Marissa walked into the kitchen. Eddie’s gaze went straight to their hands. He never thought he’d see Dylan holding anything other than a football.

“Dylan,” Eddie’s mum welcomed him. “We’re so glad you could come over for dinner.”

Dylan shifted on his feet. The sight of him in their kitchen was so foreign that Eddie couldn’t help but stare. “Hi, Mrs Doherty,” he said. “Thanks for having me.”

The four of them just stood there for a few seconds. Eddie could actually feel his skin crawling.

“Well, if you two want to take a seat,” his mother said. “Dinner will be ready in five. Eddie, will you set the table?”

Eddie picked up a stack of plates, grateful that his hands now had a purpose. He’d been awkwardly fisting them in his polo shirt.

Dylan and Marissa disappeared into the living room, and Eddie watched their hands break apart with an odd sense of satisfaction. He considered setting everyone’s places but Dylan’s, or maybe giving him a bowl instead of a plate, but he decided against it.

Instead, he finished setting the rest of the table and tried not to look in their direction again. (Maybe he licked the handle of Marissa’s fork before putting it down, but that was nobody’s business but his own.)



Dinner was even more awkward than Eddie could have imagined it to be. Despite all the similarities Robert and Dylan may have shared, it was all a bit irrelevant when Marissa was stroking Dylan’s leg beneath the table.

“So,” Robert said. He cleared his throat, looking anywhere but at the two of them. “You used to live in the States, Dylan?”

“That’s right,” Dylan answered.

“What brought you to Australia?” he asked. Marissa must have made a face, because he added, “If you don’t mind me asking.”

“No, it’s fine.” Dylan met Eddie’s eyes briefly, and then he looked down at his plate. “My dad travels a lot for work, so he thought it would be best for me to come and live with my grandad. I have dual citizenship.”

“And your mother?” Robert asked.

Marissa cleared her throat. “Dad—”

“It’s okay,” Dylan said. “My mother, uh… she’s not really in my life.”

The table went silent. Eddie was expecting Dylan to elaborate, but he never did. He just sat there, awkwardly stirring some peas around his plate, until Eddie’s mother decided to save him.

“Well, we lost Eddie’s father about five years ago,” she said. “Being a single parent isn’t easy.”

“Oh,” Dylan replied, and he looked at Eddie. “Sorry.”

“It was a long time ago,” Eddie’s mother said.

Eddie always hated when she said things like that, because it wasn’t really a long time ago. Not to Eddie, and not to his mother, either. Eddie knew they both carried the same hollow pain around, and that they always would no matter how much time had passed. He still had to remind himself sometimes that five years ago wasn’t yesterday.

After dinner, Eddie didn’t say goodbye to Dylan. He just excused himself and went up to his bedroom, and he didn’t come out for three hours.

At eleven, he was starting to get hungry again. He had just written a modified version of ‘Screw’, and he was feeling a warm sense of pride about it. He even thought it might be good enough to sing one day. (He’d have to remove the names of course.)

He went downstairs to make a sandwich. He had to be extra quiet, though, because Robert was hypersensitive to sound after ten o’clock. It was just one of his many qualities that Eddie had grown to tolerate over the past two years.

Eddie retrieved a slice of bread without crinkling the bag too loudly, and then he slowly opened the fridge. He was just thinking about how he’d mastered the art of silent sandwich making when he turned around, saw a black figure in the distance, and flung an entire roll of ham onto the ground.

“What the fu—?”

Eddie never got to finish his sentence, because the figure came rushing forwards and clamped a hand on his mouth.

Dylan.

Eddie tried to speak, tried to ask him what the hell he was still doing in Eddie’s house, but Dylan just pressed his hand harder against his face. He held a finger to his own lips, urging Eddie to be quiet. Eddie licked his hand.

Dylan scowled. “Grow up,” he whispered.

They stayed like that for a few seconds, meeting each other’s glares. Eddie started to become aware of things he shouldn’t, like how warm Dylan’s hand was against his skin and how close they were. He thought about how he always thought Dylan’s eyes were brown, but that they were actually more of a hazel. Maybe it was just the light of the fridge.

Finally, after Eddie forced himself to relax, Dylan took his hand away. He kept almost pressing Eddie against the fridge, though, and Eddie couldn’t help but shrink away.

“What are you doing?” he asked Dylan.

“I’m trying to leave.”

“No, I mean why are you still here? I thought you left.”

Dylan’s chest brushed against Eddie’s. He was so close that Eddie could smell his body wash. “Robert said Marissa and I could watch TV in her room after dinner.”

“Dinner was like…four hours ago.”

“We lost track of time.”

“Gross.”

Dylan sighed, looking almost annoyed. “It’s not like that,” he said. “I just…never mind.”

Eddie frowned.

“We weren’t screwing.”

Eddie almost choked at Dylan’s word choice.

“I wouldn’t…just…come over to your house for the first time and screw your sister.”

“Stepsister.”

Dylan raised an eyebrow. “You’ve changed your tune.”

“Well, that’s what she is.” Eddie clenched his jaw. “I really wouldn’t care if you did, anyway.”

“Yeah?” Dylan asked. And Eddie might have been imagining it, but it felt like Dylan was even closer to him now than he was before.

“Why would I?” Eddie replied.

“I don’t know. You seemed to care a lot on the train yesterday.”

“I just hadn’t wrapped my head around it then.”

Dylan narrowed his eyes. “And now, what? We’ve got your blessing?”

“If you’re asking for my permission to screw my stepsister,” Eddie said, “you don’t need it. You guys can do whatever you want.”

“We will.”

“Good!”

Eddie felt angry and claustrophobic all of a sudden. He started squirming against the fridge, and Dylan must have noticed because he took a step back. “Is your grandfather picking you up or something?” Eddie asked him.

“No.”

“What do you mean ‘no’?”

“He goes to bed at, like, seven thirty.”

“Then how are you getting home?”

Dylan shrugged. “I’ll walk.”

“Piss off,” Eddie said.

Dylan tilted his head, leaning an arm against the fridge. “Excuse me?”

“It’s eleven-thirty at night. You’re not walking all the way to freaking Runcorn.”

“Why not?”

Eddie bit his lip. “Because you’ll get mugged.”

“This isn’t the Bronx, Jergins.”

“What? You think there are no muggers in Australia? Are you that naïve?”

“I’m not naïve,” Dylan said. “I’m just tired. I want to go to bed.”

“Well, sleep here then.”

Dylan frowned at him. “Are you crazy? Marissa’s dad would kill me.”

“He doesn’t have to know.”

“Pretty sure it’s gonna be obvious when he goes to say goodbye to Marissa in the morning and I’m in her bed.”

“Don’t sleep in her bed,” Eddie told him. And, before he’d totally comprehended his next sentence, he said, “Sleep in mine.”

Even in the dim light of the kitchen, Eddie could see Dylan’s eyes triple in size. “What?”

“Not with me,” Eddie said, rolling his eyes. “I’ll sleep on the couch. Say I fell asleep watching TV or something. You can just chill in my room until it’s time to go to school.”

Dylan watched him for a long moment. “Is this because you feel sorry for me or something?”

Maybe, Eddie thought. But he didn’t say that. Instead, he said, “It’s because I don’t want Marissa’s new boyfriend getting mugged a block from my house, and for my mum to find out that I let it happen,” which wasn’t a total lie.

Dylan seemed to accept his answer. He stared at Eddie for a few more seconds, like he was trying to figure something out. Eddie felt too aware of himself—of his awkward hair that only just curled around his ears, and the fact that he had to look up slightly to meet Dylan’s gaze.

“Okay,” Dylan agreed.

He followed Eddie upstairs. At one point, they were walking so close that Eddie could feel Dylan’s breath on the back of his neck, so he rolled his shoulders and walked a bit faster.

“Slow down,” Dylan whispered, pulling him back by his wrist. “You’ll wake them up.”

“Sorry,” Eddie muttered.

When they got to Eddie’s door, Eddie felt his stomach lurch, remembering the state of his room. “Give me a second,” he told Dylan, and then he locked himself inside his room.

There was shit everywhere. Shit that Eddie didn’t even know he had before now. There were clothes on every inch of the ground and records covering the entire surface of his desk. All his music equipment was still out and there was a poster of Harry Styles on his wall that he’d hung ironically in grade seven.

After Eddie was satisfied that he’d cleared away everything too socially damaging, like his dirty Family Guy briefs, he took a deep breath and opened the door. Dylan was squinting at him like he wasn’t totally sure what had just happened, but he didn’t say anything. He just nudged Eddie out of the way and walked inside.

If the sight of Dylan Carver in his kitchen was strange, the sight of him in his bedroom was positively absurd. The whole thing was so jarring that Eddie just stood there, studying Dylan as he studied Eddie.

Dylan nodded to Eddie’s guitar. “Nice guitar.”

Eddie just looked away, fiddling with the door handle. “Well, I’ll leave you to it.”

“Okay.”

“If you need anything, just, um…”

“Yeah.”

“…Yeah.”

Eddie went to leave. He made it halfway out the door before Dylan said, “Hey, Jergins?”

“What?”

Dylan stared at Eddie’s bedsheets. “Thanks.”

Eddie just nodded. He shut the door as quietly as he could, and then he walked downstairs. He could feel something on his face that he wouldn’t call a smile, but it was definitely close.

Eddie decided to strengthen his alibi by actually watching TV. There was an old episode of Futurama on, and he briefly wondered if Dylan liked cartoons. Then he thought about Dylan lying on his bed, wrapped up in his sheets, his head on his pillow. He didn’t know how they went from brawling on a train to right now—but just like back then, the whole thing felt inevitable somehow.


Chapter 19

When Eddie woke up, he was staring into a pair of brown, squinty eyes.

“Shit,” he gasped. “Shit, I mean…shoot.”

“What are you doing out here?”

“I, uh, I was watching TV.”

Robert’s gaze flicked from Eddie to the TV, which was still turned on and playing some stupid reality show that Marissa liked. “This has been on all night?” Robert asked.

Eddie swallowed. “I guess so.”

“You know Eddie, I’m not made of money.”

“I know—”

“You can’t just go around leaving appliances on all night and throwing food on the kitchen floor.”

The ham, Eddie thought. Shit.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to—”

“I mean, it’s all well and good if you’re actually contributing to this household, financially or otherwise. But you’re not, are you?”

Eddie just shook his head, staring past Robert’s shoulder at the TV.

“Just think a bit more, Eddie.”

“Will do,” Eddie said. And it mustn’t have come out as sarcastic as he meant it to, because Robert smiled.

“All right, I’m heading off to work. Make sure Marissa gets up, will you?”

“Sure thing.”

As soon as Robert was gone, Eddie squeezed his eyes closed and pressed his face into the couch. He started counting in his head like he did when got really mad, or when he’d just had a seizure and he was feeling overwhelmed by all the noise and colour of the world.

Finally, he went upstairs, and he took a deep breath before opening his door. He was surprised to find Dylan still asleep, one arm tucked beneath his head, his body tangled up in Eddie’s sheets.

“Oi,” Eddie said softly.

Dylan didn’t stir, so Eddie coughed instead. Then he coughed again, louder.

When that didn’t work, he resorted to picking up his electric guitar and strumming the G chord directly into Dylan’s ear. It was sort of a dick move, but it was effective.

Dylan woke with a jolt. Eddie watched as his eyes adjusted to the light, and his face paled once he recognised where he was—once he recognised Eddie.

“Rise and shine.”

Dylan scowled. “Was that really necessary?”

“Has anyone ever told you that scowling gives you wrinkles”

“Has anyone ever told you that you’re an annoying little shit?”

Eddie smiled. “Yes, they have, actually.”

Dylan sneered at him. He shoved the blanket off his body and swung his legs to the side of the bed. He was…shirtless.

“Robert’s gone,” Eddie informed him, staring at the wall. “Mum’s gone for a walk, too, so you’re free to go downstairs or…whatever. I’m going to wake up Marissa and then we can go.”

“Okay,” Dylan said, his voice thick with sleep.

Eddie lingered for a few more seconds, unsure whether the conversation was over. He never seemed to know with Dylan. He always looked like he was on the verge of saying something.

“All right,” Eddie said. “Well…see you in a bit.”

He cringed as he walked into Marissa’s room. Without stopping, he took a pile of textbooks off her desk and then unceremoniously dropped them on the floor.

“Wake up!” he ordered. “We’re leaving in ten minutes.”

Marissa groaned. “Piss off. What makes you think I’m driving you to school?”

“The fact that I let your boyfriend sleep in my bed last night instead of getting mugged on the street.”

Marissa’s eyes widened. She sat up, suddenly alert. “Dylan’s still here?”

“Yes, Dylan’s still here. And my mum’s going to come home and find him if you don’t hurry the hell up.”

“Okay,” Marissa muttered. She went to get up, then seemed to realise she was only in her underwear. “Um, get out?”

“Gladly.”

If Eddie was honest, he’d have rather seen the inside of a dog’s stomach than Marissa in a pair of her scanty underwear. He left her room and shut the door just as Dylan walked into the hallway—now missing his pants.

Eddie startled. “Jesus. When did clothes go out of fashion?”

Dylan looked down at himself. He even had muscles in his thighs, and well, that was just a bit unnecessary, wasn’t it?

He shrugged. “I don’t have a uniform with me.”

“Wear one of Marissa’s.”

“Funny.”

Eddie sighed. “Look, just go into my cupboard and grab one of my polos—”

“Your shirts won’t fit me.”

“You’re not that big.”

Dylan smirked at him. “I’m bigger than you. Get over it.”

“And you get over the fact that you’re wearing my uniform to school. Unless you want to go like you are.” Eddie gave a curt nod in Dylan’s direction, purposely not looking at his half-naked body.

“Fine.”

“Good.”

Eddie didn’t wait for the conversation to end. He just rubbed a hand over his face and walked downstairs to grab a bagel.

It took Dylan and Marissa a grand total of fifteen minutes to get ready. (Eddie knew from experience that it didn’t take that long to put on a polo.) He also couldn’t help but notice how flustered they both looked as they came downstairs.

“Gross,” he muttered, following them both outside.

Eddie had never been inside Marissa’s car before.

“Don’t touch anything,” she barked at him.

Eddie sighed. He went to sit in the passenger seat, but Marissa shot daggers at him. He ended up sitting in the back with his knees tucked up beside his ears.

“Do you think you could move your seat forward?” he asked Marissa.

“Nope,” she said.

Eddie sank into his seat. For the first half of the ride, he closed his eyes and pretended he was riding the train. It was surprisingly easy with Dylan brooding so close to him. The hard part was trying to tune out his and Marissa’s strained attempts at conversation.

“Did you like my dad?”

“Oh, yeah,” Dylan said quietly.

“That’s it?”

“I like him. He seems like a nice guy.”

Marissa scoffed. “He practically interrogated you.”

“That’s just what dads do.”

There was a pause, and Marissa glanced at Eddie in the rear-view mirror. When she spoke next, it was in a whisper. “You never told me your mum wasn’t around.”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” Dylan muttered, sounding annoyed. He and Eddie made eye contact in his side mirror, and Eddie quickly looked away.

Marissa exhaled. “What a surprise.”

“Can we not do this in front of your brother?”

“Stepbrother.”

“What’s the difference?”

“The difference is that Lea is not my real mother. My real mother abandoned me when I was eight, which is something I told you when I met you.”

“Maybe some people just take longer to get to those things. It’s not normal to divulge your whole life story within five minutes of meeting someone.”

“It is if you like someone.”

The car went quiet. When Eddie looked at them again, they were holding hands.

“I do like you,” he heard Dylan say, so softly Eddie almost didn’t hear him.

A part of him wished that he hadn’t.



It was a bad day at school. Mr Francis doled out a test on the book Eddie was supposed to have been reading for the past few weeks, and he turned in his half-completed paper with a heavy heart. Then he went to football training at second break and had a myoclonic episode in the locker room. Josh was the only one who saw it, and he started calling Eddie Jerk Douglas for the rest of the day.

By fifth period, Eddie just wanted to go home. He had to try his locker combination three times before he could get the damn thing open, and when he finally did, he realised that he’d left his history book at home.

“Crap,” he muttered.

“Excuse me?”

Eddie flailed, nearly slamming into his locker when he saw Lyla standing behind him.

“It’s cool. I swear at my locker sometimes too.”

Eddie huffed out a laugh. He couldn’t help but stare at her. It had been so long since he’d seen her up close, so long since he’d heard her words directed at him.

“How are you?” he asked.

“Good, good. How are you?”

“Good. Just the one good, though.”

Lyla laughed. He’d missed that, too—her laughing at all the stupid things he said.

He started to say as much, but she interrupted him. “I have some clothes to give back to you.”

“Oh.”

“From that time you stayed at my house.”

That one time, Eddie thought. It looked like Lyla had half his wardrobe in her hands.

“I didn’t realise I left so much.”

“Yeah, well, you were always pretty forgetful.”

There was a small silence, and then Eddie asked, “I did remember some stuff, didn’t I?”

He didn’t really know what he meant by that. Did he remember to make her laugh? Did he remember to make her happy sometimes?

“I guess,” she replied.

“I’m sorry,” he said quietly. “I know I wasn’t always the best to be around.”

She winced. “You don’t have to do this. Really—”

“I miss you.”

Eddie didn’t know why he said it. He didn’t even know if it was true.

She turned her face away. “Don’t do this to me, Eddie. It’s mean.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You can’t just play with my emotions. You either like me or you don’t. There’s no in between.”

For Eddie, there was only in between.

“I’m sorry,” he said again.

“Yeah,” Lyla told him. “I’m sorry too.”

Eddie watched her walk away with a lump in his throat. He stood outside his locker for a long time—until the bell rang for fifth period and all the people started funnelling into classrooms. He waited until it was just him, and then he let himself be for a while. He let the sadness creep into his heart and he let it win, just for a moment. And then he saw Dylan.

He was standing outside a locker, but it wasn’t his. Eddie knew that locker, he knew the purple lipstick heart that Marissa had drawn on there when she was just an edgy ninth grader.

Dylan snaked his hands around Marissa’s hips. He pressed his mouth against hers and shut his eyes.

Eddie felt like he was staring at an open wound.

They broke apart, and he watched as they walked hand in hand to their next class. He tried to rationalise the two of them together—tried to see Dylan and Marissa from each other’s point of view. But he just couldn’t understand it no matter how hard he tried.

He took the train home after school. And when he finally got to his room, he practised his guitar so hard that his fingers bled.


Chapter 20

Eddie was rehearsing in his room with the guys when he heard the front door open downstairs. He heard Marissa’s voice first, and then a deep, slightly monotonous tone that could only belong to one person. Great, he thought. There’s no escape.

“I’m telling you,” Dan said, interrupting Eddie’s thoughts, “they’re reading our conversations.”

Charlie scowled at him. “Dude, shut up.”

“I’m serious!”

“Yeah, yeah,” Max said. “I’m sure the government is really interested in you sliding into Briana Marsh’s DMs.”

“It’s not just my conversations. It’s everyone’s.”

Charlie groaned, pointing one of his drumsticks at Dan. “Dude, if I have to hear one more of your messed up conspiracy theories, I’m not playing tonight.”

“Eddie, you believe me, right?”

Eddie just laughed and picked up his guitar. He couldn’t believe that he was going to be singing to a crowd of people tonight and not just his wall. He started playing the first song on their set list, but his stomach tightened right before he was about to sing. He was going to be playing to a crowd of people.

“Sorry,” he said. “Can we start again?”

Max frowned. “You all good, Ed?”

“Is it your epilepsy? You’re not going to have a seizure on stage, right? All the flashing lights and shit?”

“Dan,” Charlie said. “Shut the fuck up.”

Eddie’s hands had started to shake. “Uh,” he said, fingers fumbling over the chords. “Be right back. I need to take a piss.”

Charlie frowned. “Can it wait until after the song?”

Eddie shook his head. He put down his guitar and then made a beeline for the bathroom, ignoring the guys’ protests. Once inside, he splashed cold water on his face and stared at himself in the mirror. God, his hair was so awkward sometimes that it hurt.

“Hurry up, Eddie!” Charlie yelled.

Eddie sighed and gathered some water in his hands. He poured it on his hair and tried his best to flatten it out, but it was like there was an invisible suction cup above his head. He didn’t know why his hair didn’t just grow down like every other guy’s in his grade.

Eddie never worried about this stuff before he was in a band, before he had to stand next to people while he was playing. Now, he looked at the four of them together and realised that he was the short, spiky-haired variable.

The door opened suddenly, and Eddie almost tripped over Marissa’s hair dryer cord.

“Jesus,” Eddie said. “Don’t you knock?”

Dylan frowned at Eddie’s hair. “Did you just have a shower?”

“Yes,” Eddie lied.

Dylan nodded. His gaze trailed over Eddie, and Eddie became overwhelmed with the urge to just…shove him. Back him into a corner. Attack his hair with a pair of scissors and make it stupid like his.

“Is there a problem?” Eddie asked.

Dylan stared at him. “Why did you take the train last week?

“I always take the train.”

“I know that, but what about Marissa? She was going to take you home.”

“Well,” Eddie said, trying to keep his tone light, “round one of Dylan v. Marissa was pretty fun, but I didn’t really feel like seeing round two. No offense.”

“We don’t usually fight like that.”

“Okay,” Eddie muttered.

There was a long silence. Eddie thought about ducking under Dylan’s arm that was leaning against the doorframe, but then Dylan changed the subject.

“Have you got a pretend band or something?”

“It’s not pretend.”

“Bullshit.”

“What? Who even makes pretend bands?”

“Stoners,” Dylan said, glancing towards Eddie’s room.

“They’re not stoners.”

Dylan laughed.

“Okay,” Eddie said, “maybe Dan’s a stoner. But he’s sick on guitar. Charlie’s our drummer and Max plays bass.”

“What does that make you? The lead singer?”

“Yes.”

Dylan looked at Eddie. He looked at Eddie the same way that Eddie had just looked at himself in the mirror. “I don’t buy it.”

“Why?” Eddie said. “Because I’ve had my hair cut in the last two years? Or because I regularly use shampoo?”

“Because you’re not confident.”

Eddie tensed. “Who said I’m not?”

“You did. Just then, when you spoke about your hair.”

Eddie squared his shoulders. “If I wasn’t confident, would I be playing at The Indigo Room tonight?”

“The club?”

“Nah, the playroom at the day care centre.”

Dylan raised an eyebrow. “How the hell did a bunch of stoners land a gig at a club?”

“Because we’re good. That’s why.”

“Isn’t it lame to play at a club when you can’t even drink alcohol?”

Eddie shrugged. “Charlie’s uncle is the owner. He’s cool.”

“Ah, so Charlie’s got connections. That’s how you got the gig.”

“Screw you.”

Dylan laughed again as Eddie pushed his way out of the bathroom. He was about to walk back to his bedroom when he felt Dylan’s hand wrap around his wrist.

“What are you—?”

“Just for the record,” Dylan muttered, looking at Eddie, “there’s nothing wrong with your hair.”

Eddie couldn’t think of anything witty to respond, so he just stared back at him. He stared at him until the sound of Charlie’s cymbal shattered the silence.

“Eddie! Stop taking a shit and get back here!”

Dylan let go of Eddie’s wrist, but he didn’t look away. Eddie swore he could feel his gaze on him all the way back to his bedroom.



The Indigo Room was just like Eddie’s basement: dark, cramped and vaguely damp-smelling. But there was never a line of people waiting to get inside Eddie’s basement like there was out here.

The club was located in Fortitude Valley. Eddie had only ever really gone here during the day, when his mother had dragged him along to brunch with his stuffy aunt and uncle. It had been a wholesome place in daylight—a bustling city centre with a slew of hipster cafes and other gentrified businesses. But at night time, this gentrification belied a seedy, colourful underground, and places like The Indigo Room lit up in the darkness.

“Up here, boys.”

Eddie watched Charlie manoeuvre his way to the front of the crowd. He nervously followed him, cocking his shoulders back and trying desperately to look like he wasn’t underage. Charlie leaned into the security guard’s ear, whispered something distinctively Irish, and then they were immediately being let in. The security guard didn’t even ask Eddie for ID. Charlie’s uncle probably just assumed he was eighteen like Charlie and the rest of the guys. Either that, or they’d seen Eddie’s hair and mistaken him for a slightly attractive girl.

“This is insane,” Max said. “Tonight’s going to be so sick.”

Eddie looked around. The Indigo Room seemed like a mix between a sketchy nightclub and a grungy dive bar. There was a red neon sign on the wall that said ‘NOT A BROTHEL’, and Eddie wondered how many people were expecting to see nude girls here and not a seventeen-year-old singer. Another neon sign was responsible for almost all the light in the place; this one said ‘THE INDIGO ROOM’, and it hung directly above a small stage at the back of the club. Naturally, this sign was indigo, painting the entire venue in a kind of purplish glow.

Eddie stared up at the empty stage. It may have been dark, but there was enough light up there for his hair to be seen with moderate clarity. He swallowed, suddenly wishing he’d worn a cap like Dylan always did.

Fucking Dylan.

Charlie leaned over the bar to order a drink. “You want anything?” he asked Eddie.

Eddie didn’t really think he should add alcohol to the circus in his stomach, but he nodded anyway. About a minute later, he was being handed a Great Northern. And then a second one. And then a third. By the time Charlie’s uncle came over, Eddie’s toes were tingling in his shoes.

“Boys,” Charlie slurred. “I’d like you to meet a good friend of mine. This man here is Martin Ross. He’s the best event manager in the business.”

Eddie looked at Martin. He looked like he was in his late thirties, but he dressed like an adolescent boy who smoked hash at a skatepark.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you boys,” Martin said. “I’m already a huge Red Rascal fan.”

Charlie grinned. “I sent him some demos.”

“I was impressed,” Martin said. He took a swig of his beer and then turned to Eddie. “I’m guessing this is your lead singer?”

“Yeah,” Eddie said, shaking his hand. “Pleased to meet you, Martin.”

“Call me Marty.”

By the time Eddie was called up on stage, he’d had three apple ciders on top of his three Great Northerns. The lights felt good on his skin, and the lyrics that floated around his head didn’t want to belong to him anymore.

“Uh, hi,” he said nervously. After all this time, he still wasn’t used to hearing his voice through a microphone. “I’m Eddie. This is Max, Charlie and Daniel,” he gestured behind him “And we’re Red Rascal.”

Eddie started to sing the first song on their set list. It was an upbeat one, and the alcohol-fuelled crowd instantly reacted. Eddie squinted, trying to distinguish faces in the sea of gyrating bodies. He could see Marty nodding his head from the bar, and a few Greenview graduates from last year, but the rest were all new faces.

Except one.

He caught a glimpse of dirty blonde hair. The back of a black and white cap. He knew it was him before he turned around, before he let go of Marissa’s hand…

Fuck.

Dylan looked up at the stage, smiled with all teeth, and winked.


Chapter 21

For a moment, Eddie forgot the responsibilities he carried as the lead singer of a performing band. Mainly, the one where he had to perform.

“This next one’s called ‘Art Shack’,” he muttered to the crowd.

Eddie sang the song right to the end, and he didn’t look at Dylan or Marissa once. He was so focused on not watching them that he barely even listened to himself sing. He didn’t even know if he sounded good.

Deep down, Eddie knew he could sing. He could see people nodding their heads and swinging their hips as they played their next song, but it was like the entire crowd was irrelevant when Dylan was watching him. For some reason, ever since that first day on the train, Eddie couldn’t stop trying to see himself through Dylan’s eyes.

Dylan. With his stupid Braves cap and cream corduroy jacket. With his big hands and long arms snaked around Marissa’s dainty hips. He could probably sing better than Eddie could. He could probably do everything better than Eddie could. Small, stupid things—like looking cooler standing against a wall, and coiling his cigarette smoke with impossible grace.

He’s attractive.

It wasn’t the first time Eddie had thought that about Dylan, but it was the first time he’d thought it in front of an entire crowd of people. He felt naked and raw, like everyone could read his mind, like the lights were baring his soul to anyone who looked.

Shit. Eddie suddenly realised he’d been staring at Dylan for too long. Don’t look at him, he thought. Don’t bloody look at him.

“Um…” he said. “This next one…this next one is a slower one. It’s called ‘Screw’. One, two, three, four…”

Eddie closed his eyes. He felt sick as he started to sing.

It’s been a wasted summer, trying to hide

All of the things I’ve been keeping inside

She’s looking at you, you’re looking at me

Standing on stage and singing off key

I don’t know why but it’s killing me

All of these people you pretend to be

And I’m so tired of losing sleep

Thinking of you when I’m not meant to be

I have spent years riding the line

I could ignore it most of the time

Those strangers had never bothered me

But then you walked on, and suddenly…

I don’t know why but it’s killing me

All of these people you pretend to be

And I’m so tired of losing sleep

Thinking of you when I’m not meant to be

And can’t you see that you’re screwing me?

Clouding my head with these silly dreams?

What do you see when you think of me?

When I cross your mind, is it tenderly?

Are you ever tired

Or getting up when you just want to sleep?

If you want, I could lend you my shoulder

It won’t phase me



After the show, Eddie was too embarrassed to face anyone. He texted his mum and waited outside the club, drinking a warm Corona that Marty bought him.

“You’ve got talent, mate,” he’d told Eddie. He hadn’t said it to any of the other guys, so Eddie thought that maybe he meant it.

He downed the last of his drink. Eddie didn’t really like beer. It tasted bitter and sharp, but his dad used to drink it. He wished that he liked more things that his dad did. Maybe then he wouldn’t have missed him so much.

“Jergins.”

Eddie nearly dropped his empty Corona bottle. He swayed against the wall, blinking hard. Dylan was walking towards him. No Marissa.

He looked even better up close. His jacket was the colour of oatmeal and he looked clean and soft. He looked like he should be at a blues festival in Atlanta, not some dingy club in Brisbane.

“Where’s Marissa?”

“She’s around.”

“Why aren’t you with her?” Eddie asked, the words coming out slower than he meant them to. He leaned too far forwards as he said it, and Dylan pushed him back gently.

“Why do you always have to question everything I do?”

“Because you don’t make any sense.”

“That’s because you’re drunk.”

“Not all the time,” Eddie mumbled.

They stared at each other, and Dylan’s eyes narrowed slightly. Eddie’s eyes started to drift closed before Dylan said, “You did good.”

“Huh?”

“Tonight. The gig. You did good.”

Eddie looked down at his shoes. “I didn’t expect to see you here,” he said.

“Marissa wanted to come…”

“She didn’t know about it,” Eddie said, hiccupping on the last word. “I only told you.”

“So?

“So, you told her about it. You wanted to come.”

Dylan licked his lips. “Maybe I just wanted to see you embarrass yourself in front of a crowd of people.”

“I probably did that,” Eddie admitted.

“No, you didn’t,” Dylan told him. He looked really serious when he said it.

“I nearly forgot to sing.”

“Didn’t notice.”

Eddie smiled. His stomach was doing all sorts of things, and he didn’t know whether it was because of Dylan or the alcohol. (Probably both.)

“So,” Dylan smirked. He shoved his hands into his pockets and cocked his head. “Screw, huh?”

He had a dimple in his left cheek that Eddie had never noticed before. He thought about touching it.

“What about it?”

“Nothing. It’s just an interesting song.”

“Yeah,” Eddie muttered. “Charlie wrote it.” He could feel the bass vibrating through the club wall, matching the beat of his heart.

“Why are you lying to me?”

“I’m not.”

Dylan kept smirking. “You’re a shit liar even when you’re sober.”

“That’s bullshit.”

“Why is everything always bullshit with you?”

Eddie stared down at his feet again. “I didn’t write it about you.”

“I think you did.”

Eddie’s stomach moved with every sentence that came out of Dylan’s mouth. He found himself staring at the dimple in Dylan’s cheek—the smooth indent of skin, the simple mark of contentment. He touched it.

Dylan froze. He leaned back, studying Eddie.

“How many have you had?”

Eddie looked into Dylan’s eyes. He’d always been too nervous to look at him the way he was now. It was silent and heavy, all his thoughts dancing at the edge of his mind. He felt like he and Dylan had said more to each other in those two minutes than they had in the last six months.

“I told the guys I wrote it about a lesbian.”

Dylan raised his eyebrows. “They believe you?”

Eddie didn’t answer him. He looked around the empty alleyway. He thought about when he had kissed Lyla against the wall of the pizza place and felt like maybe his mind had made it up.

“Did you really think I was good?”

Dylan frowned at him. “Come on,” he said. “I’m not going to start sucking your dick.”

“You just talk a lot of shit, that’s all.”

“You were good, okay? You sounded good.”

Eddie couldn’t help but smile. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and accidentally stumbled a little.

Dylan’s arm reached out to steady him. “Jesus,” he said. “You really are drunk.”

Eddie didn’t bother with a response. Instead, he let the rest of his weight fall onto Dylan, because Dylan was tall and strong and he could hold Eddie upright, and Eddie trusted him to. He was tired, and the smooth plane of Dylan’s chest felt so good against his own. It felt so good that Eddie tilted his head up and put his lips on Dylan’s mouth.

For a brief moment, Eddie thought that kissing Dylan Carver might have been the easiest thing he’d ever done. It just made sense—like when his dad used to kiss his mum before he went to work in the morning. Kissing Dylan had purpose.

But Dylan just shoved him away, panting. “What the hell did you just do?”

Eddie stared at him. The wind felt cold on his lips. He wanted to run away, but Dylan still had a hand fisted in his shirt.

“I-I’m sorry,” Eddie whispered.

“You…” Dylan scowled. He spat on the floor and rubbed his mouth, but he didn’t let go of Eddie’s shirt. He didn’t step back.

“I’m sorry,” Eddie repeated, sounding more like he meant it this time.

“I just… I don’t…” Dylan shook his head. Eddie could hear sirens as Dylan looked over his shoulder, and then back at him. “I’m not, okay?”

“I know. I’m not either.”

“Yes, you are.”

“I’m not.”

Eddie’s blood was rushing in his ears. His mind was starting to clear and he felt too much like himself. He didn’t want to feel like that. “I have to go,” he said.

Dylan finally let go of his shirt. He took a step back, and Eddie had space to walk away now. It felt like he had all the space in the world.


Chapter 22

The night after he kissed Dylan, Eddie lay in bed staring at the ceiling.

He thought about a lot of things. Dylan, mostly. About when he first knew he was attracted to him, and what it meant that he was attracted to him. He thought about the frenzy in Dylan’s eyes when he’d shoved Eddie away, but also the tight grip he’d kept on his shirt. He thought about Marissa. He thought about the fact that she was (and still remained) the last thing he always thought about, and whether or not that made him a terrible person.

Eddie listened to his phone dial. It was late, and he didn’t expect an answer. He was about to end the call when he heard a soft grumble on the other end of the line.

“Eddie?”

“Moe.”

Eddie was silent for a long time. He thought about hanging up again.

“Eddie, what’s wrong?”

“What do you know about me?”

Moe went quiet. Eddie listened to his breathing, trying to imagine his face.

“What are you talking about? Are you drunk?”

“A little,” Eddie replied, but he didn’t think he was drunk anymore. Strangely, he didn’t think his head had been this clear in a long time.

“You should get some sleep—”

Eddie closed his eyes. “What do you know about me?”

“Are you okay? I don’t know what you’re asking, Eddie.”

“I think you do.”

This time, the pause on Moe’s end made Eddie feel sick. He didn’t know why he called. He didn’t know why he did anything.

“Eddie,” Moe said finally. “There’s nothing wrong with—”

Eddie hung up before he could finish.



The rest of the year passed quietly, aside from the news that Marissa would have to repeat grade twelve if she wanted to get into uni. She was ropable at first, but a few days into summer break she actually seemed to accept the news.

Eddie still hadn’t accepted it—the fact that Marissa would be in the same grade as him and Dylan now. She’d be in all of their classes, at their formal, at their graduation showcase… She’d be touching Dylan around every corner, making Eddie want to flush his own eyes with peroxide.

It made Eddie dread the beginning of the school year more than ever. But in no time at all it was February, and Eddie was left trying to remember the last six weeks of holidays. He didn’t have a party for his eighteenth birthday (mainly because no one would show up if he did). Instead, he invited the guys from Red Rascal over and they spent the afternoon jamming in his garage. Now that Charlie, Max and Dan had all left Greenview, they usually practised in Charlie’s garage because his drum kit was there, but they made an exception for Eddie’s birthday.

Eddie’s parents took him to Sizzler for dinner, and he was grateful when Marissa told them that Dylan had football training and wouldn’t be able to come. Eddie spent enough time avoiding Dylan in his own house; he didn’t want to do it at his favourite restaurant in the entire world.

He’d seen Dylan a few times since that night outside The Indigo Room—mostly at school. But he’d also seen him twice on the train, and once in the hallway outside Marissa’s room. Dylan had merely walked by him like he didn’t exist.

That’s when Eddie started really hating himself. Hating himself for what he did, for all that he wanted to do, for everything he thought about Dylan in the privacy of his own mind. His head felt like a war zone—like some burning, inescapable place. He had never felt more disconnected from the world around him; he’d never felt more alone in his own heart.

His seizures were also becoming more frequent. Eddie figured that it probably had something to do with his heightened anxiety over all the bad thoughts in his head. For the past few months, it felt like what little reputation he’d managed to gain had been under the constant threat of three simple words.

Jerkins kissed me.

Eddie could just imagine how someone like Josh or Ethan would respond to that statement. He would have to move schools. He’d probably have to move oceans and continents. The only upside was that he could probably room with Moe in Toronto.

If he was honest, Eddie was surprised that Dylan hadn’t told anyone. (Eddie only assumed he hadn’t because his bones remained surprisingly intact.) He thought it probably had something to do with Marissa, and Dylan was just trying to save face with their family. After all, how would it look to Robert if Dylan were to put a target on his stepson’s back? Eddie doubted that Robert would actually care, but Eddie’s mother would care, and Robert had to pretend to care about everything she cared about too. It was one of the more inconvenient parts of a convenient marriage.

“Is this seat taken?”

Eddie looked up, startled by the voice. He’d been staring out his window mindlessly for the past half hour, and he’d forgotten there were other people on the train. This girl was wearing a Greenview uniform, but he’d never seen her before.

“Uh, no,” he said, looking into the girl’s eyes. Blue—as blue as Eddie had ever seen in natural light. They almost made her look dreamlike. Everything else, from the faint sprinkle of freckles across her nose and cheeks, to her soft, sun-bleached hair, looked completely real.

“Thank you,” she said, sitting down next to him. She smelled like saltwater and perfume, even though the nearest beach was at least an hour away.

“You’re welcome.”

“You’re Eddie, right?”

“Uh…”

“Your guitar case,” the girl said, and Eddie laughed.

“Oh.”

She flicked her hair over her shoulder, and Eddie was left staring at the side of her face. He realised that this was the kind of girl Marissa would hate.

“I haven’t seen you on the train before,” he told her.

“That makes sense,” she said. “This is my first time.”

She turned away from Eddie, pulling a book out of her bag. He watched her read for a few seconds before he started to feel creepy, so he looked out the window again. It wasn’t until the train stopped at Greenview, and he and the girl both stood up—a small smile on her lips—and got off the train, that he realised he never even asked for her name.

When Eddie got to class, the first thing he saw was Marissa talking to Dylan near his desk. He was quick to look away, but he still got that familiar ache in his gut.

“Hey, Jerkins!”

Eddie tried to ignore Josh. He took out his books and stacked them on his desk, and then he started sharpening a pencil. He didn’t even use pencils.

“Jerkins, did you hear me?” Josh raised his voice louder. “Your hair must be covering your ears.”

Eddie kept sharpening his pencil. He could feel everyone staring at him.

“I heard you’re a rock star now,” Josh continued. “Is that why you’re not speaking to me?”

“He thinks he’s too good for us,” Ethan chimed in. “He only talks to stoners.”

There were a few laughs at that. Eddie wanted to roll his eyes, but he didn’t. He just got out another pencil and started sharpening it with more force.

“We heard about The Indigo Room,” Josh said next, and Eddie froze. The tip of his pencil broke off in his sharpener, and the urge to look over at Dylan and Marissa became so strong he had to mentally restrain himself.

“We heard you were awkward as shit,” Ethan said, and a few of the footy guys laughed.

Eddie felt the tension seep from his shoulders. He continued sharpening his pencil, only vaguely aware of someone sitting at the desk beside him.

“Hey, Eddie.”

Eddie looked up for the first time since he sat down. The girl from the train was right next to him, a soft smile on her lips.

“Hey,” he said.

“Do you mind if I borrow a pencil?”

“Uh, no. Sure.” Eddie handed her one of his freshly sharpened pencils, and she winked at him.

“Thanks. I owe you one.”

After that, Eddie could feel Josh’s gaze on him for the rest of class. He managed to avoid him for the first half of the day, but he finally caught him at lunch.

“Jerkins,” Josh said, cornering Eddie against a wall. Dylan was standing only a few metres away.

“Dickson.”

“What’s the deal with you and the new girl?”

“The deal?”

Josh looked at Eddie like he was stupid. “Why did she talk to you?”

“She wanted a pencil…”

“Bullshit. She knew your name.”

“It’s not a secret,” Eddie said.

“Are you banging her?”

Eddie’s gaze darted sideways to Dylan, who glanced away quickly. It felt like the first time they’d looked at each other in months.

“Jerkins.”

“I met her on the train this morning.”

“What the fuck?” Josh muttered. “Why is she so nice to you?”

“Beats me,” Eddie said. He tried to walk away, but Josh grabbed his arm.

“Bring her to my party tomorrow night.”

“You’re having a party? Since when?”

“Think of it as a Start-of-Term-Get-Together. An STGT.”

Eddie sighed. “So, you’re planning an entire party just to get into the new girl’s pants?”

“Bingo.” Josh slapped Eddie on the back. He was about to leave when he paused, turning back to Eddie. “By the way, what’s her name?”

“I don’t know.”

“What do you mean you ‘don’t know’? What kind of idiot has two conversations with a girl like that and doesn’t ask for her name?”

Eddie shrugged. “The kind who has more chance with her than you right now.”

Josh glared at him. “Bring her to the party tomorrow night. I’m serious, Jerkins.”

Eddie just nodded. He watched Josh disappear around a corner before flipping him off. When he turned back around, Dylan was staring at him.

Something bright and sharp settled in Eddie’s chest. They were only a few metres apart, and the moment was familiar enough to hurt. Dylan hadn’t looked at him like that since the club all those months ago, when his hand had been fisted in Eddie’s shirt…

Eddie felt the memory of that night return to him in waves.

He thought about saying hello—just for a moment, just to pretend. But Dylan was already walking away before he could speak.


Chapter 23

“My, my,” Marissa said as she wandered past the bathroom. “Is it time for Josh Dixon’s STGT already?”

Eddie frowned at her. “It’s an annual thing?”

“Sometimes. Depends whether or not there are any hot new girls.”

Eddie sighed. “You’re not going?”

“Dylan asked, but I told him I have to study.”

“New year, new you?”

Marissa smiled, hovering by the door. “Something like that.”

Eddie looked at her for a moment. Her hair was all one colour for the first time since he’d known her—jet black—and her nails were bare; no more patchy blue polish being left on for weeks at a time.

“How are you?” he asked her.

“As well as can be expected, considering I’m repeating.”

“Lots of kids repeat grade twelve.”

“Yeah, but those kids don’t usually want to be teachers.”

Eddie was stunned. He’d never heard Marissa talk about anything after high school, almost like her whole life was reduced to being a student—a bad one, at that.

“Hey,” he said, “no one’s going to know about your past unless you show them. You don’t have to show anyone.”

“I don’t know,” she said. “I don’t think stupidity is easily hidden.”

“You’re not stupid.”

Eddie was almost certain he’d never told her that before—in fact, he’d made a point of telling her the opposite. But in that moment, it felt true. He wanted her to believe it.

Marissa’s eyes softened. “Thanks, Eddie.”

He felt her lingering in the doorway as he buttoned up his shirt. “I hope you’re okay,” she said.

“I…what?”

Marissa leaned against the doorframe. “I just, I know you haven’t really been yourself lately. Maybe it’s not even clear to you. Maybe it’s an unconscious thing. But you’ve been…different. I just hope you’re okay.”

Eddie stared at her. “I’m okay.”

“Good. I know Josh has been giving you a hard time, but just try to ignore him, okay?”

And then she was gone. Eddie was left staring at an empty doorway, trying to figure out when in the hell Marissa had become a better person than he was.



Darcy picked him up at eight. (Eddie learned her name on the train home that day, as well as a few other trivial facts. She was a natural blonde. Her parents were separated. She watched the news for fun and her surname was Mathers. She read one book a week.)

And, as he learned tonight, she drove a $38,000 Mini Cooper.

“This is yours?” he asked.

Darcy smirked. “Nah, I stole it.”

“I don’t blame you.”

The car ride was kind of awkward. Eddie was ridiculously hot underneath his hoodie but he was too nervous to tell Darcy, so he kept casting agitated glances at the A/C control. He could feel his armpits getting sticky.

“So,” Darcy said. “I was kind of surprised that you wanted to go to this thing.”

“Huh?” Eddie said. “Oh, I’m all about parties.”

“Don’t take this the wrong way, but you don’t strike me as the football type.”

“That’s actually a compliment,” Eddie muttered. He decided to just take off his hoodie, and it was relieving for about a second, until the heady scent of Robert’s cologne started wafting throughout the car. “By the way,” he said, “if I start moving suddenly, or looking like I’m trying to sniff my armpit… Just ignore it.”

“You can sniff your armpit,” Darcy said. “I don’t mind.”

Eddie laughed. It took the edge off what he said next. “I have epilepsy.”

Darcy glanced at him. “My cousin was epileptic,” she said. “What kind?”

“Juvenile myoclonic.”

She nodded. “That gets better as you get older, right?”

“It’s supposed to,” Eddie said. He frowned at Darcy, surprised that she even knew about it. She just smiled before looking back at the road.

“I did a lot of research on different types,” she explained.

“Oh,” Eddie said, because he didn’t know what else to say. No one had ever heard of his condition unless they had direct experience with it. They also never responded as casually as Darcy had—as if Eddie had merely told her he had some kind of food allergy. She just turned up the radio and began talking about a new topic; she didn’t make Eddie feel like it was his entire personality the same way other people did when he told them.

When they finally got to the party, there was already a half-naked guy passed out in the front yard. There were cars lined up to the next suburb, and the music sounded loud and pissed off.

“Party started early,” Darcy said.

“Yeah,” Eddie agreed. He hoped it finished early too.

As he got out of the car, he expected to lose Darcy in the crowd of vaguely familiar faces. It was what he planned for—get her to the party, palm her off to Josh, and hightail it home before he could embarrass himself. The fact that she actually wanted to stay with him and hang out was kind of startling.

“You know you don’t have to hang out with me,” he said.

“I know,” she replied.

Eddie watched her walk inside, the vestiges of her perfume still lingering in the air. In the kitchen, he offered her one of his ciders that he’d brought just in case, and she skolled it.

Eddie felt his mouth hanging open. “I’m guessing this isn’t your first drink?”

Darcy grinned at him over the rim of her can. Her eyes were wide and shiny as she said, “I can’t even remember the last time I had a first anything.”

Eddie didn’t know what to say to that, so he just opened one of his ciders. He told himself it would be his only drink for the night.

“What about you?” Darcy asked.

“Huh?”

“When was your last first time?”

Eddie thought about it. He thought about the first time he kissed a girl. The first time he kissed a boy. The first time he realised he had no idea who he was.

“I played a gig last year,” he said.

“Yeah? Where was that?”

“The Indigo Room.”

“Shit,” Darcy said. “That’s awesome.”

“Yeah. It was okay.”

“So, you’re a musician?”

Eddie smiled at her. “I guess I am.”

“Then tell me, Mr Music Aficionado, what do you think of this song?”

“Shit,” Eddie yelled.

She laughed. “You really know your stuff.”

“I told you.”

He was just about to offer her another drink when someone clamped a hand on his shoulder. Eddie recognised the slightly sweaty grip before he even turned around.

“Jerkins! I’m so glad you could make it.”

Eddie plastered a smile on his face. “Where else would I rather be?”

“Probably off playing Madison Square Garden, you big rock star.”

Eddie tried not to roll his eyes. “Darcy, this is Josh. Josh, Darcy.”

Over the next few hours, one drink turned into ten. Eddie didn’t know how it happened, but he soon found himself sprawled out on the couch, staring sideways at Darcy and Josh. Dylan was sitting in the corner of the room with a beer in his hand. He was frowning at the floor.

Josh pointed at Eddie with his beer can. “Jerkins, what’s the deal with your hair?”

“The deal?”

“He’s a muso now,” said a guy named Jacob. “They all have shit hair.”

“You smoked weed yet, Jerkins?”

Eddie shook his head, closing his eyes.

“You want to?”

Eddie opened one eye. He thought about it for a moment, ignoring his mother’s distressed voice inside his head. “Sure.”

This made them excited. By them, he meant Josh, Ethan and Jacob. Eddie closed his eyes again, and when he opened them there was a joint in Josh’s hand.

“So, I hear you’re a ranga,” Josh said.

“When I was five.”

“I think we’re all wondering the same thing here,” Ethan said.

Josh handed Eddie the joint. “Does the bottom shelf match the top shelf?”

“No.”

“Come on, no downstairs fire?”

Eddie shook his head. He held the joint and tried not to think of how many mouths it had touched.

“I guess we’ll have to ask Lyla,” Jacob said. “You had sex with her, right?”

Eddie brought the joint to his lips. It was so small that he almost burned his finger.

“Hold up Jerkins, do you even know what you’re doing?”

Eddie drew in a long, deep breath. He felt whatever was inside lick its way down his throat and singe his lungs. He coughed.

Everybody laughed. Everybody but Dylan. He just leaned back in his chair and took another swig of his beer, looking bored.

The guys each had a draw. When it got to Dylan, he took the joint between light, practiced fingers, and he held the smoke in his lungs for longer than Eddie could hold his bladder. He even exhaled gracefully.

“Shit, Carver. You sure know what you’re doing.”

“It’s ’cause he’s American,” someone said. “Atlanta’s laws on smoking weed are like Greenview’s policy on wearing ties.”

Josh looked at Eddie. “You want another?”

Eddie shook his head. He lay back on the couch and listened to Darcy take the next draw instead. From the sounds of it, she was a natural just like Dylan. And something about that didn’t surprise Eddie at all.

He also wasn’t surprised to find Josh’s hand on Darcy’s knee.

As the night progressed, Eddie watched Josh’s hand slowly move towards her thigh, and then her stomach, and then her breasts. Darcy looked at Eddie a few times, but she didn’t look alarmed. She just shut her eyes and kissed Josh with her mouth closed.

At some point, Eddie rolled off the couch and stumbled into the kitchen. He forgot why he was there until he started feeling sick and vomited in the sink. His stomach ached and the music sounded even worse than before, so he lowered himself to the floor and put his hands over his ears.

After a while, he heard someone come in and start rummaging through the fridge. When he looked up and saw Dylan, he froze.

Eddie knew that he probably looked like shit. He knew that he’d probably never looked worse in his life. There was vomit in the corner of his mouth and he was pretty sure there was beer in his hair. He was drunk and high and he just wanted to go home.

The words came out of his mouth before he could stop them.

“Are we ever going to talk again?”

Dylan didn’t look surprised by the question. And Eddie thought that it was probably inevitable—just like everything else.

“Go home, Eddie,” he said flatly.

There was nothing in his eyes as he said it. No light. No warmth. Not even pity.

Eddie felt like being sick again.


Chapter 24

The next morning, Eddie sat on the gutter outside Josh’s house and called Moe. It went straight to voicemail, just as it had the last three times Eddie had tried to call.

If I didn’t want to talk to you when I was in Australia, I probably don’t want to talk to you now. Also, if this is Michael Cera, screw you.

“Hey, man. It’s me. How are you? I don’t think I’ve asked you how you are enough times. I know I was kind of weird the last time we talked, but I hope you’re not screening my calls. I…I really miss you, man.” He went quiet, looking back at Josh’s house. “P.S. Greenview parties are shit without you. I mean, they were shit before, but they’re even shittier now.”

The walk home was long and unforgiving. The sky was still pink as Eddie walked up his front steps, and he didn’t even take off his shoes when he crawled into bed.

As he stared at his ceiling, he wondered what his dad would think of Dylan if Marissa had brought him home while he was alive. He thought he would probably like him in some strange, unpronounced way, just like Eddie did. And then he remembered that Marissa wouldn’t even be in his life if his dad were alive, and the thought was so stunning that he couldn’t even comprehend it. He realised that the only way his dad would have met Dylan is if Eddie had brought him home.

He tried to picture it: taking the train home together in the afternoon. Eddie playing guitar on his bed, Dylan sitting in his desk chair with his headphones on. Having dinner with his parents. Talking about random shit in the early hours of the morning. Waking up for school at the same time, brushing their teeth in the same mirror. Taking the train to Greenview and then taking it home again.

Eddie didn’t realise he was crying until he blinked. It was the first time that had happened since his dad died.



“Heard you had your first taste of the devil’s lettuce last night,” Dan said when the band got together at Eddie’s place to review their set list. “I gotta tell ya, Ed, I couldn’t be prouder.”

“How was it?” Max asked.

“Kinda shit,” Eddie said.

Charlie frowned at him. “What the hell were you doing at a football party? Don’t tell us you’ve crossed over to the dark side.”

“I haven’t.”

“Doesn’t seem like it.”

“I’m here now, aren’t I? Jesus, when did I have to start defending myself to you guys? You’re supposed to be the chilled ones.”

Charlie laughed. “We’re only messing with you. We’re just jealous we didn’t get a ride in Darcy Mathers’ flashy little convertible.”

“Did Josh really have sex with her?” Dan asked.

“What do you think?”

“I don’t know,” Max said. “She kind of sounds like the type…”

“She’s not,” Eddie said, even though he really had no idea what kind of girl she was. He just knew that he didn’t want them talking about her that way, the same way he wouldn’t want them talking about Marissa or his mum. She was in a different category.

“Sorry dude, I didn’t mean to piss you off.”

“You didn’t—”

“It’s cool if you like her, or whatever.”

Eddie looked at Max. “I don’t—”

There was a soft knock on the door. When Eddie saw who it was, he nearly dropped his guitar.

“Uh, Darcy, hey.”

“Hey, sorry to intrude on you guys.”

“You’re not intruding,” Charlie said, nearly tripping over his chair in his haste to get to the door. “Come on in.”

“I was just bored…” she trailed off, glancing at Max’s guitar. “Oh, sweet. Is that an Epiphone Thunderbird?”

“Yeah…?” Max replied.

“So cool. My dad had one just like it.”

Charlie blinked at her. “Your dad played bass?”

“Yeah, he was in a band when I was younger.” Darcy reached out a hand, her fingers ghosting over the strings. “I pretty much grew up in his tour van. Was probably conceived in it too.”

“He toured?” Dan said. “Wow, that’s sick.”

“Just a little around Western Europe. They were kind of big over there.”

“What was his band?” Charlie asked.

“Wilting Willows?”

“Shit,” Charlie said. “I’ve heard of them. That’s awesome.”

“Yeah, they were all right.” Darcy ran her hand over Max’s bass guitar, and he shivered as if she was running her hands over him. She turned back to Eddie. “Play something for me?”

The guys all looked at him, and Eddie thought they looked more nervous than when they performed at The Indigo Room. They started playing one of their untitled instrumentals, and Darcy swayed her head slowly to the melody. Eddie could see what was attractive about her in that moment—the way she moved, like parts of her body were more purposeful than other people’s. The way her long hair seemed to float down her back.

Darcy pursed her lips together, looking around the room. “What are you guys called?”

“Red Rascal,” Charlie drawled. It always sounded better with his accent.

Darcy just smiled at Eddie. “Cute.”

She kept watching him as he played, and he found himself watching her back. She was nice to him, but not nice like Lyla was. He couldn’t tell if she wanted to kiss him or take him out on a date. Maybe she was just a friend. A friend like Moe.

If she really was like Moe, did that mean that she knew things about him too? Eddie swallowed. He tried to focus on the chords, but his mind kept wandering….

He didn’t know exactly what these ‘things’ were. He just knew that they were getting harder and harder to hide.


Chapter 25

The next week, Darcy came to The Indigo Room with Eddie and the guys. There was a showcase tonight featuring a few local artists, and Marty had agreed to let them play a couple songs.

“You’re a chameleon,” Darcy told him afterwards. They were in her car, and they’d been talking so much that they hadn’t even bothered to turn on the radio.

“How?”

“Your voice. You can sound like two different people, depending on the song.”

“Wow, two people? That hardly makes me a chameleon.”

“I think there are a lot more in there,” Darcy replied.

They were outside her house now, and the place looked dark. There were no cars out front.

“Where is everyone?” Eddie asked.

“Not sure.”

They got out of the car. Eddie followed her up the long, winding path that led to her front door. “Is anyone going to be coming home?”

“Not sure.”

“Will they mind that I’m here?”

“No.”

“Cool,” Eddie replied. He stuck his hands in his pockets as Darcy turned on all the lights, and he nearly choked on his own spit when he realised the size of the place. “Shit,” he said. “Your dad was pretty successful, huh?”

“Yep, pretty successful.”

“This place must have cost a fortune.”

Darcy didn’t answer. She disappeared deeper into the house, until Eddie found her in the kitchen. “You want a drink?” she asked.

“What do you have?”

“Whatever you want.”

Eddie didn’t think for very long. “How about an apple cider?”

Darcy smirked. “Sure.”

They sat at the kitchen counter. It was as big as Eddie’s dining table.

“Do you have any siblings?” he asked.

She took a long sip of her drink, swirling it around in her mouth. “Nope.”

“Do you ever—?”

“Hey, let’s go upstairs.”

“Oh…okay,” Eddie agreed nervously. He took his bottle of cider with him.

Darcy’s room was just how Eddie imagined his would be if he were a girl (and filthy rich). There were posters covering almost every inch of the walls, and two bookshelves that reached as high as the ceiling. She had a record player in the corner beneath a hot pink cushion, and records that traversed decades of music.

“What’s your favourite?” he asked.

Darcy followed his gaze. “A Night at the Opera. The Velvet Underground & Nico is a close second.”

Eddie grinned. He kept walking around Darcy’s room, making stories for everything he saw.

“You wanna get high?”

Eddie stopped. He looked at Darcy over his shoulder. “Really?”

“Why not?”

He shrugged. “Okay.”

They sat on her bed. Darcy pulled out a joint and put it between her lips.

“Don’t be nervous,” she said.

“I’m not nervous.”

“Eddie. Your body, remember?”

Eddie stopped fidgeting. He pressed his sweaty palms flat on his thighs, and Darcy smiled.

Eddie was silent as he watched Darcy inhale. When she exhaled, it sounded like a sigh.

“I don’t think I like getting high,” he muttered.

“You’re probably not doing it right.”

“Does everyone who gets high have to like it?”

“No,” she conceded. Then she handed him the joint. “But do it right once before you decide.”

Eddie repeated the same motions as the last time he tried, except this joint was longer so he didn’t have to worry about burning himself. He inhaled slowly this time, too, because that was what Darcy told him to do. She counted to three, and then she told him to exhale. It didn’t burn like the first one did.

“See?”

“It still doesn’t feel good.”

“Just wait.”

They had a few more draws. Then they lay back on Darcy’s bed and listened to her favourite record. Just as Eddie was drifting off to sleep, she kissed him.

He kissed her back. He felt his lips sliding against hers and it felt nice. Everything felt nice. He just wanted to press his body into hers and run his hands through her hair, but every time he did, he felt himself slipping away. The only place he could seem to touch her was her mouth. It was the only part of her that felt like anyone.

He thought that was when he knew.

Darcy’s hand cupped him through his jeans. She mustn’t have liked what she found, because she pulled back and looked at him. But she didn’t look angry, or upset. She just looked…understanding.

“We can just kiss,” she said. “If you want.”

“Okay,” Eddie whispered. He didn’t know if he really wanted it. Darcy was beautiful, sure. And she was almost what Eddie wanted—she was so almost it made him want to scream. But he didn’t have the same urges with her. He didn’t want to press his body up against hers, or lick the blueberry ChapStick from her lips. He craved the scratch of dry mouths, the warm press of solid chests, the rough firmness of hands…

He and Darcy started to kiss each other with their hands by their sides, and it was so tender, yet so strange. Eddie wondered who she saw when she closed her eyes, if it was the same person she thought about when she kissed Josh. It made him think about how many people kissed just to feel someone else.


Chapter 26

The next night, Eddie had dinner with his mum, Marissa, and Robert. They were eating spinach casserole in silence when Marissa piped up, “So Eddie, you were out late last night.”

Eddie glared at her. “Jeez. Sorry, Mum.”

“You were out late,” his mother agreed. “Where did you go?”

“I told you. I went to rehearse at Charlie’s.”

“I didn’t know Charlie drove a Mini Cooper,” Marissa said. She leaned forwards on the table, resting her chin on her palms. “How on Earth does he afford that?”

“I don’t know.”

“Bullshit.”

“Marissa,” Robert scolded. Then he turned to Eddie. “Are you boys ever actually going to play anywhere? All you seem to do is rehearse.”

“Yeah. We’ve played at The Coffee House a few times.”

“The Coffee House,” Marissa deadpanned. Eddie glared at her.

“What? Why wasn’t I ever invited?

“Because, Mum…you always make a big deal out of everything.”

“That’s because it is a big deal, Eddie. It’s your dream.”

“Pretty sure my dream isn’t to play at a coffee shop,” Eddie muttered.

Marissa smiled at him. “How about a club?”

His mum frowned. “Seriously, Eddie. I want to come to your next gig. When is it?”

“I don’t know. Marty just rings whenever there’s something going. It’s not very often.”

“Marty? Who’s Marty?”

“He’s the guy that owns the…coffee shop.”

“I’ll have to ask for him next time I go there,” his mother replied. “I’d like to meet the man who’s kick-starting your career.”

“He’s pretty busy,” Eddie said with his mouth full. “You know, making coffees and stuff.”

“Not too busy to meet the mother of his rising star, surely.” Marissa winked at him, and Eddie glared at her again.

“Hey, how’s grade twelve going the second time around?”



There was a strange air at school on Monday. Eddie felt like everyone was looking at him (and when no one ever usually looked at you, that could be a rather unsettling feeling).

When he got to his locker and saw Dylan watching him from the other side of the hall, he got even more paranoid. Dylan didn’t look at him anymore—at least not on purpose. Eddie was about to walk over and confront him when Lyla was suddenly blocking his path.

“Is it true?” she said.

Eddie’s stomach dropped. “Is what true?” he asked slowly.

“Don’t play dumb with me, Eddie.”

“I’m not—”

“I deserve better. I deserve the truth. Those were your words, remember?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Lyla pursed her lips together, glancing around the hall. When she looked back at Eddie, her eyes were watering. “Just…why her?”

“What?”

“Why her? I get the obvious reasons. She’s new. She’s beautiful.”

Eddie frowned. “Is this about Darcy?”

“Of course it’s about Darcy!”

“It’s not like that. She’s just a friend.”

Lyla narrowed her eyes. “Do you sleep with all your friends?”

“Wait, what?”

“All this time,” she muttered. “All this time, I thought it was just you being shy. God, I was so stupid—”

“I don’t know what you’ve heard, but—”

“Save it, Eddie. Save all your genteel bullshit. I don’t need it.”

And then she was gone, storming away as quickly as she blew in. Eddie barely had time to catch a breath before he saw Josh at the end of the hall. He tried to walk the opposite way, but Josh shouted loud enough for everyone to hear.

“Oi, Jerkins!”

Eddie stopped. He didn’t turn around until Josh was right behind him.

“Look, I don’t care what people are saying, okay? It’s not true.”

“Really?” Josh asked. “So you didn’t play a gig and then leave in her car?”

“How do you know?”

“Ethan was at the club, dumbarse.”

Eddie’s stomach lurched. He swallowed, glancing around the hallway. Almost everyone had stopped to watch them—or, more specifically, to watch Josh berate Eddie to the point of tears. But Eddie refused to buckle.

“Good on him,” Eddie replied, turning around.

He made it about four steps before he felt Josh’s hands on his back. The push was enough to send Eddie crashing to the floor, and he landed hard on his stomach.

“And to think I thought you were a faggot,” Josh said.

Eddie’s first instinct, other than to puke, was to roll over and cover his face. He was sure he was about to get the biggest beating of his life—in public, no less—and he braced himself for the first blow.

But it didn’t come.

Josh never hit Eddie, because Dylan tackled him into the lockers before he could get close.

“What the hell, Carver?”

Josh shoved Dylan, gritting his teeth. Eddie just watched, still flat on his arse. Everything was happening so fast he could barely comprehend what he was seeing. One minute, Dylan was standing on the opposite side of the hall—indifferent. The next he had his forearm pressed against Josh’s throat.

“What’s your problem?” Dylan seethed.

“My problem?”

“Come on,” Dylan said. “You don’t need to do any of this.”

“Mind your own business, Carver. This is between me and him.” Josh tried to walk towards Eddie, but Dylan held him back.

“Really? All of this over some girl you hooked up with at a party?”

“You don’t know shit, Carver. Get your hands off me before things get serious.”

“Things already got serious,” Dylan told him, and Josh’s gaze flickered to Eddie.

“Holy shit,” Josh said. “You’re protecting him.”

When Dylan didn’t answer, Josh started to laugh. “Oh, this is too classic.”

“Shut up.”

Eddie watched Dylan’s hands clench around Josh’s collar. In a flash, he saw Dylan’s arm pulling back, and he rushed to his feet.

“Stop.”

Dylan’s fist froze, and he and Josh both looked at Eddie (along with about half a dozen other bystanders who had quickly milled around). Eddie wished he’d stayed on the floor.

Josh snickered. “Listen to your boyfriend, Carver.”

“He’s not…” Dylan trailed off. “He’s my girlfriend’s brother, all right?”

And just like that, everything slowed back to a normal pace. People started to move past them in the hall. The world was no longer tilted.

“Whatever,” Josh said. “He’s not even her real brother.” He looked at Eddie before he left, pointing a finger in his face. “You keep your hands off her, okay? Or I’ll make your life a living hell.”

Eddie stared him down. His fingers almost itched with how badly he wanted to flip him off, but he settled for stony silence.

“I’m glad we understand each other,” Josh muttered. The bell rang a few moments later, and soon it was just Dylan and Eddie alone in the hall.

For a while, the air was quiet like it used to be when they were on the train. There were so many things Eddie wanted to say, so many things he wanted to yell. But he settled for: “You didn’t have to do that.”

“I know I didn’t.”

“No, I mean you really, really didn’t have to do that. You’ve just made things worse.”

“Jesus,” Dylan said. “Sorry I saved you from getting your arse kicked.”

“Oh, come off it. Don’t patronise me.”

Eddie was so full of adrenaline that he didn’t even realise they were talking. They were actually having a conversation for the first time since that night outside The Indigo Room.

“Patronise you? I stand up for you in front of an entire hallway of people, and somehow I’m patronising you?”

Eddie couldn’t do this anymore. He couldn’t be in this hall. He couldn’t listen to Dylan’s voice. His stomach was churning and his elbows were grazed, and he just wanted to go to the sick bay so he could call his mum. He could tell her he had food poisoning or something.

“Where are you going?” Dylan asked.

“I’m going home.”

“Jergins—”

“You didn’t stand up for me,” Eddie said, turning around. “Back there…you didn’t stand up for me. You stood up for your girlfriend’s brother.”

“Come on,” Dylan breathed out. He looked over his shoulder, and then back at Eddie. “Does it really matter what I say in front of everyone?”

Eddie stared at him, and he wondered how he’d ever mistaken this Dylan for the Dylan inside his head. Sometimes, people showed you who they were all along.

“Eddie?”

Eddie shook his head. There were rocks in his shoes, and his heart was inside out. “Yeah,” he said in a low voice. “Yeah… I think it does.”


Chapter 27

Being in bed with Darcy had become somewhat of a regular occurrence for Eddie. But not in the way that everyone else thought.

Over the past week, she had come over nearly every day after school to hang out in his room. They didn’t do much other than listen to music and write shitty songs, but it was nice. It felt familiar, like when he used to play video games with Moe. The only difference was that Eddie and Darcy never talked during school hours—only on the train and at Eddie’s house.

“So,” Darcy piped up one afternoon, “did you hear we had sex?”

“Yeah, I did. I heard it was shit.”

“Apparently you had a tiny penis.”

“Apparently you gave me chlamydia.”

Darcy laughed. She was sketching a naked woman in Eddie’s notebook. “Wow, you don’t think very highly of me, do you?”

“I’m only joking,” Eddie reassured her. “But you did sleep with Josh Dixon. That guy’s like a walking STD.”

“I didn’t sleep with Josh.”

Eddie looked up from his guitar. “Really?”

“Why would you think that?”

“I don’t know. You guys were making out on the couch, and then I saw you go into his room…”

Darcy winced. “Yeah, to put him to bed.”

“Oh,” Eddie replied. He felt kind of dumb.

“Wow, you really think I’d have sex with Josh Dixon?”

“Not really. But you were kissing him and stuff—”

“So? I kissed you.”

Eddie frowned at her. “Are you trying to, like, lump him and I in the same category or something?”

“No, but I’m saying that kissing someone doesn’t always have to mean that you have feelings for them.”

Eddie let the words wash over him. He stared at the wall, and then down at his bedsheets. He thought about Dylan’s mouth on his. “So, people can just…kiss…and not feel anything?”

“Did you feel anything when you kissed me?”

“Just high, mostly.”

“Well, there you go.”

Eddie nodded. He felt a lump in his throat, and he tightened his grip on his guitar. “What about dating someone?”

Darcy looked at him. “Dating someone?”

“Yeah. I mean, is it common for two people to, like, date for a while, but not actually be in love or whatever?”

She raised an eyebrow. “Are we talking about you here?”

Eddie shrugged. He didn’t really know what he was talking about.

“I think that a lot of people just be with each other,” Darcy said. “It’s a really tempting idea, the idea of not being alone. And some people just want to be with someone, anyone, no matter how disappointing that may be.”

Eddie looked down at his guitar. His hands ghosted over the strings.

“But it shouldn’t be like that,” Darcy continued. “I mean, the world is disappointing enough. And at the end of the day, the person you love should feel like hope.”

She went back to sketching in Eddie’s notebook, and Eddie’s gaze settled on his bedspread again. He thought about when Dylan’s legs were wrapped up in his sheets, and how Star Wars and Dylan Carver really shouldn’t go together, but somehow they did.

Eddie was about to start playing when someone knocked on his door, and he stiffened with panic. No one was supposed to be home for another hour.

“Eddie,” his mother called. “I’m about to start making dinner. Want to help?”

Darcy snorted quietly. “So cute.”

“Eddie? Is someone in there with you?”

“Uh, yeah, mum,” he said, cringing. “My friend…Darcy.”

His mother was silent for a moment. “Hi, Darcy.”

“Hi, Mrs Doherty!”

“Would you like to stay for dinner?”

Darcy looked at Eddie. “I would love to stay for dinner.”

“Fabulous. I should have enough food for the six of us.”

Eddie frowned. “Don’t you mean five?”

“No,” his mother replied. “Marissa has invited Dylan over.”



Dinner was tense. Thanks to his mother’s table settings, Eddie ended up sitting directly across from Dylan, and he spent the majority of the night staring down at his serviette.

“So, Darcy,” his mother said, speaking with the same odd inflection she’d been using all night. “How did you and Eddie meet?”

“We actually met on the train, which was lucky for me. I didn’t know anybody else at school when I started this year.”

Eddie’s gaze flickered to Dylan’s. He hadn’t realised it until now, but the way he met Darcy closely mirrored the way the two of them met. The only difference was that she wasn’t a total dick.

“How nice,” Robert said, and he actually smiled. He looked at Darcy like she was one of Eddie’s trophies—his only trophy, seeing as he’d never won anything in his life.

“But why do you take the train?” Marissa asked. “You drive a red Mini Cooper, right?”

Eddie coughed. The glare he sent Marissa was possibly radioactive.

“I guess I just like trains,” Darcy said. “It sounds kind of silly, but I’ve always had a fascination with them, the idea of all these random strangers being grouped together. It’s a great way to meet people.” She looked at Eddie as she said the last part, and Eddie felt his mouth curving into a smile.

When he glanced back at the rest of the table, he noticed Dylan had been staring at them. He quickly looked down at his plate, but not before Eddie saw the look in his eyes. He looked like he did sometimes when Josh stripped the ball off him in footy.

After dinner, Eddie and Darcy hung out in his room for a few more hours before his mother dropped her home. It was the longest round trip of Eddie’s life, especially since his mum wouldn’t stop talking in that voice.

“Isn’t she a sweetheart?” she said on the way home.

“Yep,” Eddie muttered.

“There weren’t any lights on at her house. Are you sure she’ll be all right?”

“She’ll be fine.”

“She really is a lovely girl. Lyla was a lovely girl too, but Darcy seems more suited, what with the music and everything—”

“We’re not dating, Mum. We’re just friends.”

“Oh,” she said. “Sorry, Eddie. It just seemed like you two were close.”

“We are. But…it’s not like that.”

His mother was silent for a moment, and then she said, “Is there anybody you do like?”

Eddie was about to say no, just like he always did, but then he looked out the window. “Yeah,” he told her. “I think so.”

“Are they nice?”

“Yeah. They’re nice.” Sort of.

“That’s good,” his mother replied. And it wasn’t until they got home that Eddie realised she never used the word ‘she’.

“Mum…” He looked down at his hands. His mother had her door open, about to get out of the car. “What do you think of Dylan?”

“Marissa’s Dylan?”

Her words pinched Eddie, just slightly. “Yeah.”

“Why? Are you guys not getting along again?”

“No, it’s not that. I just, I’ve never heard you talk about him the way you just talked about Darcy.”

His mother sat back in her seat, closing the car door. “I like Dylan,” she said. “He’s quiet, but that’s understandable given what he’s gone through with his mother. I think he’s a lot more mature than most kids his age, and that makes him seem distant, maybe a bit cold sometimes. But I think he’s a nice kid.”

“What do you think of him and Marissa?”

Eddie watched her think for a moment. “I think that his maturity probably appeals to her,” she replied. “She’s older, and a little misguided. I think it’s good for her to be around someone like Dylan, someone who grounds her.”

Eddie was quiet. “I don’t see it,” he said. And he worried, for a brief second, that he had just laid himself bare. That his mother was going to figure it all out—everything—just with those four words.

“Just because you don’t see it doesn’t mean there’s nothing to see,” she said. “People are complicated, Eddie. And sometimes…sometimes what’s right and what’s right for now are two very different things.”

Eddie looked at her. He didn’t know if they were still talking about Dylan and Marissa, but he felt guilty. He felt guilty for trying to control his mother’s life when he was young and still heartbroken over his dad. He felt guilty for judging the decisions she made when they were both just trying to heal.

“I love you,” he told her.

“I love you, too,” she said. “You know you can tell me anything, right?”

“Yeah, I know.”

And he would, one day. When he knew exactly what to say. He would tell her everything.

Eddie kissed his mother goodnight and then went upstairs to his room. He was still in his uniform, so he decided to have a quick shower before bed. He didn’t think anything about the bathroom light being on until he walked inside, and he nearly jumped out of his skin when he saw Dylan standing over the sink. He was just looking at himself in the mirror—wearing nothing but sweatpants and a thin T-shirt—as if it was the most natural thing in the world.

“What the hell?” Eddie choked out.

Dylan startled slightly. He looked at Eddie in the mirror, putting toothpaste—Eddie’s toothpaste—on his toothbrush.

“What are you doing?” Eddie asked. “Robert’s going to kill you if he knows you’re still here.”

Eddie thought about Dylan staying in his bed again, but he didn’t think he’d washed the sheets since the last time Dylan had slept in them.

Dylan chuckled, talking around his toothbrush. “No, he won’t.”

“Wow,” Eddie said, “you’re really overestimating how much he likes you.”

“You didn’t hear?” Dylan asked, turning to face Eddie. “I’m allowed to stay the night.”

“Says who?”

“Your mum.”

Eddie frowned. “Mum?”

They were both quiet for a moment, and Eddie realised how profoundly awkward this moment was. He also couldn’t help but think about how Dylan’s mouth must have tasted now—like Colgate Triple Action Original Mint.

“So, I’m guessing you’re not coming to Marissa’s house party,” Dylan said.

“Her house party?”

Dylan cringed. “You didn’t know?”

“Great, Marissa’s having a party at her house, which is also my house, and I’m not invited.” Jesus. Eddie just kept reaching new levels of unpopularity. “Who’s going? Josh? Ethan?”

Dylan was quiet for a moment, but then shook his head, upper lip curling, like he couldn’t hold the words back anymore. “Why are you still hanging around Darcy?”

“What?” Eddie asked.

“Josh told you to stay away from her.”

“Why would I listen to anything Dickson tells me to do?”

Dylan scowled at him. “To avoid getting your arse kicked?”

“Why do you even—?” Eddie cut himself off. He looked behind him into the empty hall, lowering his voice. “Why do you even care?”

“Because, you’re—”

“If you say I’m Marissa’s brother one more time, I’ll kill you. You know she doesn’t care about me. And in case you hadn’t noticed, Josh would gladly kick my arse just for breathing.”

Dylan stared at him. It felt like it was the first time he had looked at Eddie in weeks. “I wouldn’t let him do that,” he said quietly.

“Yeah, well, it’s a little out of your control. You can’t just save my arse every time Josh gets pissed off.”

“Why not?”

“Because you’re not always going to be there.”

Dylan ran a hand through his hair. He looked like he was being pulled apart. “I know,” he said. And then, like it was a secret: “I don’t know what to do anymore.”

“I know,” Eddie said.

“I don’t—”

“I know. It’s fine.”

It all happened very quickly after that. Eddie flicked the bathroom lights off, and he was about to walk back to his room when he felt Dylan’s rough hands yanking him around. He cupped the back of Eddie’s head and pressed his mouth against his, and suddenly Eddie was being pushed up against the bathroom wall in the dark.

For a moment, Eddie could feel every inch of Dylan’s warm, solid body. And he could feel his heart, small and fluttering, against his chest. He could taste his wild, angry tongue and he couldn’t keep track of his hands. It felt like they were everywhere.

“Shit,” Dylan cursed against Eddie’s mouth. “Damn it.”

“Hey, it’s okay,” Eddie told him. “It’s okay, it’s fine—”

“No, it’s not.”

They just stood there for a moment, Eddie looking at Dylan, and Dylan looking at the floor. His hands had retreated back to the darkness, but Eddie could still feel the ghost of their touch. He tried to feel angry, but he couldn’t. No one had ever been this close to him and it made him want to cry.

“You don’t have to freak out,” Eddie said. “This doesn’t have to…this doesn’t have to be something.”

“I can’t…” Dylan muttered. “I’ve got to go.”

“Back to Marissa’s room?”

Dylan still didn’t look at him. “Jergins—”

“She’s going to figure it out.”

“Stop.”

Eddie followed him out into the hallway. His hands were shaking, so he curled them into fists. “You know, this is just going to keep happening,” he whispered.

Dylan paused outside Marissa’s door. He didn’t look at Eddie before going inside.


Chapter 28

Sometimes Eddie thought that the universe enjoyed making him suffer. It was why he had spiky hair, and a good voice but two left feet. It was also why he was currently on the footy field in the middle of the day doing short sprints, which were somehow worse than long sprints.

“Disgusting,” he heard Coach mutter. “Just…disgusting.”

After short sprints, Coach made them run laps for the last half hour. Eddie’s legs were starting to buckle in protest, but he kept pushing himself. Eventually, he made it to the same lap that everyone else was on.

“My, my,” Josh called out. “Look at you go, Jerkins!”

“Somebody’s been eating his greens,” Ethan said.

Eddie just ignored them, keeping up his pace. The next time he passed Coach, he raised an eyebrow in what Eddie could only assume was vague respect.

“Carver must be teaching him a thing or two,” somebody said next, and Eddie’s legs finally gave out. He bent over and gripped his knees, and he heard a cacophony of laughter as the rest of the team continued on without him. He squeezed his eyes closed and tried not to think about how badly Dylan must hate him for existing. Granted, he never actually asked Dylan to defend him last week, but he still felt responsible.

“Keep going,” he heard someone growl in his ear. Eddie startled, looking up into Dylan’s face. He tugged Eddie’s arm forwards and Eddie started to move again at his normal, glacial pace. Dylan disappeared up the field—at least three laps ahead of everyone else.

“Cute,” someone said.

Josh whistled. “Carver’s got a crush!”

Dylan didn’t respond. Eddie didn’t know how, since his own hands were starting to shake. (It may have also had something to do with his blood glucose levels.) He wanted nothing more than to run Josh down and tackle him, if only he could catch up to him.

“Not gonna deny it?” Josh asked Dylan.

“I think me going out with his sister is a pretty big denial,” Dylan replied. He didn’t even sound like he was panting.

“Not really,” Josh told him. “Ever heard of a beard?”

“That’s funny.”

Ethan started running backwards, smirking at Dylan. “Funny because it’s true?”

A few of the other guys laughed, but Dylan just ignored him.

“Does it hurt when Eddie tops?” Ethan continued.

Josh barked out a laugh. “How about when he shoves his fist up your arse?”

Dylan stopped running, and so did Josh. The two of them stared at each other for a long moment.

“Are his pubes red? Please, just tell us his pubes are—”

Josh never finished that sentence, because Dylan took three steps forwards and punched him in the face.

And Josh dropped to the ground like a sack of pale bricks.

“Fuck,” Eddie mumbled.

Eddie didn’t even know how he got from Point A to Point B, but suddenly he was there, next to Dylan, and he had Ethan in a headlock, and Josh was up and tackling Dylan, and now the whole team was fighting. And high school wasn’t like the pros—they didn’t just clutch at collars and shove each other. In high school, there was blood and spit and poorly executed punches, and Eddie ended up with a gash over his eyebrow that ran down his left eye, making him temporarily blind. The last thing he saw before he completely lost his vision was Dylan rushing over to help him.



“The two of you in my office is becoming a rather nasty habit,” Principal Reichner said. His gaze moved away from Eddie and Dylan onto Josh and Ethan, and he rolled his eyes.

“This wasn’t my fault,” Josh protested.

“Why did he punch you then, Mr Dixon? And what can you tell me about the three other reports of harassment I’ve had about you recently?”

“People are just jealous of me.”

Eddie stared at the clock above Reichner’s head. He was hoping to wrap this up quickly, but it was taking a long time to reach Dylan’s grandad.

“Why did you punch him, Mr Carver?”

Eddie absolutely loathed the way Reichner kept referring to them by their surnames, like they were adults. He’d much rather he just spoke down to them like kids. It would make the whole process a lot less bogus.

Dylan paused before responding. “I’d rather not say.”

The bell rang in the hallway, and Eddie heard the scuffle of students going to their classes. “Okay,” Reichner said. “Here’s what I’m going to do. Since I can’t get a hold of Dylan’s grandfather this morning, I’m going to postpone this meeting until a later date. Until then, the four of you are to stay away from each other. Are we understood?”

Eddie scoffed, and Reichner raised an eyebrow at him.

“Mr Jergins, are we understood?”

“Sounds fantastic,” Eddie said. He didn’t know where his sudden attitude came from, but he was just so tired of everything. He was tired of people like Josh and Ethan. He was tired of himself.

As they walked out of the office, Ethan shoved Eddie’s shoulder so hard he fell into Dylan’s back. There were people everywhere, so no one noticed the way Eddie clung on to Dylan’s arm, or the way Dylan grabbed his hand.

They righted themselves quickly. A few people stared as they walked past them, but Eddie thought it had more to do with the fight than anything. According to the rumour mills, Eddie and Dylan had tried to beat up the entire football team.

Soon it was just the two of them, with only a few stragglers late for class. Dylan leaned against the wall, glaring at his shoes.

“You should have just told Reichner the truth,” Eddie said. “They can’t talk to you like that.”

“What? And have him tell my grandfather? He’s a war veteran, Eddie. He doesn’t need to hear about anal fisting.”

Eddie gritted his teeth together. He wanted to scream.

“I just…I don’t know what to do,” Dylan muttered. He rested his head against the wall.

“Yeah, well, let me know when you figure it out.”

Dylan just looked at the floor. He looked smaller than Eddie had ever seen him before.

“I’ll see you soon,” he said quietly. And by the way he held the words in his mouth, Eddie knew it wasn’t quite a promise. But it was something.

On the train home, Eddie shoved his earphones in his ears to try and take his mind off things. It didn’t help that half of the artists in his music library were blatantly homosexual. Freddie Mercury. George Michael. Elton John.

“I heard Ethan called Dylan Carver gay,” Darcy said as she plopped down next to him.

“Apparently,” Eddie replied.

“I seriously don’t know where Ethan comes up with this stuff. I mean, Dylan Carver? Is he serious?”

Eddie just shrugged again. “Yeah, crazy.”

“I’m just surprised it riled him up so much. Dylan seems like a pretty chill guy—you know, aside from your wrestling match on the train.”

“Maybe he really is gay.” The words were out of Eddie’s mouth before he could stop them. He didn’t even know why he said it—a little out of anger, a little out of jealousy. All he knew for sure was that he was tired.

“You think so?” Darcy asked.

“I don’t know,” Eddie muttered. His stomach was in knots, and he wished he could take the words back. They didn’t feel like they had been his to say.

“But…he’s dating your stepsister. Haven’t they been together for a while?”

“Almost a year,” Eddie said, staring out the window.

“How would that even work? Is he bisexual?”

Eddie shook his head. “I don’t know. I don’t know what he is.”

“Either that, or my instincts are off,” Darcy said. “I thought I could spot my kind from a mile away.”

“What?” Eddie said.

Darcy looked at him. “I’m bi, Eddie. Haven’t I told you that?”

“No, you haven’t,” Eddie muttered. His heart was beating so fast in his chest. No one had ever talked about this with him before. No one had ever offered up that information like it was as trivial as their music preferences.

“Oh, well, there it is. I thought you saw me sneak off with Emily Braverman at Josh’s party.”

“Emily is gay?”

“I don’t know,” Darcy shrugged. “But she likes to kiss me, so there you go. Sexuality is fluid, Eddie. You can be whatever you want to be.”

Eddie stared at Darcy’s purple nail polish. All of her words had rushed to his stomach, and he was completely frozen. Was Darcy expecting him to say something? Did she only feel comfortable with him because she sensed that he was one of her kind?

“Anyway,” she said, “the thing that makes me most upset is that people don’t realise that. They think you have to be one or the other, and so a lot of people are forced to live smaller, diluted lives, like Dylan.”

Eddie didn’t respond. He just watched the streets pass by.

“Anyway, it’s none of our business,” Darcy said, and she leaned into Eddie’s shoulder. “He’ll tell people when he’s ready.”

“Maybe he already has.”

“You think so?”

Eddie didn’t answer. He didn’t know what to say anymore.

“I hope he has. It’s not healthy keeping something like that to himself.”

Eddie was silent for a moment, and then he said, “Would you tell Marissa, if you knew that it was true?”

“No, I don’t think I would. She’ll realise it in time. If it’s true, that is.”

“Yeah,” Eddie agreed. “If it’s true.”


Chapter 29

Dylan hadn’t been lying when he’d said he would see Eddie soon. It took exactly three days from the time he and Eddie spoke for him to show up at Eddie’s house—by himself, driving a car.

Eddie took a deep breath and walked outside. He did not fix his hair.

“Don’t tell me you stole this,” he said. “One: it’s bad to steal. Two: this is a shitbox.”

“The correct term is ‘lemon’,” Dylan replied. Eddie watched him walk around the car and pat the hood.

“It looks like you’ve just driven through a wormhole. How old is this thing?”

“It was made in the 90s. It’s vintage.”

Eddie shook his head. “So, you got your licence, huh?”

“I did.”

“Now you don’t have to take the train.”

Dylan took off his sunglasses, and Eddie really wished he hadn’t. The sun was bright and Dylan’s eyes were greener than they were brown. It was hard to look at him.

“I’ll still take the train. Sometimes.”

He and Dylan just stood there for a moment. There was nothing to say and too much at the same time. Eddie finally broke the silence.

“Marissa’s not home yet.”

“Oh,” Dylan replied.

Eddie stared at the car. “You can, um, come in if you want. She shouldn’t be too much longer.”

“Are Robert and your mum home?”

“No. They’re off watching movies in a park or something.”

Dylan looked hesitant for a moment. He tightened his hand around the strap of his backpack, and then he followed Eddie inside.

“Do you want a drink?” Eddie asked, and he was relieved when Dylan said yes. He didn’t know what else they could do besides drink vanilla Coke and wait at the kitchen counter. Every other part of the house felt too intimate to be alone.

“Why are you home by yourself?” Dylan asked.

Eddie took a sip of his drink. “What am I going to do out there that I can’t do in here?”

“Tan,” Dylan said into his glass.

“Piss off,” Eddie told him.

“I thought you’d be off getting high with your stoner friends.”

“I don’t get—” Eddie stopped himself. He took a sip of his Coke, and Dylan laughed.

“I knew it.”

“I don’t get high with them.”

“Who else would you do it with?”

Eddie didn’t answer. Dylan seemed to get it anyway.

“Oh,” he said. “So, you and her…?”

“It’s not like that,” Eddie said. “I mean, I guess I don’t really know what it’s like.”

“Have you guys done it?”

“Have you and Marissa?”

Dylan took a long sip of his Coke. “We shouldn’t be talking about this.”

“You’re the one who brought it up.”

They both went quiet again. But there was something about this silence that was different to all the others. It was heavy and laden with an unspoken truth. Eddie knew in that moment that it had been more than just a kiss. This thing between them surpassed those little moments of physical intimacy. It made his bones vibrate beneath his skin.

“You knew that Marissa wouldn’t be home yet,” he said.

And Dylan just took another sip, finishing the last of his drink. “Yep.”



Eddie would be lying if he said he wasn’t affected by it all. When Marissa came home and swooped on Dylan, it made his stomach churn; when he sat across from them at dinner, and he watched their hands disappear beneath the table, he had to excuse himself before he did something stupid like kick one of them. And when they were all getting ready for bed, and Dylan brushed his teeth in the same mirror as Eddie, and they both spat in the same sink, it was like a tornado crashing through his house. It felt like the whole world was breaking apart outside his bathroom, but tomorrow morning everything would be put back together, and nothing would be broken, and Eddie would be the only one who had felt it.

“See you in the morning,” Dylan said.

“G’night,” Eddie replied.

They stared at each other, and Eddie realised that he was blocking the doorway. “Sorry,” he muttered.

He didn’t know if Dylan brushing his shoulder on the way out was an accident or not. He told himself that it didn’t matter.



That night, Eddie couldn’t sleep. He tossed and turned and thought about calling Moe, but he didn’t know what time it was in Canada and Moe probably wouldn’t want to speak to him anyway.

It was around 2 a.m. when Eddie heard someone walking through the hall. The bathroom light was turned on, and the yellowish light crawled under Eddie’s door into the darkness of his room. He closed his eyes and tried not to think about Dylan catching his sleep-drunk reflection in the mirror. The image of his squinty eyes and tangled, dirty hair. Eddie started to wonder if Dylan still slept without a shirt when he heard his door open, and he froze beneath his sheets.

The shadowy figure in the doorway was too tall to be Marissa or his mum, and too lithe to be Robert. “Dylan?”

“Did I wake you up?”

“No.”

Dylan didn’t move. Neither did Eddie. They both just stared at each other in the near darkness.

Dylan hesitated for a moment, and then he closed the door behind him. Eddie swallowed. (Dylan still slept without a shirt.)

“Can’t sleep?”

Dylan shook his head. “Not really.”

“Me neither.”

The silence crept in again, like a tender wave.

Dylan approached slowly, sitting on the edge of Eddie’s bed. Eddie wondered what it was like to be somebody Dylan was comfortable around. Someone he didn’t have to be careful with.

“Why can’t you sleep?” Eddie whispered.

Dylan shrugged. “I don’t know. I just felt like having a chat.”

“You know, you do have a girlfriend for that.”

Dylan shook his head. “Marissa’s got enough on her plate.”

“Like what? Deciding what colour to dye her hair next?”

Dylan’s eyes flashed in the dark. “You really don’t know anything about her, do you?”

“What do you mean?” Eddie sat up straighter.

“She’s…she’s not coping, Eddie.”

“What do you mean, ‘not coping’?”

“Mentally. Not coping mentally.”

Eddie frowned. “With what?”

“Life,” Dylan replied. “She’s got anxiety. She thinks she’s never going to amount to anything.”

“I didn’t think Marissa wanted to amount to anything.”

“Don’t be a dick.”

“I’m not trying to be,” Eddie said, and he really wasn’t. He’d just never seen Marissa care about anything other than Instagram and systematically guessing the winner of The Bachelor. Even when she told him she wanted to be a primary school teacher, Eddie hadn’t believed her.

“She doesn’t think she’s smart enough for university,” Dylan said.

“Then why doesn’t she wait?” Eddie asked. “Why doesn’t she take a gap year or something?” If he was honest, he felt like Marissa’s whole high school experience had been one giant gap year, but he didn’t say that to Dylan.

“Because of Robert. He doesn’t seem to buy into the whole ‘I’m still young and figuring myself out’ routine.”

“That’s because he was never young,” Eddie said. “He was conceived as a fully grown financial advisor, receding hairline and all.”

Dylan scoffed—as close to a laugh as Eddie would get tonight, if ever. Eddie wondered what it was like to be someone who made Dylan laugh.

“Why are you awake?” Dylan asked. He rested a hand on the bed, and his long fingers stretched towards Eddie’s blanketed foot—almost touching, but not quite.

Eddie held his breath for a moment. “I don’t know. I guess I’m just nervous that my mum’s going to start…putting the pieces together, or whatever.”

Eddie thought that Dylan was going to change the subject again. But he just chewed his lip, staring at the space between his fingers and Eddie’s foot. “Pieces?” he finally asked.

“Yeah, I don’t know. Just, like, the fact that I haven’t had a girlfriend since Lyla. Or that I’m not interested in Darcy despite her being light-years out of my league.”

“You’re not interested in Darcy?”

“No,” Eddie admitted. His heart started to shake. “I think I could be, though, if things were different.”

“If what was different?”

“I don’t know,” Eddie replied, probably too loudly. This whole conversation felt too loud, too big to be contained in Eddie’s shoebox of a bedroom. “I just…I can’t help what I feel. Or what I don’t feel. It’s like I want to like her, I want to be with her like that. But I just…can’t. Every time I look at her, I just see…”

“What?” Dylan prompted.

Someone who’s not you.

“Josh,” Eddie said. “It’s like I see Josh’s face every time I look at her.”

Dylan nodded, lowering his gaze. He traced the bedspread with his fingertips, and Eddie stopped breathing when they finally ghosted over his leg. “Fair enough,” he whispered.

But it wasn’t fair. Not really. Why couldn’t Eddie like Darcy the way he liked Dylan? Why couldn’t he like any girl the way he liked Dylan? Why couldn’t they make his stomach churn the way it did when Dylan ran a hand through his sweaty hair? Why didn’t he watch girls with the same intensity, the same concentrated energy that he watched Dylan?

Dylan stared at Eddie, like he could hear his thoughts. He was drumming his fingers on Eddie’s ankle, and he had this knowing look on his face. Eddie felt the phantom heat of skin on skin as if the blanket wasn’t there.

“What does it sound like?” Eddie whispered.

Dylan frowned. “What?”

“Your fingers. You’re always drumming your fingers. I always figured there was some kind of music inside your head.”

Dylan looked at his hand, hesitating. “There’s no music, Jergins.”

“There is,” Eddie said. “I’ve seen it.”

Dylan shrugged. “It’s just a thing I do.”

“I’ve always kind of liked it.”

“Well,” Dylan replied, looking into his eyes, “I’ve always kind of liked you.”

His fingers had stopped drumming now. He rested his hand on Eddie’s shin, squeezing gently. Slowly, his hand moved up Eddie’s leg. Eddie thought he had an idea of what was about to happen, but he couldn’t comprehend it. All he could do was lie there, frozen, watching Dylan’s hand. That’s Dylan’s hand.

When Dylan touched his thigh, Eddie let out a small breath. He and Dylan made eye contact, just for a moment, and the silence between them was almost questioning. Eddie nodded his head.

Dylan’s hand moved higher. He pulled down Eddie’s shorts with careful fingers. Careful, careful, careful. When he took Eddie in his hand, Eddie felt every indent of his palm, counted each of his fingers as they curled around him. But it wasn’t to distract himself like it was with Darcy. It was to remember.

It was fast and Dylan’s grip was slightly too tight, and they didn’t kiss while it happened. The closest they came was when Dylan hovered his body over Eddie’s, and they were close enough to feel each other’s breath on their faces, and they were looking at each other, and Eddie felt so much of everything that he thought he was going to explode. He wanted to wrap his arms around Dylan, when he thought it was safe, when he thought he was too distracted to notice. He wanted to kiss Dylan and feel him sigh into his mouth, maybe in a word, maybe in Eddie’s name.

He wanted to pretend he could have this again. Tomorrow. Next week. Whenever the hell he wanted. He wanted to know that Dylan didn’t want this with anyone else. He wanted to know that this was theirs, forever, never to be replicated, never to be forgotten.

He wanted. He wanted.

When it was over, and the room was silent and a little cold, they still didn’t hold each other. The closest they came was Dylan mindlessly rolling over in the middle of the night, and tossing his arm over Eddie’s chest like he was returning it to him.

It was then that Eddie had to remind himself that this moment wasn’t real. Not in the way he wanted it to be anyway. It was like they were on a train. They were nowhere, caught between a dream and a cruel suspension of reality, but soon the sun would rise and they would both be forced to get off. They would walk past each other on the street and the world would think they were strangers. Time would exist again. Their lives would exist.

As Eddie fell asleep that night, he thought he finally understood his torrid love affair with trains. It wasn’t who he escaped when he slipped through those metal doors day after day; it was who he was allowed to be.


Chapter 30

When Eddie woke up in the morning, he was alone. He was in his bed and the room was still dark—memories of Dylan and hands and trains all swept into yesterday. He lay there for a while just staring at the ceiling. Then he called Darcy.

Darcy pulled up outside his house an hour later, and Eddie had to pretend not to notice Dylan as he walked past the kitchen. He almost made it to the front door before he heard his mother.

“Where are you going, honey?”

“Out.” Eddie hesitated. “…With Darcy.”

“Have fun.”

Eddie looked over his shoulder. Dylan was watching him. He was watching him like he had every right to look at Eddie, and it made Eddie’s bones shake.

“What’s got you all fired up?” Darcy asked as he climbed into her car.

Eddie tugged on his seatbelt. “I didn’t have breakfast.”

“Not eating makes you shitty. Good to know.”

He and Darcy went to a small café just outside the city. Eddie ordered bacon and eggs even though it was lunchtime, and Darcy watched him with mild amusement as he wolfed it down. She could tell something was wrong—Eddie knew. He wasn’t exactly subtle, after all. But she was like Moe in the sense that she didn’t badger him about it. She just sat there and talked to him. She talked to him about inane topics that eventually grew closer to what Eddie really needed to talk about. Then they talked about it.

“So, you don’t like Dylan and Marissa together,” she said, chewing on her milkshake straw.

“I don’t know,” Eddie lied. “They’re like…they’re just weird.”

“Because you don’t think he’s right for her?”

“They just…they don’t make sense together. I don’t like seeing them in my house. It’s annoying.”

Darcy was watching him too closely. Eddie’s legs were starting to shake. “But why is it annoying?” she asked.

“It just is.”

Darcy sat back in her chair, still chewing her straw. “Is it because you don’t think she’s right for him?”

“That’s the same question,” Eddie said.

“No, it’s not. It’s very different, actually.”

“I don’t even know what you’re talking about,” he told her.

“Eddie, are you gay?”

Eddie nearly choked on his water. “What?”

“It’s just a question,” she said. “You don’t have to answer.”

The sun felt too bright all of a sudden. Eddie’s hands were shaking now too, and he couldn’t bring himself to look at her.

“Are you?” Darcy pressed, and Eddie was glad she didn’t say that word again. It was too loud. Too loud for this café. Too loud for Eddie.

“I don’t know,” he said finally.



At school on Monday, Eddie tried to avoid Dylan as much as possible—which was hard since they were in most of the same classes. In Bio, Eddie was forced to sit directly in front of him, and he kept his eyes locked on the board even as he felt Dylan’s gaze burning into the back of his head.

He didn’t think his efforts were particularly noticeable until Dylan stopped him after school.

“What are you doing?”

Eddie sighed. He was already late for the train, and he really didn’t have time to talk, or argue, or whatever it was that they did. “What do you mean?”

Dylan gritted his teeth. “Don’t act dumb.”

“How am I supposed to act?” Eddie asked him. “Tell me, please.”

Dylan shoved his hands in his pockets. He looked around the car park. “Look, last night…”

“You don’t need to do this,” Eddie said. “Seriously.”

“I just wanted to say—”

“Dylan, seriously. Stop.”

“Jesus, Eddie. Will you let me speak?” Dylan glanced around them. “I feel bad, all right?”

“What do you feel bad about?”

Eddie didn’t mean for his voice to be so loud, but he was just so angry. People were starting to notice them, and Dylan was starting to notice being noticed. He took a step back from Eddie.

“Calm down,” he said.

“Look, if you’re worried about Marissa finding out, don’t be. No one’s going to find out. Your reputation as a dumbarse footballer can remain intact.”

If Eddie was stupid, if he was someone else just watching this conversation from afar, he’d think his words actually hurt Dylan. He’d think his actions had some semblance of an effect on him. But too much had happened. And the upside of being continually disappointed was that Eddie could sense the next blow before it happened. He could protect himself.

“You think that’s all I care about?”

“Seems to be,” Eddie replied.

“You’re delusional.”

“What else am I supposed to think?”

“I—” Dylan started to say, but the rest of his sentence was lost as someone walked past them. He sighed, rounding the front of his car. “Get in,” he said.

“What?” Eddie asked.

“Get. In.”

“Into your car?”

“No, into my backpack,” Dylan said. “Yes, into my car.”

“But people can see us.”

“I know they can.”

“You’re not afraid of what this is going to look like?”

Dylan looked at him over the hood of his Corolla. “It’s going to look like me giving my girlfriend’s brother a lift back to his house, which also happens to be her house.”

Eddie looked over his shoulder. There was a group of grade ten girls staring at them from the corner of the car park, but he was pretty sure they were just checking out Dylan’s arse. How ironic. Part of him wanted to flip them the bird as he climbed into Dylan’s car, but he didn’t think that would be a good look. “Fine,” he eventually replied. “But I’m picking the music.”

Dylan’s car was surprisingly empty. It smelled like dust and mint gum, and he had a stack of CDs in the centre console that looked like they were bought from a cheap garage sale.

“I just picked a bunch of random stuff,” Dylan explained. “My stereo is a piece of shit, so…”

Eddie thought about Dylan browsing through CD bins at local thrift stores, about his rough, graceful hands changing discs while he drove. He thought about it for longer than he should have.

They pulled up at a park not far from Eddie’s house. It was called Aby’s Park, but everyone in the neighbourhood just called it The Abyss. Eddie was about to ask how Dylan knew about it, but he was too afraid of the answer. Did he come here with Marissa? Was he thinking about her right now?

“I’ve always liked this place,” Eddie said instead.

“This is the first time I’ve been here,” Dylan told him, looking at Eddie like he could tell exactly what he was thinking. And just like that, everything around them became theirs.

It was awkward at first. The two of them had never purposefully gone somewhere together—they’d never had the intent to just sit and talk to each other. It was completely new territory.

“I started coming here right after we moved in with Robert and Marissa,” Eddie said quietly. Dylan just looked at him. He didn’t say anything, but Eddie was acutely aware of Dylan’s gaze on his mouth. He licked his lips. “I didn’t like being there very much. It was…strange.”

“Robert was an arsehole?”

“Not really, at first. He was kind of all right. He just wasn’t my dad.”

Dylan nodded like he understood, and Eddie supposed that he did. Dylan’s grandfather would never be his dad. He would look like him, maybe, and he might even sound like him in certain spaces, but he was a different person. Eddie couldn’t imagine how it must feel to miss a parent who’s still alive.

“Did your dad always live in Atlanta?”

“No. He grew up here with my grandad. He met my mom while he was working in the US. I guess he just never found a reason to come home.”

“What kind of work?” Eddie asked.

“He’s the chief executive of a brokerage firm in Atlanta. He manages hundreds of clients, helps people get rich.”

“Shit,” Eddie replied. “That’s impressive.”

Dylan hummed, tapping his fingers on his leg. Eddie had the overwhelming urge to touch him, so he curled his hands into fists.

“Do you like it here?” he asked Dylan.

“Yeah,” Dylan said. “I think so. But it’s just…it’s like you said. It’s strange.”

“It won’t be strange forever,” Eddie said.

“I don’t know,” Dylan muttered. “Maybe some things just stay that way.”

Silence crept into the car. Eddie looked out the window at the small, earthy-coloured playground covered in rust and light graffiti. He thought about the last time he was here, when he couldn’t see the future for the first time in his life, and he said, “I’ve never been with anyone before you. Not really, anyway.”

Dylan didn’t speak right away. Eddie could feel his heartbeat bouncing off the car doors. “Is that why you ignored me today?” he asked finally.

“I ignored you today because I felt sick,” Eddie told him. “Not stomach cramp sick. Not the kind of sick that Josh and Ethan and all their friends would feel if they knew we were here. The kind of sick you feel when you come home and see your sister crying over her future, and knowing all you want to do is kiss her boyfriend.”

There was silence again. It stretched between them like a string being pulled taut. And then it snapped.

“I think I’m going to break up with Marissa.”

“You can’t do that,” Eddie replied, surprising himself.

“Why not?”

“Because she’s not good. You said it yourself. She’s not sleeping. Mum said she’s losing her hair. There’s something not right with her brain.”

Dylan ran a hand through his hair. “I can’t fix that, Eddie.”

“You’ll make it worse though. If you break up with her, you’ll make everything ten times harder.”

“What about what’s hard for me?” Dylan said. Eddie stared at him, watching him take his bottom lip between his teeth and bite the soft skin there. “I mean, Jesus, do you really think it’s so easy for me to be with her? You think I like going from her room to yours and then back again?”

“At least you’ve got someone to go back to,” Eddie mumbled.

“What about Darcy?”

“You know there’s nothing happening there. I told you.”

“You still think I like watching the two of you flit off in her little Mini Cooper?”

“Probably about as much as I like watching you come out of Marissa’s room in your boxers.”

Dylan stared out the window, at the dingy toilet block with the flickering yellow light. It was always on, even during the day. “I haven’t had sex with Marissa, okay?”

“What?”

“We haven’t had sex.”

“What? How…”

“Because, Jergins, like I told you, it’s not so fucking easy.”

Eddie sat there, shocked into his seat. His mind was turning too fast for him to catch up. All this time, he’d been forcing himself to forget something that hadn’t even happened. That Dylan hadn’t even wanted to happen. All he could think was why. That very word he’d grown to hate—that cold stream of unforgiving thoughts.

Why, why, why.

“Do you like girls?” Eddie asked.

Dylan sneered at him. “Of course I like girls.”

“But you don’t want to have sex with them.”

“I didn’t say that. I just said that I hadn’t been with your sister.” Dylan turned to him, smothering Eddie’s outrage over the word sister. “Maybe this isn’t about girls at all. Maybe it’s because I don’t want to have sex with someone—anyone—when all I can think about is Eddie fucking Jergins.”

Eddie balled his hands into fists. When he spoke next, his voice was barely above a whisper. “Then why are you with her? You must like her, in some way.”

“I do,” Dylan whispered.

Eddie closed his eyes, steeling himself. When he looked back at Dylan, he was staring out the window. “So, you do like girls. At least a little bit. And you like me. Sometimes…” Eddie swallowed. “Do you like more girls than guys? Are you more straight, or…?”

Dylan’s upper lip curled. He kept his gaze on the window. “I don’t know, okay? I don’t like thinking about it.”

“It shouldn’t be that hard,” Eddie said, already regretting the words as he said them. “I mean, it’s not for me. I…I don’t like girls.”

‘Yeah, well that’s you, isn’t it? You’re not me. Nobody is me but me. Everyone else has got it figured out. Everyone else on this fucking planet knows… Do I like girls more? What kind of a question is that? Am I more straight? Lines are straight. How can it be that way for people?”

“I don’t know,” Eddie replied. He really didn’t. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s like…you either know exactly who you are, or you’re lying to yourself.” Dylan rubbed a hand over his eyes. “I don’t know which one is me.”

“There are communities,” Eddie said, his body tensing. “You know, after high school. You’ll see. It’ll be different.”

Dylan looked at him. “No.”

Eddie started to speak, but Dylan pressed on. “There’s nothing wrong with that. You know, telling everyone… It’s just…it’s not me. I want that stuff to be private. I want it to be mine.” He looked down at his hands. “Maybe one day that’ll change…”

“It’s okay,” Eddie said. His own hands were shaking as he said, “Maybe this can be our place.”

Dylan was quiet. He and Eddie sat there for a little while longer, the air thick and warm, and the radio playing some stupid song that Eddie recognised but couldn’t name. Eddie could feel their world shrinking and expanding all at once.

“Thanks,” Dylan said finally.

It was getting dark now, and Eddie knew they had to go home soon, or people would start asking questions. “You don’t have to thank me.”


Chapter 31

Principal Reichner had arranged the meeting with Dylan and his grandad the following day. It was a short, mostly painless half hour. Dylan got suspended for three days for instigating the fight (which Eddie was disappointed about), but Josh also got suspended for three days, and that made Eddie want to dance through the hallways.

He got home that afternoon and decided to go for a walk before Marissa’s party that night. He thought about getting on a train and riding it to the end of the line, just to kill as much time as he could while his house became overrun by footy arseholes rifling through his fridge like domesticated apes. He thought about Josh Dixon being in his living room, making fun of his baby photos (he hadn’t been invited, but Eddie just knew he would turn up). He thought about Dylan singing ‘Happy Birthday’ to Marissa, and then kissing her on the mouth…

It was dark now, and he could hear distant music as he headed back towards his house. There were already dozens of people in his front yard—like moths to a flame—and Eddie didn’t even recognise half of them.

He planned on going straight up to his room, but he hadn’t eaten dinner yet and he was bloody starving. He ducked into the kitchen first and noticed several people standing around the fridge. A few of them were rummaging through his cupboard.

Great.

“Oi, Jerkins!

Eddie tensed. He turned and saw Josh and a few of the other footy guys sitting on armchairs in the garage.

“Jerkins!” Josh shouted. “I know you can hear me. Don’t make me come in there.”

Eddie pressed his lips together. He looked at the bench, swiped a bottle of half-empty vodka off the table, and tried not to look too pathetic as he walked into the garage.

It was hard to see much through the smoke in the air. Eddie wondered if this was what the inside of Dylan’s mind looked like.

Josh waved Eddie over to the side of the room, where he and his band of football douchebags were drinking and smoking joints.

Eddie recognised Marissa’s voice without seeing her, which meant that Dylan was there, too. “Happy birthday,” he said with as much enthusiasm as he could muster.

She was sitting on Dylan’s lap, her lips red and shiny. “Thanks, bro!”

Dylan stared at Eddie. He wasn’t smoking, but his eyes were a little glassy. Eddie couldn’t tell if he was drunk or just tired.

“Dylan,” Eddie nodded.

“Jergins.”

Eddie sat down. Josh handed him a joint, raising an eyebrow at the vodka bottle in Eddie’s hand.

“It’s not mine,” Eddie replied.

One of the other footy guys scoffed. “Of course it’s not. It’s not cider.”

Eddie ignored him. He took a hit of the joint, and he was grateful when he didn’t cough or choke. He could feel Dylan watching him from behind Marissa.

“So, Jerkins,” Josh said. There was a glint in his eye that was either malicious or drug-induced (or both). “Would you like to play with us?”

“Play what?” Eddie asked. He took a sip from his vodka bottle, trying hard not to screw his face up.

“It’s a new drinking game called Dixon Dares You,” Josh said, holding up a pair of dice. “Every time you roll an even number, you get to dare someone to do something. But if you roll an odd number, you have to do a dare yourself, and the group decides what that dare is.”

“I might just sit out,” Eddie replied. The vodka was already making him feel sick. Or maybe it was all the second-hand smoke. Or Dylan’s hands on Marissa’s thighs.

“Don’t be a pussy,” Josh told him. Josh turned to Marissa, handing her the dice. “All right, birthday girl. You can go first.”

Marissa grinned. She leaned forwards and threw the dice on the table, and Eddie noticed that her nails were blue again. She sat back in Dylan’s lap, twirling a piece of hair around her finger.

“Lucky number nine,” Josh announced with that same, devilish glint in his eye. “Okay, what’s the dare for the birthday girl?”

“How about we—?” one of the footy guys started.

“I’ve got it,” Josh interrupted him. He threw an arm over the back of his chair, and he looked straight at Eddie. “Marissa…Dixon dares you to make out with Dylan.”

One of the guys groaned. “Oh, come on, man. That’s boring—”

“Shut up,” Josh barked. He kept his eyes trained on Eddie, watching him with a hooded gaze.

“Jesus, Josh, you really are perverted.” Marissa tossed her hair over her shoulder, turning to face Dylan. “How long do we make out for?”

Josh smirked at Eddie. “Until I say stop.”

Eddie watched Marissa take Dylan’s face in her hands, her rosy lips fitting firmly against his. She was holding him so tight—her patchy blue fingernails clutching at his cheeks. And maybe that was sexy. Maybe that was what guys fantasised about late at night with their hands down their pants. But to Eddie, it felt a lot like she was trying to siphon his life source or something. And Dylan…Dylan was just sitting there, eyes closed, his face blank.

Eddie wondered what Dylan looked like when they kissed. When he had his hands on Eddie’s back, warm and desperate. When he curled his fist in Eddie’s hair…

Eddie only lasted a few seconds before he had to look away—right into Josh’s waiting gaze. He was just watching Eddie, his mouth curled into a smile.

Arsehole.

Eddie took a long hit of his joint, grateful when the smoke momentarily clouded his vision, and stared at the floor. Why had he come home? Why hadn’t he ridden the train to the opposite end of the city? And where the hell was Darcy? She’d promised Eddie she was going to come by and hang out with him in his room. They were going to play music and take turns judging everyone through his window.

Finally, finally, Josh said, “Stop.”

Eddie took a swig of his vodka. It tasted like cough syrup now. When he looked back at Dylan, he was staring at the floor just like Eddie had been.

Josh scooped up the dice and dropped them into Dylan’s hand. “Your turn now, Carver,” he smirked.

Dylan frowned. “Are you sure it’s not yours, Dixon? I was going to dare you to go home.”

“Well, you’ll have to roll an even number then,” Josh told him.

Dylan squared his jaw and dropped the dice on the table. Eddie watched his other hand tapping against his knee as he rolled a six.

Josh rubbed his chin, staring around the room as if he were completely stumped. “Carver…” he started to say. And there was a long, agonising silence. “Dixon dares you to kiss Eddie.”


Chapter 32

The room erupted into a cacophony of wolf whistles and barking laughter. Eddie’s heart started beating so fast he thought his chest was going to concave.

Dylan just sat there, scowling. “What the fuck?”

“It’s just a dare, Carver. Don’t make it weird.” Josh took a swig of his beer, watching Dylan with shining eyes.

Dylan’s jaw tightened. “Who dares a guy to kiss another guy?”

“The only person who’s making this weird is you, Carver. Even Jerkins is down for it.”

“Bullshit,” Eddie said. His joint had burnt out and was hanging loosely between his fingertips. He felt like he was going to be sick.

“Don’t lie, Jerkins. You’ve been wanting to pash Carver since the day he launched that footy into your head. It was like Cupid’s arrow…”

“I’m not lying,” Eddie told him, before he even knew what he was saying. He just had to say something. Something simple, like… “I have a girlfriend.”

All at once, everyone went quiet. They all stared at Eddie.

“Who?” Josh asked.

Eddie swallowed. He picked at his seat, wondering why he came in here, why he didn’t just go straight upstairs to his room. Fucking Dixon.

Josh kicked his leg. “Hello, Jerkins? Drawing a blank for fake girls’ names?”

“Darcy.” The word was out of Eddie’s mouth before he could stop it. Before he could truly consider its ramifications.

“No way,” one of the guys said. Eddie could barely hear him over half the football team suddenly cheering his name. “There’s no way you got Darcy Mathers. No way in hell.”

Josh sneered at him. “Taylor’s right, Jerkins. Darcy doesn’t date. She just spreads her legs.”

“Yeah, well, she does both for me.”

At that moment—just as the terrible, ill-thought-out words had left Eddie’s mouth—the entire room became silent again. But they weren’t looking at Eddie anymore. They were looking at something over Eddie’s shoulder.

Someone.

Darcy was standing right behind him.

“Darcy,” Eddie whispered, but she was already turning away from him. He watched her run into the kitchen, and he just sat there for a minute, a deep ache settling throughout his whole body.

He couldn’t bring himself to look at anyone, so he didn’t. He just got up and walked to the kitchen.

Darcy was standing by the sink, her whole face flushed.

“Darcy…”

She let out a shaky breath, and the way she looked at Eddie made his stomach crawl. “How could you talk about me like that? How could you just lie to all of them?”

“Look, I know what it sounded like—”

“When I heard Josh call me a slut, I didn’t let it bother me. It’s Josh, after all. But when I heard you say it…”

Eddie winced. He didn’t know what to say. “I’m sorry.”

“Why did you say it?”

“Because,” Eddie began. His voice was so quiet he could barely hear himself speak. “I needed…I needed them to think I like somebody else.”

“And you thought that I wouldn’t care, because there’s already been a hundred rumours spread about me. What’s one more, right?”

Yes. “No. Of course not. Darcy—”

“If you’d just trusted me enough to ask me, Eddie.”

“I do trust you,” Eddie said. He did. He’d already told her more than he’d ever told anyone.

“You messed up, Eddie. You can’t just go around trashing other people’s reputations because you’re too afraid of hurting your own. You’re supposed to be my friend.”

“I am your friend.”

“You don’t use friends, Eddie.”

Eddie put his fists in his pockets to stop them from shaking. He felt like an arsehole. Here was Darcy, red-faced and nearly crying in front of him, and all he could think about was whether or not people were listening to them.

Darcy started to walk away. There was so much Eddie wanted to say to her, but he let her go. He let her leave his house and disappear, and since he couldn’t do the same, he did the next best thing.

He went and hid in his bedroom.

Eddie had only been in his room for a few minutes when he heard someone outside his door. He turned around—fists curled, ready to reinforce Marissa’s ‘No Going Upstairs’ rule—when he saw Dylan. He immediately softened.

Dylan just stared at him. He’d taken his baseball cap off, and he looked just like he did the day Eddie first met him. Same black hoodie. Same careful eyes.

“You good?” he asked Eddie.

Eddie didn’t answer. He picked up his guitar and thought about smashing it over Josh Dixon’s head.

Dylan walked inside, shutting the door behind him. “Jergins.”

“Just piss off, okay?”

“You don’t have to be a prick.”

Eddie sighed, setting down his guitar. He sat on his bed, and after a moment Dylan sat down too—on the edge, as far from Eddie as possible.

Eddie just stared down at his hands. He felt like his muscles were tearing apart beneath his skin.

It was silent for a long time. Eddie was sure that Dylan would just get up and leave. But he didn’t.

Eddie rubbed his face. “All I seem to do is piss people off.”

“I’m glad you said it,” Dylan told him.

“You’re just glad people aren’t talking about us.”

“Aren’t you?”

Eddie stared at his lap. “I guess,” he replied. “I don’t know.”

“No one can ever know about us, Jergins.”

“I know.”

“No, I don’t think you do—”

“Trust me, Dylan. I’m totally aware of the fact that we will never exist outside of cars and fucking trains.”

Dylan frowned at him. He moved closer, so that they could hear each other clearly over the music downstairs. “Why are you so angry? I thought…I thought that you were okay with this.”

“Okay with what? Sitting in a park? You sneaking into my room and jerking me off?”

The room went hot and silent. Eddie wanted to go back to yesterday when everything was calm.

“Maybe I should go home,” Dylan said.

Neither of them moved. Eddie listened to the sigh of his ceiling fan and to the gentle murmur of some indie rock song playing downstairs. He didn’t want Dylan to leave. He never wanted him to leave.

“I hate that this has to be so complicated,” Eddie said.

“I know,” Dylan told him.

“Do you ever miss the train?” Do you ever miss being nowhere?

“Sometimes.”

Dylan looked at Eddie. Their faces were just inches apart, and Eddie liked the way he looked from there. Every freckle, every flake of dry skin. He didn’t think anyone else in this world had ever looked more real.

Then Dylan kissed him. And it wasn’t the hard mashing of lips that Eddie had grown accustomed to. It was soft. Gentle. Unashamed. He kissed Eddie like it was his choice.

After that, it was as if everything came off pause. The door to Eddie’s room burst open, and the Earth froze without sound. The world that had once been their own was irrevocably split in two.

Dylan went rigid. He stared at someone over Eddie’s shoulder, and he stared so fearfully that Eddie’s own gut was curdling before he even turned around.

Marissa was watching them from the door.


Chapter 33

Seeing Marissa there, in that moment, in that space where only he and Dylan had existed before…

It was like dying.

It was like some kind of terrible bout of sleep paralysis where Eddie couldn’t talk or move.

Everything was silent. Still. And then the words were rushing out of Eddie’s mouth, like the walls of his heart had finally imploded.

“Marissa,” he begged, “I—I can… Just…listen, okay—?”

Marissa was just staring at them both, her face pale and twisted, and Eddie braced himself for what would come next. For the hysterics to start, for the words ‘freak’ and ‘disgusting’ to fly out of her mouth like shrapnel. He waited for her to reaffirm everything he had been feeling about himself for the past year. That he was a bad person. That there was something wrong with him.

“You…” Marissa said in amazement, her eyes wide. “You… What the fuck?”

This was real. Blood was coursing through Eddie’s body and his lips were tingling. Dylan had just kissed him. He’d really kissed him. He’d kissed Eddie like the world had fallen away, and now it was on fire.

Christ—and Marissa had seen it. She was seeing it—the two of them, together.

“This is a joke,” Marissa muttered, almost like she was trying to convince herself. “This…this is all just some big joke, right? Like downstairs, with the dare. Did Josh put you up to this?”

“Marissa,” Eddie pleaded again. It was the only word he could tear from his chest.

“Just say it’s a joke, Eddie. Tell the truth.”

“I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because,” Eddie whispered. “It’s not.”

Marissa looked between the two of them, like she couldn’t decide who she was talking to. “How could you?” she asked softly.

“I kissed him,” Dylan admitted.

Eddie looked at him, just as Marissa said, “What?”

Dylan stared at the ground, his eyebrows pulled together. “I kissed him. It was me. He didn’t… It was me.”

“Was this the first time?”

Eddie swallowed. Dylan was still beside him. Too still. He didn’t answer.

Marissa started backing out of the room. Eddie was on his feet in a second, rushing over to her and grabbing her arm. “Marissa, please, don’t…”

“Don’t what, Eddie? Don’t leave you to kiss my boyfriend? Don’t stand here and watch him try to protect you? Or…” she said, her eyes flashing between them both for a moment, “don’t tell Josh?”

“Just…don’t hate me,” he whispered.

“Too late.”

“Marissa—” Dylan said.

“Did you fuck each other, too?”

Dylan just stood there, his mouth gaping.

Marissa laughed. “That’s great,” she said. “Really, that’s perfect. You could barely touch me unless we were in public, unless someone was literally daring us to make out, but you can’t keep your hands off my stepbrother.”

She tried to walk away again, but Eddie kept holding her. Marissa stared at him like she was already gone, like she was lost to him forever.

“Marissa…”

“I thought you were straight,” she said. “I thought you were dating Darcy.”

“I know, I’m sorry—”

She was pushing him now, but Eddie was still holding her arm. “I thought we were fucking family!”

“You never wanted to be,” Eddie said, his words weak and strained. “You never liked me.”

“You’re wrong,” she replied. “You never liked yourself.”

And then she was gone. And Eddie was left shaking with the loss. Of his friend. Of his enemy. Of his fucking sister—he didn’t know.

All he knew was that he had never felt this guilty about anything. His insides had never felt this raw.

Dylan came up and put a hand on his shoulder, but Eddie shrugged him off. His touch didn’t make sense anymore.

Nothing made sense.



The next few weeks were the strangest of Eddie’s life.

After that night, Eddie stopped talking to Marissa, and Marissa stopped talking to everybody. When his mother asked them both what was wrong, Marissa just made up some bullshit story about how Eddie had ruined her contour pallet. Eddie didn’t even know what a contour pallet was, but he supposed it was easier than saying he’d ruined her relationship.

Eddie had never felt more lost. He didn’t know how to be himself without hurting anybody. He didn’t know how to talk without everything inside him pooling at the surface. He didn’t know how to fix any of this.

He missed Dylan. The two of them never actually agreed to distance themselves after Marissa found out; it just sort of happened. Dylan stopped waiting for him after school. He no longer had any reason to stop by Eddie’s house, so the only place they saw each other was during class.

He still looked at Eddie sometimes—right when the bell rang, and the room was loud and distracted for a few seconds—and sometimes Eddie allowed himself to look back. He told himself that he wasn’t doing anything wrong, not anymore, but saying it still didn’t make it feel true.

He missed Darcy, too. He missed her grace and her wit. He missed having a friend that he never had to explain himself to, someone who understood him without effort. Sometimes he thought about talking to her when they were alone on the train, when the air was silent and still, and there was nothing standing between them but whatever hardback Darcy was reading that week. But the words ‘I’m sorry’ didn’t feel good enough anymore, and they were the only words Eddie had.

He even missed Marissa. He missed fighting with her like almost-siblings, and not like two people who never really knew each other at all.

Eddie played a few more gigs throughout August. It gave him a reason to hang out with the Red Rascal boys, which was good seeing as he didn’t have any friends anymore. It helped him to play music, to focus on the person he wanted to be and not the person he was. His relationship with Marty grew stronger, and he started taking more risks while he was on stage. One night, he got so drunk he started singing random lyrics of unreleased songs—just little drabbles that he had started but never finished. And they were all about the same thing.

You’d probably kick my teeth in if I ever said

But I loved the space above your head

The air above your shoulder, ’cause you’re just that bit older

That I could rest so peacefully there

And I’m not sure what the moment was

That started all of this

They say that when you know you know

But I’m tired of knowing shit

Afterwards, he apologised to the guys while he was puking in the gutter, and he told them they were about some Swedish chick that he met while he was on holiday with his family.

“Come on,” Charlie said. “We’ve gotta get you home, Ed.”

Eddie laid his head on the footpath. “Can’t,” he mumbled. “I’m drunk.”

“Well, where are we supposed to take you? My folks will flip if they see you, and Max and Danny have both got yappy dogs. They’ll wake up the whole bloody house.”

“I’ll give you an address,” Eddie slurred, and he must have given them something, because the next thing he knew he was being lowered onto a doorstep.

“What the hell?” he heard Darcy whisper. “What are you guys doing here?”

“Ed gave us your address. We didn’t know where else to take him.”

“Can he stay here for the night? He just needs a place to sleep. He’s already pissed on the gutter, so he shouldn’t piss in the bed.”

“Great,” Darcy muttered. He felt her hands on his face as the guys hoisted him to his feet. “How much has he had?”

“Only about six ciders, but he’s a bloody lightweight,” Dan said.

“You’re telling me this is just from alcohol?”

“Either that or somebody spiked one of his cans, but I doubt it. He’s just skinny.”

Darcy sighed. “Help me get him up to my room.”

The next thing Eddie knew, he was being carried up a staircase by several different hands. There was grunting and swearing, and then he was being laid down on a bed. Darcy’s bed. He remembered the smell of her sheets.

Eddie closed his eyes and heard a car starting outside before driving away. The world was spinning and he couldn’t quite catch up. He just opened his eyes and watched Darcy, sitting on the edge of her bed. Watched the tan of her back as her silk robe dipped below her shoulders.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

She didn’t look at him. “I know.”

“I wasn’t thinking about you when I said your name. I thought I wasn’t thinking about me, either, but I was. I’m always thinking about me.”

“That’s what people do,” Darcy replied. “They think about themselves.”

“Not you.”

She huffed. To Eddie’s hopeful ears, it sounded like a laugh. “You’re drunk, Eddie.”

“So?”

“You’re just drunk and you’re sad, and you think that means you miss me. You’re remembering me as something more than I was.”

“That’s not true.”

“Yes, it is.”

Eddie struggled to sit up. “No, Darcy. Listen, I know you hate me, but that doesn’t make my opinion of you any less true.”

Darcy looked at the floor. “I don’t hate you, Eddie.”

Her words hung in the air. Eddie rubbed his eyes—he wanted to know that they really came from her mouth, that she was really sitting there. “You don’t?”

“I hate that you were so scared that you felt you had to lie to me. But that’s not your fault.”

Slowly, Darcy crawled her way up the bed. She put her face next to Eddie’s.

“I wanted to tell you about him,” Eddie said softly.

“So tell me about him.”

“He’s an arsehole. And he’s amazing.”

Darcy laughed. “Amazing arseholes. The most dangerous kind of people.”

Eddie stared at the ceiling, the room spinning in circles. “I wish you could meet him,” he whispered.

“I have met him.”

“No,” Eddie replied. “Not that Dylan. The real one.”

They both went quiet. It was the first time Eddie had said it out loud—the first time he’d said Dylan’s name to someone the way he wanted to say it: softly, and with a hint of reverence. Eddie felt a dopey smile on his face as Darcy reached out and swept his hair from his forehead. He wanted to tell her to stop, that he thought he had vomit in his hair, but it felt too nice. It felt like when his mum used to do it.

“Where are your parents?” he asked.

“They’re not here.”

“Where are they?”

“I don’t know.”

There was something about the way she said it—something that made Eddie’s stomach sour.

She looked at him. “Your dad died, right?”

He nodded. He thought he was going to cry.

“Mine died, too. Just a few days after I was born.”

“I thought you said—?”

“That he was in a band, yeah. He was for a while. I just never went on tour with him like I said. I never moved around. I lived in the same house for eighteen years.”

“What happened?”

“He overdosed. My mum was really sad for a long time, and then she met a new guy. But she was still sad. He moved us here, and she got better. They go out a lot. Party until late and wake up in other people’s houses. It’s not great. But at least she’s not alone. All this time…” She shook her head. “She can’t handle being alone.”

“But what about you?” Eddie asked.

“What about me?”

“Can you handle being alone?”

“I think I can,” she said.

Eddie felt her hands running through his hair. “I think I can too,” he told her. “I like being alone. But…I get lonely.”

Darcy smiled. She was so sweet sometimes. Too sweet.

“Will you still be my friend?” he asked her. “Will you always be my friend?”

“I promise.”

“Great. That’s really great,” Eddie said. “I need somebody.” He didn’t realise how true it was until he said it.

Darcy kept touching his hair. “Everybody needs somebody.”


Chapter 34

In a lot of ways, the weeks after Marissa found out were like the weeks after Eddie kissed Dylan for the first time. It was that same foreboding silence, that same clenching fear that Eddie’s whole life was about to change.

It was driving Eddie mad.

He kept waiting for Josh Dixon to spear tackle him in the hall, to hear his voice crackling over the loudspeaker telling everybody that Jerkins was the reason Dylan and Marissa broke up. Because Eddie stole him. Because Eddie’s gay and he likes to kiss other people’s boyfriends. He had no confirmation, but he just assumed Josh knew what had happened. He assumed that every single person he passed could read it on his face—the dark, terrible truth.

I LIKE DYLAN CARVER.

The stress was making Eddie have more myoclonic jerks than usual, which meant he was getting teased even more than usual. Josh was constantly laughing at him during rugby practice, or calling attention to Eddie when he was trying to bear them in silence. It was taking all the restraint Eddie could muster not to fight back, but he kept worrying that the moment he did, Josh would seize the opportunity to out him in front of the entire team. It was completely despicable—which was why Eddie had a good feeling that Josh had already thought of it.

Eddie tried diverting his attention to other things. After some gentle encouragement from Robert, he got a job at a new restaurant/bar called Illusion over semester break. It was advertised as this trendy new hot spot to the public, but to Eddie and the rest of the people who worked there, it was just an overpriced place for fancy-dressed people to hit on each other. It was a small, cramped venue, so he was constantly bumping into tables and dodging big surly guys as they made their way to the bar. The only upside of working there was that he was there and not at home thinking about Josh. Or Dylan and Marissa. Or his own hopeless existence.

Eddie was just finishing an afternoon shift when he felt his phone vibrating against his thigh. He reached into his apron pocket and pulled it out. The number didn’t look familiar.

“Hello?”

“Jergins.”

Eddie’s stomach tightened. “Dylan? How did you get my number?”

“Does it matter?”

“I guess not.” Eddie cradled the phone carefully and started walking towards the train station. He swallowed. “Is everything okay?”

“I need you to pick me up.”

“Pick you up?”

“Yeah—” Dylan paused. “Shit. You still don’t have your licence, do you?”

“Uh, it’s a work in progress…”

“Damn it, Jergins. What eighteen-year-old doesn’t have their licence?”

“Why are you yelling at me? I have epilepsy. It’s not that fucking easy for me.”

Dylan huffed out a breath. The line went silent.

“We haven’t spoken in weeks,” Eddie said, like it was news to Dylan.

“Yeah, I know.”

“So, why are you calling me? And why do you need a lift?”

“My grandfather just died.”

Eddie’s whole body felt faint for a second. He tightened his hand around his phone. “What?”

“I’m not saying it again.”

“But… How…? He was just at that parents’ meeting.”

The line went silent for a few moments. “Yeah,” was all Dylan could finally say.

Eddie pursed his lips. “Why can’t you drive?” he asked.

“Because I came to the hospital with the ambulance,” Dylan explained. “But you can’t help me, so I guess this was just a wasted call.”

Eddie sighed. He sat on a bench and saw his train approaching. “What hospital are you at?”

“Why does that matter?”

Eddie closed his eyes. He listened to Dylan’s breathing on the other end.

“It’s in the city,” Dylan answered finally. “Mater Hospital.”

“Yeah, I know the one.”

Eddie purposely missed his train home. He waited for one that would take him to the city. One that would take him to Dylan.



Eddie wasn’t sure what he was expecting to find when he got to the hospital, but it certainly wasn’t Dylan smirking.

“What the hell are you wearing?”

Eddie looked down at his apron. “I think it’s pretty obvious,” he said, trying to shove it off his body.

“Come here,” Dylan said.

Eddie eyed him warily. He slowly turned around, and he tensed as Dylan’s fingers brushed the fabric around Eddie’s neck. They were right outside the doors of the hospital. Anyone could see them.

“How are you?” Eddie asked.

He felt Dylan shrug. “I don’t know.”

“Are you sad?”

“I don’t know,” Dylan said again, sounding frustrated. “All the doctors and social workers keep asking me that, and I don’t know what to tell them. I just feel weird. How am I supposed to feel?”

“No one knows how you should feel but you.”

Dylan didn’t say anything for a while. Eddie was about to turn around, but he thought that was probably a bad idea, so he just stood there. “He was making pancakes,” Dylan said. “Then he started having chest pains. Now he’s gone.”

Eddie turned his head, trying to see Dylan’s face. “What’s going to happen now?”

“No idea.”

“Have you called your dad?”

Dylan nodded. “Yeah, I spoke to him.”

Eddie was quiet for a moment. It sounded like there was more to the story, but he didn’t press. He was too busy choking on the question in his throat. “Does that mean you have to go back to Atlanta?”

“No. Dad said I can finish off the school year. He’s going to come here and settle my grandad’s things. Sell the house and stuff.”

Eddie’s chest loosened, and Dylan finally untied the apron. For a moment, the two of them just stood awkwardly in the pick-up zone of the hospital, and then Eddie started walking back towards the train station. Dylan followed.

“Maybe you could stay at my house. You know, until your dad comes.”

“I’d rather join my grandfather,” Dylan muttered.

“I’m sure Robert wouldn’t mind,” Eddie said, and Dylan just laughed.

“He still being a dick?”

“He’s always a dick.”

“I’m guessing he played a part in that,” Dylan said, nodding at Eddie’s apron.

“I think he’d rather it was a suit. But it’s good enough for now.”

“Is it good enough for you?”

Eddie ran a hand through his hair. “Everyone who works there is stressed out of their brains, but they’re all so passive about it. They call me hon and dude, but they may as well be calling me an arsehole.”

Dylan let out a laugh, and it made Eddie feel good—like he was useful to someone again. He felt more like himself in those few minutes with Dylan than he’d felt in weeks.

“How’s Marissa?”

“The same,” Eddie replied. He tried to gauge Dylan’s reaction, but considering the guy’s grandfather had just died and he’d barely even blinked, he figured it was pointless.

“Too bad,” Dylan muttered. They kept walking to the station in silence, and Eddie suddenly felt sick. He didn’t want to think about Marissa. He didn’t want to think about the fact that she never left her room, the fact he hadn’t physically seen her in weeks. Thinking about Marissa meant thinking about what he’d done, and what he wished—despite every fear, despite all the pain that it had caused—that he could do again.

They got to the train station, and Eddie shook himself out of his thoughts. He followed Dylan onto the train, and there was this crippling moment where they were like strangers again—where Eddie just stood there, hesitating as Dylan sat down, before he finally plucked up the nerve to sit beside him. He couldn’t help but stare at the empty seat across the aisle.

“You can sit over there,” Dylan said. “If you want.”

“Nah, I’m good here.”

They stared out the window. It felt strange for Eddie to be on this side of the train—on Dylan’s side. He’d stared at him across the aisle so many times, even wrestled with him on the floor, but he’d never actually sat next to him.

“It’s kind of weird, huh?”

Eddie looked at Dylan. “What is?”

“This time a month ago, I was dating your stepsister.”

“Weird is one way to describe it.” Eddie looked around the train, trying to place faces in the sparse crowd, but there was no one he recognised. It was as if he and Dylan were reborn for those few minutes. “I guess she would have been your first call back then,” he said.

“Probably not.”

Eddie stared at his hands. The train rocked slightly, and his left knee bumped into Dylan’s. He kept it there as he said, “Where have you been?”

Dylan leaned his head against the window. “Around.”

“Are you ever going to give me a straight answer?”

“I’ve been picking up extra shifts after school. You’re not the only one with a job, you know.”

“Where?” Eddie asked.

“My grandfather got me a job as an apprentice mechanic at Ultra Tune a few months back. I think he grew up with the owner or something. I work there every Saturday and Sunday.”

“That’s cool.”

“Yeah, I don’t know,” Dylan said, his voice softening. “All of that stuff seems kind of pointless now.”

“What, working?”

“I guess so. I mean, who really cares what you do for a job if you’re just going to have a heart attack at sixty?”

Eddie felt his eyes widen. “Your grandfather was only sixty?”

“You know what I mean,” Dylan replied. “What’s the point? Why put so much pressure on congratulating yourself with a pointless degree or working your arse off every day when your life could end tomorrow? It doesn’t make sense to me.”

“I get it,” Eddie said. “When my dad died, everything just felt so…unstable. A few weeks later my mum’s brother bought a new BMW. He let me drive it around his street to cheer me up. I nearly collided with a garbage truck, and it fucking stunned me. I burst into tears.”

“Is that why you don’t like cars?”

“I don’t know,” Eddie said. “Maybe. Maybe it’s my epilepsy too, but I just don’t like being in control of stuff like that. At least with trains, someone else is responsible. And if we were to crash, an entire trainload of people… I think that kind of stuff is meant to be.”

Dylan hummed, and Eddie looked away from him. It felt like his face was on fire.

Eddie leaned his knee further into Dylan’s. “When things start feeling stable again, I think you’ll feel differently about all that stuff,” he said.

“I don’t know,” Dylan whispered, watching their knees. “You still take the train.”

“Yeah, but…I have other reasons for taking the train. Like, if I have a seizure, I don’t run the risk of accidentally killing anybody; I just embarrass myself.” Eddie’s voice dropped a little, and he glanced out the window, “And then, you know, there’s you…”

The air grew quiet, and Eddie watched the corner of Dylan’s mouth twitch. They stayed silent until they got to Runcorn, and when Dylan moved to get up, the outside of Eddie’s leg felt cold.

“Are you going to be all right?” Eddie asked. “Going home alone, I mean.”

“It’s just a house, Jergins.”

Dylan waited for the doors to open, and Eddie felt something stirring inside him.

“Dylan?” he said. He held his breath for a few seconds. “Why do you take the train?”

“What?”

“You take the train to school. Why don’t you take the bus like everybody else?”

“Oh,” Dylan said. He drummed his fingers on the door, and Eddie realised he did that when he was nervous. “Because you don’t,” he said.

Eddie smiled. He watched the doors close behind Dylan and tried to imagine a thin cloud of smoke that wasn’t really there, that hadn’t been for a while.

How strange, the things we missed.


Chapter 35

Eddie stared down at the blank text box on his phone—at the jumble of numbers at the top of the screen that weren’t familiar to him yet. He started typing. Deleted. Started typing again.

Eventually, he settled on: Gig tonight at TIR. 7:30 p.m.

“Who are you texting?”

“Jesus,” Eddie snapped. He dropped his phone into his lap, and Darcy snatched it before he could stop her.

“Whose number is this?”

“No one’s.”

She raised an eyebrow. “You know, you could have just told me you were texting Dylan.”

“What? How do you even—?”

“Because,” she explained, “if it was anybody other than Dylan, you wouldn’t try to hide it.”

Eddie exhaled. “I don’t even know why I’m bothering.”

“Because you care about him.”

“So? It’s not like he cares about me. We’ve hardly even spoken in weeks.”

“That doesn’t mean he doesn’t care.”

“Whatever,” Eddie muttered. He looked around the almost empty bar. “You know, I didn’t think it was possible, but I think these gigs are actually starting to hurt our reputation.”

“That’s because it’s seven o’clock on a Friday night. Nobody comes out until at least ten.”

“Yeah, but that’s when the popular acts are on. Except we can’t get popular unless people hear us, and no one’s hearing us because they’re all too busy having dinner.”

“You’ve got to pay your dues,” Darcy said, swirling a finger around her glass.

Eddie grumbled, folding his arms over his chest. “I’ve been busking since I was fifteen. I’ve played half a dozen shows here and only one of them has ever had a decent sized crowd. I don’t know what else to do. It feels like I’m going backwards.”

Darcy was about to say something, but then Eddie got the signal from Marty. They followed him backstage, and Marty pressed a hand to Eddie’s back.

“What’s eating your arse, mate?”

“Nothing.”

“Eddie wants to be a rock star,” Darcy said. “Yesterday.”

“Well, get out there and work for it.”

Eddie took a deep breath. He walked on stage with the rest of the guys, and a few people clapped for them. (Somehow, it was worse than no people clapping at all.)

“This is bloody pitiful,” Charlie muttered.

Eddie didn’t bother introducing the band. He just picked up his guitar and started playing the first song on their set list. He gave it everything—just like he did every other time he was on this stage, regardless of how many empty spaces there were in the crowd. None of it mattered when he closed his eyes.

When they got to their third song, Eddie opened his eyes and scanned the room for a moment. There were a few new faces, but none of them had the right shade of blonde hair and they all looked too happy to be there.

Definitely not Dylan.

“This next one,” Eddie said, and then shook his head. He continued in his mind: This next one is called ‘Dylan Song #305’. (It wasn’t actually called that. It was called ‘Boats’.) Eddie was a little nervous to play it. It was a lot slower than their usual stuff, but it wasn’t like there was anyone here to complain.

It’s been a rough day

And I swear I’m dying

It’s been a long night

And I swear I’m trying

To forget you for a while

And I think I’m happy

But maybe that’s a lie

Maybe it’s my head

Telling me I’m fine

Or that there will come a time

But you don’t have to stay with me

If you’re too busy

I won’t make you stay

You don’t have to talk to me

In the light of morning

I can find my own way

Oh my lungs feel like water

And my head feels like a stone

When you take off my clothes

And I put them back on

’Cause you’re already gone

Well you don’t have to stay with me

If you’re too busy

I won’t make you stay

You don’t have to talk to me

In the light of morning

I can find my own way

Curse the hands that keep you ’round

And keep you away

Pull back slowly, don’t you worry

I can find my own way



After the gig, Eddie packed up all of his equipment and watched the rest of the bands perform. He didn’t know if they were better—he didn’t want to know—but they were definitely cleaner. Their sound was more precise, and the way they spoke to the crowd was different. They even smiled when they played, and that suddenly seemed important.

They were everything Eddie wanted to be and everything that he feared he never would be. He hated them and adored them at the same time.

“What’s this?”

Eddie turned and saw Marty saddling himself on the chair next to him.

“The lead singer without his band mates?” Marty continued.

Eddie smiled into his cider. “More like the lead singer without a life.”

“Hey, it’s only…two in the morning,” Marty replied, squinting at his watch. He blinked slowly. “Jesus.”

Eddie sighed. There was only one person on stage right now—some skinny girl that looked no older than Eddie. She had a sweet, sultry kind of voice and her songs were far too slow for this place. A weird part of him wanted to give her a hug.

“It could be worse, you know.”

Eddie looked at Marty. “How?”

Marty gestured towards the girl, taking a swig of his beer. “The dinnertime shift is better than the graveyard one.”

“Marty, I’m very grateful for you giving us these opportunities—”

“Save it, mate. No one wants to play to half a room. It’s the worst feeling in the world.”

Eddie looked back at the girl. “It’s better than not playing at all.”

Marty said something, but Eddie couldn’t hear him over the music. He leaned in closer as Marty asked, “You’ve been playing here for how long now?”

“About a year.”

“And you’re eighteen, yeah?”

“Yeah,” Eddie said.

“Look, I was reluctant to give you the prime slots while you were underage, but you’ve impressed me lately. You keep doing what you’re doing, and maybe I can take another look at next month’s line-ups.”

“Shit!” Eddie said. “Really? Marty, that would be—”

“Don’t get too ahead of yourself, mate. I said I’d take another look. That’s not a guarantee.”

“Yeah, totally,” Eddie nodded, feeling much more awake than he did a minute ago. Marty was still leaning in close to him, and Eddie could smell the beer on his breath.

“One more thing,” Marty said. He took Eddie’s cider and poured the last sip on the floor by his feet. “No more of these girly drinks. When you’re in my club, you drink beer or you drink nothing.”

Marty pushed his Corona in Eddie’s face, and Eddie took a small sip. He couldn’t remember if he’d ever drank from the same bottle as someone who wasn’t his age.

“Better?” Marty asked.

“Better,” Eddie lied. He stared around the club, looking for the exit behind all the sweaty bodies. “I should go,” he told Marty. “My mum…”

Marty shook his head. “You’re a rock star! You still gonna let Mummy tell you what to do?”

Eddie shrugged. “I’m pretty tired.”

“But the night is still young! Tell you what, if you really want to be considered for a prime slot, then meet me back here tomorrow at lunchtime. Or…today,” Marty corrected himself, smiling blearily.

“Okay, you got it,” Eddie agreed. He started to walk away, and he could feel Marty’s gaze on him all the way to the doors.

It wasn’t until he was outside the club that Eddie felt like he could breathe again. The night air was cool on his sweaty skin and he could taste the stale beer on his lips. It made him feel sick.

He pulled on his hoodie and started walking in the direction of the train station. A part of him wished that he’d taken Darcy’s offer of a ride home, but another part was still buzzing from his conversation with Marty—and the words ‘prime’ and ‘slot’. He was so distracted he barely recognised the person walking past him—with his corduroy jacket and Braves baseball cap.

“Dylan?”

Dylan looked up, startled. He and Eddie stared at each other.

“What are you doing here?” Eddie asked.

“I…uh, got your text.”

“I sent that seven hours ago.”

Dylan winced. His eyes were red-rimmed and vacant. He looked like he hadn’t closed them in days. “Yeah, well, I didn’t have Wi-Fi.”

There was a long silence. Eddie wished he was drunker for this.

“How did it go?” Dylan asked him.

“It went…” Eddie couldn’t even think of a way to describe it.

“I’m sorry I missed it.”

Eddie picked at the edge of his hoodie. “Nah, it’s cool. Sounds like you were pretty busy.”

“Not really. I was just driving around.”

“For seven hours?”

Dylan didn’t answer. He just took off his cap, smoothing over his hair. The silence that crept in was awkward and familiar.

“How is everything?” Eddie asked. “Is your dad back yet?”

“Yeah, he’s back.”

“That’s great.”

Dylan glanced away, frowning. “Hey, how’d you get here?”

“How do you think?”

There was another small silence, and then Dylan said, “You want a ride home or something?”

Eddie blinked at him. “Really?”

“Unless you have a better option.”

Eddie shook his head. “No,” he said, a little too eagerly.

Dylan just smiled and put his cap back on.



On the ride home, Eddie found himself raiding Dylan’s CD collection. “These guys are good,” he said. Dylan’s stereo was so old it nearly spat the disc out.

“Spacey Jane. What kind of a name is that?”

“Band names don’t have to make sense as long as they sound cool. That’s what Charlie says.”

“Does ‘Red Rascal’ mean anything?”

“No,” Eddie said, and Dylan snickered.

“Really? That’s not what I heard.”

“Yeah, well, people talk a lot of shit at school. Yourself included.”

Dylan scoffed. “What shit do I talk?”

“Nothing,” Eddie said, crossing his arms. “Forget about it.”

“I can’t do that,” Dylan told him.

Eddie sighed. His eyes drifted closed, and he thought that maybe he was more buzzed than he’d realised when he left the club. “I’m only protecting him because he’s my girlfriend’s stepbrother,” he said, trying to mimic Dylan’s voice. It only went about half as deep.

When he opened his eyes, Dylan was grinning at the road. “That’s bullshit.”

“You’re right,” Eddie replied. “It was bullshit.”

“I never said those words.”

“Don’t worry, it wasn’t embarrassing for me at all. Overall, it’s probably like…third on my list of Most Shameful High School Experiences. The first is when I pissed my pants during grade six English, and the second is when I tried to pop your football with a stick.”

“You pissed your pants in sixth grade?”

Eddie ignored the question. He turned to face Dylan, mapping his face in the darkness. “Why did you do it?”

“Why did I protect you from Josh?”

“You could have just let him hit me. It wouldn’t have mattered. Guys hit each other all the time. Hell, I’ve hit you.”

“Don’t remind me,” Dylan said.

“So why did you do it?” Eddie asked again. His voice was softer this time. “Things haven’t been the same for you since you did that. You’ve tied yourself to me. People treat you differently.”

Dylan tightened his hands around the steering wheel. He went to speak several times. “Maybe you’re right,” he said finally. “Maybe it wouldn’t have mattered to anyone if he hit you. But it would have mattered to me.”

Eddie’s stomach churned. He didn’t know if it was from the alcohol or from Dylan. “Because I matter to you,” he said.

“Of course you fucking matter to me. Does that surprise you?”

“Everything about you surprises me.”

“Is that a bad thing?” Dylan asked.

“Sometimes,” Eddie replied. “I don’t know, for once I’d just like to know exactly what you’re thinking.”

Dylan looked at Eddie, and then at the road. “Right now, I’m thinking that I really want to pull over this car and kiss you until your head spins.”

Eddie swallowed. The churn in his stomach was from Dylan. Definitely Dylan. He’d never heard him speak so brazenly before—like the words had come directly from his chest, and not some meticulous corner of his mind. He liked the way he sounded when he wasn’t careful. When he was speaking from his heart.

It made him want to cry.

Dylan seemed to notice immediately, his hands tensing around the steering wheel again.

Eddie panicked. He didn’t want to censure this moment, this soft sliver of vulnerability. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

“Marissa,” Dylan said quietly.

Eddie sank back into his chair. “Marissa,” he whispered.

“I don’t think she’s told anyone. We’d have heard something by now. And if she hasn’t done it already, I doubt she’s going to say anything at all.”

“I don’t care about that,” Eddie replied. He didn’t know if he was lying or not. Maybe he just wanted to believe for a second that he was untouchable. That he couldn’t be hurt in this life by what other people thought or said.

“She’ll forgive you eventually,” Dylan told him.

Eddie glanced out the window, taking an uneasy breath. “It won’t always be like this, will it?”

“Maybe…” Dylan said. “I don’t know.”

“I think I could deal with it. You know, I think I could keep going like this… If I had to.”

Dylan looked back at the road. His hands were still tense. “Yeah?”

“Yeah,” Eddie whispered.

The car slowed to a stop. They were outside Eddie’s house now, and Eddie really wished they had taken the train. They’d have at least twenty more minutes.

“Thanks for the ride,” Eddie said.

“You owe me a song,” Dylan told him.

“Yeah, right. It’s not my fault you drove through my entire set list.”

Dylan raised an eyebrow. “Were any of them about me?”

“Only the shit ones,” Eddie joked.

“Wow, so your whole set list, huh?”

Eddie smiled. He got out of the car and stumbled on the way down. “Hey,” he said, leaning through the window, “how did you really get my number?”

Dylan frowned at his steering wheel. For a moment, Eddie thought he wasn’t going to answer him, but then he sighed. “That party at Josh’s…you know, the one where you were cradling yourself on his kitchen floor?”

“Vaguely.”

“Yeah, well, we weren’t really talking. And you were absolutely pissed, and I wasn’t sure whether you were going to try and do something stupid like walk home or ask some drunk arsehole to drive you…”

Eddie frowned at him. Dylan exhaled.

“I put your number in my phone while you were passed out,” he told Eddie. “Just in case, you know…”

“Just in case what?”

“In case you wandered off and I needed to find you.”

Eddie stared at him. “So, instead of just asking me if I was okay, you chose to wait until I was passed out so you could go into my phone and copy my number?”

Dylan looked away. He draped a wrist over his steering wheel, and Eddie appreciated his hand for a second. His long, pale fingers. Drumming fingers.

“Wow,” Eddie muttered. “You find the most convoluted ways to say you care about me.”

Dylan started his car back up, and Eddie stepped away. “You should really put a passcode on your phone,” he said. “Anyone could get into it.”

“Yeah, thanks for the tip.”

Dylan started to pull away, and Eddie called out before he could stop himself. “Hey.”

“Yeah?”

“Um,” he paused, trying to figure out a way to say what he wanted to say without sounding cheesy. “If you ever want to find me…you know, you can just call.”

Dylan nodded. He started winding the window up, and when it was halfway to the top, he said, “You too.”

Eddie watched him drive away. For the first time since he was twelve, he wished he were inside a car.


Chapter 36

Going to The Indigo Room during the day was like going to a barbeque on a Monday. It just didn’t feel right.

The chairs were all stacked up on the tables, and the ground was grey—not black like Eddie thought. It also seemed a hell of a lot smaller when it was empty, which was weird.

“Eddie Jergins.”

Eddie spun around. Marty was coming towards him with a beer in his hand, and he was still wearing last night’s clothes. Eddie wondered if he’d even gone home.

“Hey, Marty.”

“You want a beer?”

“Oh, no thanks—”

“I’ll get you a beer.”

Eddie waited awkwardly while Marty went behind the bar. He looked up at the stage and tried to imagine what he looked like up there with all the lights washing over his skin. He wondered if he looked tall.

“I wasn’t sure if I should’ve brought the rest of the band with me,” he called out.

“Oh, no,” Marty replied. “I’m only interested in lead singers. You teach the captain how to throw a perfect pass, you teach the whole team.”

Marty handed him a beer. Eddie took a small sip and tried not to cringe when it mixed with the toothpaste in his mouth.

“So,” Eddie began.

“Come with me.”

Eddie followed Marty backstage. He’d only ever gone back there before a show, and until now he hadn’t realised there was a door at the far end of the hall.

“And this,” Marty said, opening the door, “is where the magic happens.”

The entire room was soundproof, which excited Eddie more than the Schecter C-1 SGR lying in the corner, because maybe Marty would let him record his first EP in here. There was a desk in the middle of the room with glass trophies on it, and a big leather chair that gave Eddie goosebumps.

For a brief, shining moment, he felt like he was exactly where he was meant to be. Moving forward.

“That’s for you,” Marty told him, nodding to the guitar. “Not to keep, just to practise with.”

“Sick,” Eddie replied. He’d never said the word ‘sick’ in his life.

Marty sank into his leather chair. He rested his hands behind his head and crossed his ankles on top of his desk. “Well, what are you waiting for?”

Eddie picked up the guitar with shaky hands. “What do you want me to play?”

“You gonna ask your audience what they want to hear?”

Eddie shook his head. He didn’t know why he’d said that.

He started to sing one of his newest songs, one where he used the words ‘she’ and ‘girl’ in horrible excess. It was Charlie’s favourite.

“Stop,” Marty said. “What are you doing?”

Eddie stopped. He felt his stomach trying to fold itself in half. “Uh,” he groaned. “I don’t know.”

“First of all, you’re standing up there like a plank of wood. Loosen up. Stop being so tense.” Marty cracked a smile, and it made Eddie feel better.

Eddie rolled his shoulders and adjusted his guitar. “Sorry,” he said.

“Don’t say sorry.”

Eddie pressed his lips together.

Marty leaned back in his chair. He tilted his head and watched Eddie with a hooded gaze. “I’ve got an idea,” he said after a moment.

“Yeah?”

“Take your shirt off,” Marty told him.

Eddie laughed. “What?”

“Take your shirt off. If you can learn to be comfortable playing music half naked, just imagine how confident you’ll be in clothes.”

Eddie smiled, staring down at the guitar. “I don’t know…”

“Your problem, Eddie, is that you’re too insecure about how you look to be a good musician. You’ve seen the guys that play the prime spots, right?”

Eddie nodded.

“They’re good-looking. Not all of them—but the ones that aren’t good-looking believe that they are, and so the crowd believes it too.” He swung his legs off the desk, and he leaned in closer to Eddie. “Do you understand what I’m saying?”

“I think so,” Eddie said.

“Good,” Marty replied. “All right. Well…”

Eddie lifted the guitar off his body. Then he pulled his shirt over his head.

“Atta boy. There we go.”

Eddie laughed nervously, and he quickly picked up the guitar to cover himself. He wished he’d done some push-ups or something this morning.

He started to play the same song as before, but Marty kept making him start and stop. He made him rearrange the guitar on his body and try holding it in different ways. Eddie didn’t quite know if it helped, but Marty seemed to think it did.

“Much better!” he clapped.

Eddie kept singing, and he smiled when Marty told him to smile. He wondered if all the other lead singers had to go through this too.

After about an hour, and a few more beers, Marty let Eddie stop singing. He also let him put his shirt back on.

“Here,” he said, passing it to Eddie. He even tried to help him, guiding his arms through the holes.

“I got it,” Eddie told him.

“That was a good session,” Marty said. “Next time, we’re going to focus more on your stage presence.”

“You really think this is gonna help?”

“Absolutely. Are you kidding? The more we practise, the clearer it’s gonna be who belongs in that eleven thirty timeslot.”

Eddie felt a smile creep over his face. “Eleven thirty?”

“No guarantees,” Marty told him. “But if you put in the work, I don’t see why it’s not possible.”

Marty guided Eddie out of the club. He put a hand between Eddie’s shoulder blades, and by the time they reached the front door, it was resting on his lower back.

“So, this time again next week?”

“You got it,” Eddie agreed.

Marty ruffled his hair. Eddie tried to think of him like an uncle.



For some reason, Eddie’s legs wouldn’t stop shaking the entire ride home.

He didn’t even listen to music, that’s how shaken up he was.

He walked home from the train station in the dark, and he didn’t call into Darcy’s on the way. He just walked inside and headed straight for his room.

“Eddie,” his mother called. “Where have you been?”

Eddie hesitated. He walked into the living room, his hands in his pockets. “I told you, I had a meeting with Marty. The Coffee House guy…”

“I thought that was earlier in the day?”

“It ran late.” Eddie glanced over his shoulder, trying not to look anyone in the eyes. “Can I go to bed? I’m not that hungry.”

His mother frowned. “Are you feeling all right? You’re all sweaty and pale.”

“Yeah,” Eddie muttered. “I’m fine. There were just some weirdos on the train.”

She sighed. “You should have called me. I really don’t like you riding the train by yourself at night, Eddie. It’s dangerous—”

“No more dangerous than being in a car.”

“You don’t run into weirdos in a car,” his mother replied.

“Yeah, and you don’t run into drunk drivers on a train.”

The table went quiet. Eddie wanted to stuff the words back into his mouth, but they were too big to swallow.

Robert cleared his throat. “If you want to be an adult, you should have a licence. I know it’s difficult with your condition, but it’s not impossible. Maybe in a few years—”

“Yeah, maybe,” Eddie muttered. He looked at his mother. “Can I go to bed now?”

She nodded. Eddie hated himself for putting that look on her face again.

When he got up to his room, his chest was aching so badly he thought the entire world was sitting inside him. He tried to play his guitar, but that funny feeling kept creeping up again.

He even thought about calling Dylan, but what would he say?

I feel weird. But I think I’d feel less weird if you were here.

That would be silly, and needy and pathetic, and Eddie didn’t want to be those things on top of what he already was. So, he fell asleep with his phone beside his face and that funny feeling deep in his heart.

It was nothing, really.


Chapter 37

It was Saturday night, and Eddie had never really liked Saturday nights since Robert moved in. It was the one night of the week that his stepfather would stay up past nine o’clock, and there was something eerie about seeing Robert in slippers. He was about to shower and go to bed when he got a call from Marty.

“I hope you’re ready, mate.”

“What?”

“Violet Riot just called me from the car park. Their lead singer has just passed out in the gutter, so you guys are playing the eleven thirty slot tonight.”

“Are you serious?” Eddie said. “I don’t even know what the other guys are doing tonight.”

“Eddie, if you don’t get your arse down here with the rest of Red Rascal right now, I’ll ask someone else. I’ve got five other bands ready to take that slot.”

Eddie frantically called the other guys and relayed Marty’s phone call. All they had been doing was watching Netflix and getting high, so they seemed even more excited than Eddie was. He called Darcy next to ask for a lift, and she was at his house within half an hour. He told Robert he was spending the night at her place.

When they got to the club, Marty paid for their first round of drinks. Eddie ordered a Somersby Apple Cider and was given a beer, and it tasted just as sharp and horrible as it did every other time he drank it. But it made Marty happy, so he ordered another.

By his third drink, his head was beginning to spin. He was sitting at a table with Darcy and he couldn’t stop staring at the stage. He couldn’t stop tapping his foot, or thinking about how an entire crowd could be empty without one person.

“What’s wrong?” Darcy asked him. “Are you nervous?”

“It’s not that,” Eddie replied, resting his chin on his palm. “I mean, yeah, I am, but it’s not that.”

“What is it then?”

“Nothing. I just…I had a weird day yesterday.”

“Weird as in…Dylan weird?”

Eddie took a swig of his beer. He let his gaze drift back to the stage.

“Look, I don’t know what’s going on between you guys,” Darcy said, “and I don’t need to know. But I do think that you guys should at least know what’s going on.”

“I’ve tried to understand it,” Eddie told her.

“Well, he’s not dating Marissa anymore, right? Maybe he’d be more open to talking about it.”

“There are things you don’t know…” Eddie started to say, before shaking his head. “It’s just, it’s complicated. Dylan doesn’t really like talking about it. You know what he’s like. He’s weird about that stuff. He’s…closed off.”

“Some people might say the same about you,” Darcy smirked.

Eddie scoffed. “No way. I’m nowhere near as emotionally constipated as Dylan Carver.”

“Oh, really? I assume you’ve told him how you feel about him, then.”

“He knows how I feel.”

“Does he?”

Eddie looked down at his drink. “I don’t know.”

“Maybe you should tell him.”

“I can’t,” Eddie said, his stomach curling even though no one could hear them. The club was so loud that he could hardly hear himself.

“Why not?” Darcy asked.

“Because I’m not good at talking about stuff like that. Being with people…being with people is hard. Making them happy. Showing them who you are and then trying not to get hurt by every little thing.”

Darcy smiled at him. It was a sad sort of smile. “So, what are you going to do then?”

Eddie shrugged. “Stop taking the train. Stop singing. Stop going outside.”

“That’s a good idea. Stop doing anything that brings you even the slightest possibility of painful feelings. Maybe I’ll do the same.”

“I know you’re being sarcastic, but I don’t actually think it’s such a bad idea.”

“It’s not,” Darcy said. “It’s a very nice idea. And you could do all of those things, but you know you’ll never feel anything wonderful ever again.”

Eddie sighed into his empty beer bottle. He felt like throwing up, and he was about to go to the bathroom when he felt Marty tap him on the shoulder.

Eddie stood up from his chair, his entire body shaking. He took the beer Marty was offering and took a swig. He nearly vomited right there on the dance floor.

“Knock ’em dead, mate.”

Darcy took Eddie’s hand as they made their way backstage, and he could feel her pulse fluttering madly against the inside of his wrist. She was just as nervous as he was, and he didn’t know whether that made him feel better or worse.

Just as he was about to walk out with the rest of the guys, Darcy tugged on his arm. “This is your shot, Eddie. Sing your new song!”

Eddie looked towards the stage as Charlie, Max and Dan made their way out. For the first time in his life, he heard the crowd before he saw them. And it made everything worth it, just for a few moments. All the pain. All the heartache.

He turned around and hugged Darcy. “I love you,” he told her.

“I love you, too.”

Eddie walked onto the stage, and the crowd somehow got louder.

“Can you bloody believe this?” Max called out. “I didn’t think we’d get here for months!”

Eddie just grinned. He turned back towards the crowd and steadied himself.

When he picked up his guitar, his mind flashed back to when he was standing half naked in Marty’s office. “Boys,” he said, covering his microphone, “let’s start off with the new one.”

“The new one?” Charlie asked.

Eddie nodded. It wasn’t really a new song; he’d written it months ago, in the toxic haze of Dylan and Marissa’s love affair. His entire back catalogue was just spiteful love songs at this point. But this song…this was his ‘Silver Springs’.

Dan frowned. “‘Not Peter Parker’? We haven’t even seen the lyrics to that one yet.”

“You don’t need to,” Eddie said. “Just stick to the music. Trust me.”

The club music died down suddenly, and the crowd grew louder in its place.

Eddie closed his eyes. He heard the rhythmic pulse of Charlie’s drum set, and the gentle vibrations of Dan’s guitar. He opened his eyes again, and that was when he saw him.

Dylan.

In the back corner of the room, wearing a fleece jacket and a backwards baseball cap, staring at Eddie like he knew everything. Every word he was about to sing, every emotion that had to shred his heart for him to write it.

The song nearly died in Eddie’s throat.

Almost.

This love’s like Sawteeth

Not like it is in the movies

Life’s not like it is on the big screen

But I’d really like it to be

I’d really like it to be…

But I’m not Peter Parker

I’m the guy who cleans the webs

I’m not there to be the man

I’m just there to fix your mess

I’m not the director

I’m the guy who points the camera

Not the one with all the witty lines

I’m an extra on the set of Fast Times

She’s the great love affair

I’m the fun little comedy

I can make you laugh

But she’ll make your crazy

And steal your breath

And break your heart

And turn you into someone you’re not

’Cause I’m not Peter Parker

I’m the guy who cleans the webs

I’m not there to be the man

I’m just there to fix your mess

She’s a good girl, unsophisticated, free

She’s Cameron Diaz in There’s Something About Mary

I’m Martha Stewart, I’ll feed your head

And clean your dishes

And warm your bed

And help you hide the things that you can’t shed

And I’ll be bitter

I’ll swallow knives

I’ll be what you need

But I won’t be yours tonight

After the set, Eddie could feel himself glowing even as he stepped out from beneath the stage lights. He was vibrating with an emotion he didn’t have a name for, and there was only one person he wanted to share it with.

He scanned the crowd, standing on his tiptoes.

“He’s gone,” Darcy said, startling him. “I’m so sorry, Eddie. I tried to convince him to stay.”

“Oh,” Eddie said. “Yeah, okay, that’s fine.” There was a strange tug in his chest, but he quickly washed it away with the beer Marty had just handed him.

Darcy’s eyes softened. “Eddie…”

“It’s fine,” he told her. “Really.”

He took another swig of his beer. Fuck, it was disgusting, but it was fine. He’d just played the biggest crowd of his life and he felt more alone than ever, but that was fine. Drinking beer was fine. Playing guitar without a shirt was fine. Moe leaving was fine. Dylan pushing in and out of his life without warning was fine.

It was all just…fine.


Chapter 38

Eddie almost didn’t go to his school formal. After everything that had happened, he just couldn’t be bothered dressing up in a three-hundred-dollar suit, swaying around to dumb music and taking pictures with a bunch of people he didn’t really like. He also felt guilty that Marissa wasn’t going, especially since the formal was all she ever talked about. (She’d gone to three of them already—one with her actual grade, and two with the seniors she was dating at the time. But Eddie still felt bad.)

She didn’t say why she wasn’t going, but Eddie knew it was because of him and Dylan. She had barely gone anywhere since she found out about them. She either went to school or stayed in her room, and Eddie didn’t know how to make things better because he never saw her. And he didn’t know what he’d say if he did.

It was silly, but him missing out on the formal felt like some form of apology. He had already told a handful of people that he wasn’t going, as well as his mum and the Red Rascal boys. So, on the day of the formal when Darcy showed up at his house with a picture of Jim Morrison and Pamela Courson at The Beard premiere in 1967, Eddie was surprised.

“What exactly am I looking at here?” he asked.

“Jim and Pam—”

“I know who they are. Why are you showing me this?”

Darcy grinned. “Because this is who we’re going as tonight.”

“To the formal?”

“Yes.”

“Why would we go as Jim Morrison and Pamela Courson to a Greenview formal?”

“Because it’s 60s’ themed,” Darcy replied. “And because we’re hot.”

Eddie rubbed a hand over his eyes. “Look, Darcy, the last thing I want to do is put any more strain on our newly mended friendship—”

“Then don’t,” she said, walking into his kitchen. She stood on her tiptoes and grabbed a cup from the pantry.

“I just…I really can’t be arsed to spend an entire night with Josh Dixon and Ethan Bowers. I can’t see why you’d want to either.”

Darcy poured herself a cup of orange soft drink. She took a sip and then leaned over the counter, staring at Eddie. “Because,” she explained, “this is my school too. Even though I’ve only been here seven months, I’m not going to let a bunch of mouthy pricks keep me from enjoying my formal. And neither should you.”

Eddie sighed. “You know it’s just going to be, like, a bunch of trash music and people taking Instagram stories of their Appletisers, right?”

“Yes, and it’s going to be bloody magical. Now go steal a white button-up from Robert and let me underline your eyes.”



Eddie spent the first hour of the formal standing outside, bum puffing a cigarette and watching everybody arrive in their grandparents’ vintage cars. Darcy kept tugging on his arm and telling him to look at different things, but he mostly just looked at her. The way her gaze flitted over the fairy lights, the way her white dress sheltered her collarbones. She took the cigarette from Eddie’s fingers and took a real draw, and Eddie suddenly felt cheap standing next to her. Even dressed like someone else, she was completely herself.

“Hey,” she said, her voice low, “look who it is.”

Eddie followed her gaze and saw a vintage Chevrolet pulling up. He recognised Lyla immediately, dressed like a 60s’ Diana Ross, and then caught his first glimpse of the poor sap trailing behind her.

“Holy shit,” Eddie whispered.

Darcy tensed beside him. “Oh,” she muttered. “Oh my.”

“Lookin’ good, Carver!” someone shouted.

Dylan looked completely ridiculous, even for the 60s. His silk button-up was bright purple and it was unbuttoned all the way to his navel.

Eddie almost laughed—but then he remembered he’d squeezed his calves into a pair of Darcy’s leather pants and he was pretending to be Jim Morrison outside his high school gym.

When the four of them passed each other, there was an instinctive awkwardness. Lyla wrapped a hand around Dylan’s arm, and Eddie leaned further against the wall, trying to hide his eyeliner.

Darcy frowned. “Wasn’t Leif Garrett born in the 60s?”

Lyla rolled her eyes. “You try finding a 60s’ heartthrob with that kind of hairstyle.”

“I think you guys look great,” Eddie muttered. He looked at Dylan as he said it.

Dylan’s lips quirked. “You too, Jergins.”

They all went inside, and someone took their photo as soon as they walked through the door. In the back of Eddie’s mind, it dawned on him that it was the first photo of him and Dylan together—and that it would probably be their last. He tried not to choke on that thought as he and Darcy walked over to their table, which just so happened to be Lyla and Dylan’s table. And Josh Dixon’s and Emily Braverman’s.

“The universe really does have a sense of humour,” Darcy muttered. She and Eddie took their seats, and they posed for a dozen more photos together before their first entrée was served. The food was almost as inexpensive as their DJ for the night: Rampaging Reichner.

“So,” Josh inevitably said. “How does this whole thing work?”

“What thing would that be?” Darcy asked.

“You know, the thing where you’re rooting both Jerkins and Carver?”

“It works pretty well, actually. I root Eddie Monday through Thursday, and then I root Dylan Friday through Sunday.”

Josh grinned at her. “Seriously, though, I’m curious. Do you ever do them both at the same time?”

“Oh, frequently.”

“I bet Eddie’s a real jerker. Has he ever had a seizure during sex?” Josh glanced at Dylan. “That’s an open question, by the way.”

“I don’t know,” Darcy replied. “But have you ever had a thought that wasn’t completely stupid?”

“Hey now, don’t be mad just because I gave up the chase. One rumour was bad enough, but two? You’ve got to keep those legs closed, Mathers.”

Both Darcy and Dylan went to speak, but Eddie beat them to it. “Hey, Josh,” he piped up. “Who are you supposed to be?”

“I’m James Dean, you moron.”

“He was dead before the 60s,” Eddie told him. “Are you his ghost?”

Josh sneered at him.

Darcy leaned into Eddie. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Remind me why I came to this again?”

“Because despite those leather pants, you’re not a rock star yet, and boycotting stuff isn’t cool.”

“Neither is Rampaging Reichner.”

Darcy smiled behind her serviette. “Stop being such a downer. You do realise that you’re never going to be this young again in your life, right?”

“I’m okay with getting old, as long as I’m having fun.”

“Well then, let’s go!”

Darcy pulled Eddie up by the loops of his belt—or her belt—and hauled him towards the near-empty dance floor. There were about half a dozen people nodding their heads to what Eddie was pretty sure was a remix of an old Black Eyed Peas song, and the whole thing was oddly reminiscent of one of his and Moe’s primary school discos. Eddie couldn’t help but think how much Moe would have loved all of this. He probably would have asked Emily Braverman to be his date over the loudspeaker during lunch and come dressed as Steve McQueen.

If Moe were here, he’d howl when the DJ played anything and he’d dance in a way that made people feel embarrassed for standing still. He’d flip off the photographers every time they tried to get a photo and spend the entire night heckling Principal Reichner until people started to laugh. He’d make the night memorable—because Moe was never too cool for anything.

“Stop thinking,” Darcy whispered in his ear. “You’re mine tonight, Jim.”

He smiled at her. “I’m yours every night.”

Darcy grabbed his hands. She started spinning him around until he had no choice but to latch onto her arms and roll with the momentum. After a while, his head felt light and his pants felt like they were about to split, and he had that feeling in his stomach that he thought he’d forgotten. The good sick.

The music started to slow, and Darcy rested her head on Eddie’s shoulder. “If only that were true,” she said. “If only you loved me as much as Jim loved Pam.”

Eddie put his chin on her head. “I think I could,” he replied.

“Love me?”

“Maybe. If you were a little taller.”

“Or if my hair was a little dirtier?”

Eddie smiled. “Exactly. Or if you took an earlier train. You were about eight months too late.”

“I still can’t believe you chose Leif Garrett over me.”

Eddie laughed. He spun Darcy around by her wrist, and it occurred to him for the first time in a long time that he was happy.

They were about halfway into ‘Highway to Hell’ when Eddie saw Dylan get up from their table. His gaze followed him all the way to the exit, and when Eddie stepped outside approximately two minutes later, it was into the toxic embrace of Dylan’s cigarette smoke.

“Can I bum one?” Eddie asked.

Dylan didn’t even turn around. “What, you’re a smoker now?”

“Only for the aesthetics.”

Dylan offered him one, and Eddie brushed his fingers as he pulled it out of the pack.

“Pretty sure Jim Morrison didn’t bum puff his cigarettes,” Dylan muttered.

“Shut up, Leif.”

Dylan smiled. He flicked a butt onto the ground and then crushed it with his foot. He was wearing dress shoes that looked three sizes too small, and Eddie wondered if they were his grandfather’s. “You looked like you were having fun in there,” Dylan said.

“You should have joined in,” Eddie replied.

“I prefer to watch you.”

“Really? Is that why you came out here by yourself?”

Dylan tilted his head. “I knew you’d follow.”

Eddie swallowed. He stared at all the vintage cars in the car park. “Will I see you at Dixon’s later?”

“Unlikely.” Dylan shrugged, taking a draw of his cigarette.

Eddie was still just bum puffing. He didn’t think he’d ever understand why people enjoyed smoking. His head was kind of spinning from the little bit of smoke he’d accidentally inhaled, which was nice, but he mostly just liked the way the smoke curled from his lips and mixed with Dylan’s. “Why’d you come with Lyla?” he asked him.

“She’s a nice girl. Who else was I gonna come with?”

“Me.”

Dylan laughed, and so did Eddie.

There was a small silence as Eddie kicked at the gravel, scuffing his dress shoes. “So, what are your plans?” he asked Dylan.

“I’m gonna finish this cigarette, and then I’m probably going to head back inside for more Rampaging Reichner.”

“No, I mean, what are your plans after all this? What are you going to do with your life?”

Dylan ran a hand through his hair, and Eddie’s gaze was drawn to the bare skin of his chest. “What are you going to do with yours?” he asked.

“I’m going to play music. Hopefully some music exec will hear the melodic genius of ‘Screw’ drifting from The Indigo Room and he’ll sign me on the spot.”

“No way. That’s a shit song.”

“What?”

“I’m not saying you’re shit. But that song’s shit. You should definitely scrap it from your set list.”

Eddie scoffed. “That was the first song I ever wrote about you,” he said.

“Ah, so it is about me.”

“Of course it is. Who else was I gonna write my songs about?”

“You’ve written others about me?”

“Maybe,” Eddie said. “I mean, I’d play them for you, but you’d probably just think they’re shit too.”

Dylan looked into his eyes. “Probably, if they’re about me falling for your sister and not you.”

Eddie tensed. He let his gaze slowly drift from Dylan’s eyes, and as he did, he became aware of all the places they were almost touching, of how intimate standing next to someone could really be. Dylan edged his foot closer to Eddie’s, until their shoes were pressed against each other.

“Are you going to write a song about this?” Dylan asked.

Eddie smirked behind his cigarette. “Probably.”

Dylan laughed, and Eddie couldn’t believe this was the same person he’d met over a year ago. This whole night felt surreal. They both just stared into the darkness, one of them smoking, the other one pretending to smoke.

“Do you ever get worried?” Dylan asked, and Eddie raised an eyebrow at him. “When you’re singing, do you ever get worried that you’re going to have an episode?”

“All the time,” Eddie muttered.

Dylan took a long draw of his cigarette, hunching his shoulders. “You shouldn’t,” he said.

“Why’s that?”

He exhaled, and Eddie’s toes curled in his shoes. “Because as long as you’re singing, no one will ever laugh at you.” He shook his head. “They can’t.”

Eddie smiled. He was about to do something stupid, like touch Dylan somewhere other than his foot, when he heard his name being called.

He spun around. His mother was rushing over from the car park, her eyes wide and panicked. Eddie felt the life drain from his body.

“Mum?” he said. “What are you doing here?”

“It’s Marissa,” she whispered. “Robert’s taken her to the hospital.”

“What—why? What’s wrong with her?”

Her gaze flitted to Dylan for a moment.

“Mum,” Eddie pressed. “What’s going on?”

“We have to go, Eddie.”

Eddie felt a familiar dread curdling in his stomach, and he let himself be pulled away. Dylan looked like he wanted to follow, but he stayed where he was.

“Text me,” he told Eddie.

Eddie nodded. He got in the car and forgot to put on his seatbelt. His mother just sat in the driver’s seat for a moment, her chest collapsed over the steering wheel. Eddie hadn’t seen her like this since his father died.

The rest of the night happened in flashes, like it did whenever Eddie had absence seizures. He remembered his mother pulling out of the car park, and staring out the window at the inky streetlights. He remembered the glowing ‘Emergency’ sign of the hospital. He remembered his mother’s comforting hand on his shoulder, telling him everything was going to be okay.

He remembered not believing her.


Chapter 39

Eddie never found out what really happened to Marissa. The night of his formal became shrouded in mystery—a bleak and isolated memory that Robert wanted everyone to forget. Eddie supposed that would be easy enough, if only he knew what he was meant to be forgetting.

All he knew for sure was that when they got to the hospital, Marissa was crying uncontrollably, but she didn’t appear to be hurt. They had waited in the emergency ward for about four hours before someone moved them to another room. Then they waited another forty minutes before a balding man with a clipboard came over and gently asked Marissa if she’d like to go and talk with him.

When they came back out, Marissa was holding a prescription for something. Robert talked to the doctor alone for a while, and he looked frustrated and embarrassed. Eddie looked over at his mum and saw her running her hands through Marissa’s hair like she used to do for Eddie when he was sad. It had always made him feel better, but somehow he didn’t think it wasn’t going to work this time. He didn’t know if anything was going to work this time.

Marissa cried a lot over their two-week term break. Robert ran out of sick days and his mother could only be at the house for so long, so Eddie had to stay and babysit whenever she was gone. And that was mean—he shouldn’t say babysit—but he just didn’t know what else to call it. Marissa didn’t talk. She didn’t wash herself unless someone asked her to, and even then she only took baths. She didn’t do anything. And it made Eddie feel useless, and frustrated when Robert yelled at him for going out and leaving Marissa alone. But Marissa didn’t want him there anyway, and he didn’t know how to tell Robert that without telling him why she didn’t. And Eddie would rather die.

“Just stay with her and talk,” he told Eddie.

“But she doesn’t talk.”

“Then you talk to her. Just talk to her and have her listen.”

“I don’t know what to say,” Eddie replied. He felt like crying.

“Think of something. Go to the park. I have to go to work, Eddie. Stop being selfish.”

Marissa said no to going to the park for the next week. Eddie asked her every morning, and every afternoon, and she always said the same thing—that she was too tired. Then, one afternoon on their last day of break, the same day that Marissa had a shower instead of a bath, Eddie decided to ask her one last time.

“Okay,” she said quietly.

Eddie would have preferred not to go to The Abyss, but it was the only park within walking distance of their house, and Marissa hadn’t driven in a while. Besides, it wasn’t like they could take the train after everything that had happened. It’d be like taking an assault victim back to the scene of the crime.

They sat on the swings. Eddie kept waiting for Marissa to talk, to yell at him, to do something. But she just sat there. Eddie felt like crying again.

“I’m so sorry,” he said.

“I know,” she replied.

Eddie wanted to know how he could help her, but he couldn’t bring himself to ask.

“I’m sorry you have to put up with this,” Marissa said.

Eddie looked at her. “What?”

“I know Robert’s been giving you a hard time. I know it’s not fair.”

Eddie looked back at the ground. His whole body was vibrating like it used to before football training. “Is it my fault? How you’re feeling?”

“No, Eddie, it’s not your fault. It’s nobody’s fault. It’s just the way I am right now.”

“But I made everything worse.”

Marissa shook her head. A car pulled up next to them, and Marissa waited for it to circle and drive away. “When I saw you two,” she explained, “I felt so…betrayed. And then I felt sad. And then I felt nothing. And then I felt mad at myself for feeling nothing, because Dylan and I were together for nearly a year, and I didn’t even care that I was going to lose him.”

“Why didn’t you care?”

“I don’t know,” she replied. “Sometimes I care too much, and sometimes I don’t care about anything.”

“You should hate me,” Eddie whispered. “I want you to hate me.”

“That doesn’t make any sense.”

“Doesn’t it?” Eddie looked down at his feet. He could feel tears in his eyes. “The first time it happened, I thought about everything but you. I thought about my mum finding out, and the kids at school, and if Dylan would ever talk to me again. You were the last person I thought about.”

Marissa went silent, and Eddie closed his eyes. He couldn’t hold it in anymore.

“Why are you crying?” she asked him.

“Because I hurt you,” he whispered. “Because I’m a bad person.”

Marissa smiled at him. “Eddie, bad people don’t cry when they hurt people.”

Eddie hid his face in his sleeve. He hated crying in front of people, especially people he knew. Crying in front of people he knew was like being naked in front of strangers.

“Do you love him?” she asked.

Eddie stayed silent. He didn’t know how to answer that without hurting her again.

“God,” she continued, “you two are so alike. Dylan could never talk about his feelings.”

“If it helps, he doesn’t say a lot to me, either.”

Marissa huffed. “After I saw you two, the last year played over in my mind for weeks. There were so many little details…” She shook her head. “He’s soft around you. Dylan Carver’s never soft, but he is with you.”

Eddie closed his eyes again. He wondered what soft Dylan Carver looked like, but he could only see regular Dylan. Maybe they were the same person.

“You want to be with him,” she said. “Don’t you?”

“It doesn’t really matter what I want,” Eddie told her, opening his eyes.

“That’s not true.”

“It feels like it. I don’t know. Between Dylan and music…” He bit his lip, letting his head fall forwards. “Do you ever feel like everything’s just too hard sometimes?”

He didn’t realise how selfish that sounded until he said it.

Marissa almost smiled. “You know,” she said, “when I went to the hospital, I said something like that to my doctor. You know what he told me?”

Eddie shook his head.

“He told me to take one step at a time.” She almost laughed, turning back to Eddie. “I know, I thought it was bullshit too. But then he said something else. He said, ‘When one step is too big, take half a step’, and I thought, that doesn’t sound so bad. Maybe he’s onto something there. A bath yesterday. A shower today…”

Eddie looked around the park, holding his breath deep in his lungs. After a little while, he started to breathe normally again. In and out. He and Marissa swung gently in the sunshine.

One day, he thought, he’d be able to say the words. He’d be able to tell people that he liked boys and it would be no big deal. One day, he’d sing to crowds that didn’t live behind his eyelids, and they’d sing back to him in a sea of broken harmonies. And one day, someday far from now, but perhaps not too far, he’d look back on these years as being the worst and best years of his life, and he wouldn’t regret a thing.



Eddie spent the whole day with Marissa. They mostly stayed at the park, but he didn’t mind. It felt good to be there again, the way it used to feel before his dad died. By the time they got home, Eddie was so exhausted that he skipped dinner and went straight to his room.

He managed a few hours’ sleep before hunger woke him up. He laid there, his body restless, but his mind was more at ease than it had been in a long time.

He rolled over and checked the time on his phone: 1:45 a.m. Then he scrolled through his contacts. His finger hovered over Dylan’s name.

He hesitated for a few minutes. They’d never actually texted each other before. Well, Eddie had texted Dylan—Dylan had just never answered him.

Eddie exhaled. He was being ridiculous. After all, Dylan had told Eddie to text him when the news about Marissa first broke at the formal, and Eddie had agreed. He was just keeping his promise.

Marissa’s okay now, he typed. Straightforward. Casual.

He didn’t really expect Dylan to reply. It was nearly 2 a.m., after all. But his phone pinged almost immediately.

What about you?

Eddie frowned. Dylan was asking how he was?

I’m okay, Eddie wrote.

He waited a few minutes. Dylan didn’t respond, so he wrote: Dylan?

Once again, the reply was almost immediate.

Yes?

Eddie held his breath as he typed. He felt sleep-drunk. I can’t remember what colour your jacket was, he wrote. And then: The other night, when you came to my gig. It was dark and I couldn’t really tell. I think it was orange, but maybe it was yellow…

Go to sleep, Jergins.

Eddie grinned. He wondered if Dylan was doing the same.

You’re smiling right now, aren’t you?

No. Go away, Dylan wrote.

There was another lull. Eddie thought about going to sleep, but then his phone pinged again. Twice.

It was orange. Like your hair.

(Pubic hair, that is.)

I hate you, Eddie wrote. He still hadn’t stopped smiling.


Chapter 40

It had been just over a month since Red Rascal had taken over Violet Riot’s eleven thirty slot at The Indigo Room, and Eddie was on his way there to meet Marty. These little meetings had become somewhat routine since the changeover, and usually involved a lot of vocal rehearsals and a lot of beer. Eddie usually had to take off an article of clothing or two because Marty said it would help him perform better, and it always made him feel uneasy.

“Once you can play naked,” he’d told Eddie, “you can play anywhere, for anyone. Just ask Darren.”

Eddie would definitely not ask Darren. The last time he’d tried to speak to the lead singer of Violet Riot, he’d nearly taken Eddie’s head off with his guitar. But Eddie had shrugged it off pretty quickly. He’d take someone’s head off too if they stole his gig, even if he wasn’t doped up on drugs.

Eddie got to the club in the afternoon and drank some beers in Marty’s office while he waited for him. He told himself to relax, and that this was a stepping-stone towards bigger things.

“How are you liking the eleven thirty slot?” Marty asked him. “Man, all those pretty girls waving their tits… I’m sure it beats the hell out of the early crowd.”

“That’s for sure,” Eddie replied. He’d just drunk two beers in twenty minutes, and his head was already starting to spin.

“Darren’s been on my arse for the past few weeks trying to get his spot back, but I told him the same thing I’m telling you. It’s about hard work, dedication…all that shit. I’m not just going to hand it to anybody. You’re in here, you’re putting in the hours, and you’re earning it.”

“I hope so,” Eddie said.

Marty frowned. “Are you doubting me?”

“No, of course not. I mean… I don’t know.”

“What is it, mate? Spit it out.”

“It’s just…the clothes thing,” Eddie told him. “I’m not really sure about it.”

Marty just laughed. “You just come from a different world. The world that I grew up in—tours, bars, clubs…it’s standard practice.”

Eddie nodded, taking a sip of his beer.

“Look, Eddie, I work with adults. If it’s too much for you, just tell me. I figured you were mature enough for this kind of thing, but maybe I was wrong.”

“No,” Eddie said quickly. “I can’t handle it.”

“That’s good, mate. I can already see how much you’ve progressed from our sessions.” Marty looked over his shoulder. “In fact, I know you’ve been eyeing off my mixing console. Maybe we could have a look at recording your next EP in here.”

Eddie’s heart swam. “Really?”

“Let’s just hear how you sound today,” Marty told him. His gaze trailed over Eddie’s body as he said it, and suddenly Eddie didn’t feel like singing anymore.



Eddie missed his train home.

He was supposed to leave the club an hour earlier, but Marty had insisted that he stay and drink another beer with him. Eddie hadn’t really wanted to. He’d just wanted to sing his songs and put his shirt back on, but he didn’t like disappointing Marty—especially since he was investing so much time into Eddie’s career.

He didn’t know what to do. He was too drunk to call his mum—and not drunk enough to call Robert. He didn’t want to bother Marissa, and Darcy was at some live music event with her mother.

There was really only one other option…

It took more than an hour from the time Eddie texted Dylan to when he arrived in his beat-up Corolla. Eddie realised he probably could have walked home twice during that time, but he didn’t really mind.

He peered into the car. Dylan was wearing sunglasses even though it was overcast, and he didn’t look up as Eddie slid into the passenger seat.

“Thanks for getting me,” Eddie said.

“Sure,” Dylan replied.

They didn’t talk for the rest of the ride. In fact, the only time Dylan spoke was when Eddie asked him if he could turn the air-conditioning down.

The answer was no.

By the time they got to Eddie’s house, Eddie’s heart felt like it was rattling around in his chest.

“Is everything okay?” he asked Dylan.

Dylan gave a noncommittal shrug, mumbling under his breath.

“What?” Eddie asked.

“I said I’m fine.”

“And you say I’m full of shit.”

Dylan tightened his jaw. “Will you just get out and go inside?”

“You know what? Now that I know you want me to leave, I think I’m going to stay.”

“Jesus,” Dylan said. “Is it your goal in life to piss me off?”

Eddie didn’t answer. He watched Dylan’s hands as they clenched around the steering wheel, and he felt his frustration emanating in waves. He wanted to reach out and smooth his hands over the creases of Dylan’s knuckles, but he fisted them in his lap instead.

“What’s wrong?” Eddie asked again. He used a softer voice this time.

Dylan sighed. He stared around the car, and every part of his body seemed to be coiled so tight. “It’s my grandad’s birthday,” he muttered.

Eddie bit his lip. He wanted to touch Dylan so badly, to wash away the hurt in his voice. “It’s only natural to miss him,” he said slowly.

“Yeah, of course. But…it’s more than that.”

“What do you mean?”

Dylan stared out the window. Eddie glimpsed his eyes in the reflection—they were brown and green, like trees. “I had this dog when I was a kid,” he said quietly, “and it died, like dogs do. But I’d never experienced death before, so it hit me harder than I thought it would. I remember this moment when I was sitting on my bed and I seriously thought I’d never be happy again. But then, about a week later, I was fine. A whole day went by and I didn’t even think of her.” He looked at Eddie. “I don’t want that to happen with my granddad.”

Eddie stayed very still. He listened to Dylan’s ragged breathing as it filled the car, but he didn’t watch his eyes tear up out of courtesy. Eddie knew how much he hated crying in front of people and he couldn’t imagine Dylan being fond of it either, especially given his aversion to any other emotions.

“It’s different, Dylan. Losing your grandfather…it’s going to hurt for a while.”

“But what about when it doesn’t? When I don’t think about him every day? I feel like it’s my job, you know, since I was the only one that really knew him in the end.” He shook his head, hunching his shoulders. “I feel like that should be my job, to keep thinking about him. Like…when he’s in my head, he’s alive.”

“You can’t think about people forever,” Eddie told him. “Other stuff has to creep in sometimes; you’ve got to live your life. It doesn’t mean that you’re forgetting anybody. It just means that you’re healing.”

Dylan nodded. To his credit, he only shed a couple of tears. Maybe three. It was starting to storm outside, and Eddie felt like he’d just witnessed The Northern Lights.

“You want to come inside?” Eddie asked him.

“What about Marissa? And Robert?”

“What about them?”

Dylan wiped his eyes. “They hate me.”

“They don’t hate you,” Eddie told him. “Well, Marissa doesn’t hate you. Robert hates everyone.”

“That’s comforting,” Dylan said. He glanced up at the house, and it had been so long since he’d been inside that Eddie didn’t even know how he’d fit anymore. He didn’t know what Dylan would look like standing in his kitchen when he wasn’t simultaneously Marissa’s boyfriend and the bane of Eddie’s existence.

But for what felt like the first time in his life, he wasn’t afraid to find out.


Chapter 41

If Eddie thought that Dylan being Marissa’s boyfriend at home was awkward, having him be there as his friend was even worse.

Robert was sitting in his lounge chair and barely acknowledged Dylan as he walked in. Eddie’s mother was beside him, and Eddie could almost hear the gears turning over in her brain as she tried to think of something to talk about. He almost wished that Marissa and her missing brain-to-mouth filter were there, just to loosen things up. She was in her bedroom as usual.

Dylan and Eddie quickly went up to his room.

Eddie watched Dylan linger by the door, and his shyness was so loud, so sweetly familiar. It was as if nothing had changed since the first time he’d stayed in Eddie’s room.

“Sit down,” Eddie said.

“Where?”

“Wherever you want.”

Dylan sat on Eddie’s bed and stared at the wall. Eddie closed the door.

There was a small silence. Nothing but the tap of gentle fingers on worn denim. Eddie sat next to Dylan and fisted his hands in his lap. He wanted to hold Dylan’s hand, but he didn’t know how.

His stomach was churning. He looked at the space between him and Dylan and wondered if his arm would even reach that far.

Dylan moved closer, and Eddie closed his eyes. He felt Dylan’s hands on his face, and it was funny—Eddie had seen him grip a football while charging down a field at full speed, but he held his face like it could break if he held it too tight.

Eddie opened his eyes slowly, just in time to see Dylan’s mouth closing in on his. It started off slow, like it always did lately. But then it grew into something stronger—something burning and unpracticed. Dylan’s weight was a bit too heavy on top of him and their teeth clacked together a few times, but it was all beautifully illuminating.

Dylan hadn’t done this before either.

Eddie wouldn’t really mind if he had, but there was something nice about the way they were both fumbling around in the dark. He liked it when Dylan struggled with undoing his belt loops, and when a hank of his hair got in the way of their mouths. He liked knowing that no one else had seen him like this, ever.

Eddie touched each of his fingertips to Dylan’s skin. He pushed his hand up into his hair and tugged.

Between the sound of thunder, and the tear of lightning across the sky outside, Eddie had never loved anything more.

His brown/green eyes.

The scar above his eyebrow and the hole in his shirt.

His careful hands.

His careful words.

All the hurt and the misunderstanding that came before this—every bad, rotten thing that happened for them to get to right now.

It all made sense.

Before Dylan, Eddie’s bed was just his bed. Now it was his bed with a Dylan-shaped space on one side. And it was different from when Dylan was still Marissa’s boyfriend. It was different because this time Dylan didn’t belong to anybody. And if Eddie could just squint, if he could just hold the image of Dylan’s face so calm and open and vulnerable in the dark, then he could pretend he belonged to Eddie.

Suddenly, Dylan’s phone pinged. He reached for it, and Eddie watched his face fall. “I gotta go.”

“Oh,” Eddie said. “Okay. Yeah.”

Dylan started tugging on his pants. “I’ll call you,” he told Eddie.

“Yeah. Sure,” Eddie said. He didn’t know if he was expecting Dylan to kiss him before he left, but he didn’t. He didn’t even say goodbye.



The sun was big and high in the sky when Eddie looked out the window the next morning. He supposed he should probably get out of bed before Robert came in and accused him of being lazy on a Saturday. He was late for his meeting with Marty anyway.

When he got to the club, Marty was mixing drinks at the bar—like usual. He offered Eddie a beer and Eddie declined, which made Marty frown.

“Gotta keep those vocal cords lubricated,” he said.

Eddie took the beer and followed Marty into his office. He drank it slowly, wanting to stay focused. He really wanted to walk up to that microphone and start recording his album, but Marty didn’t stop talking for nearly two hours.

“—And then I said, ‘I’m sorry, but I can’t do that. I can’t just drop everything and come to you’. I don’t think he understood how busy I am.”

Eddie nodded. Marty was talking about this friend he once had, someone whose career he’d ‘personally engineered from the age of fifteen’. He talked about how he hoped Eddie would be smarter.

Sometimes, Eddie thought that Marty was more interested in Eddie’s company than he was in his music.

“Hey, Marty,” he said. He didn’t want to push him, but they had been talking for nearly two hours, and if they didn’t start recording his EP soon, then Marty was going to have to open the club before they even got through one song.

“What is it, mate?”

“It’s just…are we still going to record my EP today?”

Marty blinked at him. “Shit, I’d completely forgotten about that. Sorry, mate.”

“It’s all good,” Eddie muttered. “But we should probably start recording now if we want to get through all the songs.”

“Of course.”

Eddie grinned. He went to the corner of the room and picked up his Schecter C-1 SGR. It still felt the same as it did the first time he touched it—cold and warm at the same time, thrumming with unplayed melodies.

“Hey, Marty,” Eddie began. “I was thinking…maybe I could keep my shirt on today.”

Marty just stared at him. “That’s not how this works, mate. You know that.”

Eddie rubbed the back of his neck. He wished he’d drunk more of his beer. “I just…I think I get it,” he said. “I think it’s served its purpose. I think I’m ready to sing properly now.”

“You think you know best, do you?”

Eddie’s stomach turned. “No. No, of course not…”

“No, Eddie. I get it. You’ve been in this business longer than me. You understand how to make a performer better than I do.”

Eddie swallowed, his mouth suddenly dry. “Marty…”

“I’m sorry,” Marty said. “It’s my fault. I thought that we were on the same page. I shouldn’t have tried to force it. Record your EP. Go for it.”

“Thanks,” Eddie exhaled. “I’m really sorry if I disappointed you, or whatever. I didn’t mean to.”

Marty just saluted him with his beer. He leaned back in his chair, staring out the window. Eddie started fiddling with Marty’s mixing console, only vaguely aware of what he was meant to be doing. He started to play the guitar, but Marty still didn’t look at him. He started to sing, but Marty just drank his beer.

He started to close his eyes and really let himself go, and when he opened them again, Marty was typing something on his phone.

Eddie stopped playing. Marty still didn’t look up.

“If you don’t want me to play in here,” Eddie said slowly, “just tell me.”

“I don’t really care what you do, mate. I told you that you could use my equipment. Either use it or go.”

Eddie closed his eyes. His chest ached like someone was squeezing his heart in their fist. He had never felt like more of a nobody.

He put down the guitar. “You never cared about any of this, did you?”

Marty’s gaze flickered up to him. “Hey, you blew this, kid. Not me.”

“Just because I don’t want to take my clothes off?”

Slowly, Marty put down his phone. “Careful,” he said. “Don’t make this sound like something it wasn’t.”

“What was it then?” Eddie asked, taking a step forward. His legs felt weak and thin.

“It was me, trying to help you with your career.”

“Are you sure it wasn’t just you trying to get your rocks off?”

Marty stood up, looming over Eddie. His eyes were hard and dark. “I’d be careful with what you go around telling your mates about this. I’ve got a wife and two young kids. Everybody knows that.”

Eddie pressed his lips together. He felt dangerously close to crying, or to grabbing Marty by the greased-up hanks of his hair and slamming his face down onto the desk. He did neither of those things, and Marty laughed.

“You think everyone in this industry is going to play fair? You’re seventeen. You’ve got years of misery yet.”

Eddie looked at him, at his oily face. He wondered how someone could be so pathetic and intimidating at the same time.

“That’s called being a musician, kid.”

How would you know? Eddie wanted to say. How the fuck would you know?

Marty leaned in closer, and Eddie could see the sheen of sweat above his lip. “Being a musician, being an artist, it’s fucking miserable. It’s giving and giving and giving and it’s never enough. There will always be a thousand people in front of you, a thousand people more talented, a thousand people better looking. And guess what? Those people aren’t enough either. It’s a trap, kid, and it never fucking ends. So don’t expect it to get any better. It’s only going to get worse.”

Eddie swallowed. There was every chance that Marty had taken his shirt off for someone before, but Eddie didn’t want to think about that.

“Get the hell out of my office,” Marty told him. He didn’t look at Eddie as he said it, and a small part of Eddie thought that maybe he’d won.

But as he walked out the door, a pressure built so deep in Eddie’s chest that his body was almost paralysed. He stopped for a moment. He stopped and looked up at the empty stage, and he wondered whether this was what winning felt like.


Chapter 42

It was raining when Eddie stepped outside the club. He thought it was fitting, given it was probably the lowest moment of his life.

The rain just reminded him of how small he was, how infinitesimal. It reminded him that every good thing had a limit—a matter of days or hours or minutes before it came crashing down to Earth. This was Eddie’s limit. This was him, his career, reduced to a drop of rain on the side of the road.

“Jergins?”

Eddie spun around. He felt hot and red and too small but also too big. “Dylan?”

Dylan was looking at him like he knew too much already. He’d probably seen Eddie kick that wheelie bin when he walked out of the club.

“What are you doing here?” Eddie asked.

“I was waiting for you,” Dylan told him. “I was going to pick you up after you finished recording. The trains aren’t running this afternoon.”

Isn’t that fitting? Eddie thought. Even the trains didn’t want him.

“You’re shaking,” Dylan said.

“It’s cold,” Eddie bit back. He didn’t know why he was angry with Dylan. He didn’t know why he was feeling anything right now.

“Why don’t we get in my car then?”

“Why, so you can drop me off at my house and then disappear again?”

Dylan closed his eyes for a second. “Look, I’m sorry, all right? My dad got detained last night. I had to go pick him up.”

“Shit,” Eddie said, and his stomach suddenly felt hollow. “What for?”

“I don’t want to talk about it. I want to get out of this freaking rain before I freeze my balls off.”

“Go,” Eddie said. “Just go. I’ll…walk home.”

“No, you fucking will not,” Dylan said. He glared at the rain in Eddie’s hair, and at the dirt and muck on his Converses. “You’re getting in my car.”

“I’ll just mess everything up,” Eddie said. His voice was dangerously close to breaking at this point.

“You’ve already messed everything up,” Dylan told him. Eddie felt his eyes start to water, and Dylan’s face softened. “Come on,” he said.

Dylan didn’t even seem bothered by Eddie’s muddy shoes. He just let him get in and put his feet right on the car floor.

“Sorry,” Eddie muttered.

Dylan started the car, but it was just to put the heater on. “What happened in there?”

Eddie kept his gaze on the floor. “What do you mean?”

“Don’t play dumb with me, Jergins. You look like you’re about five seconds and a mild insult away from crying, and you don’t do that.”

“I don’t cry?”

“Not in front of me.”

For some reason, Dylan’s comment made Eddie want to cry more. “Nothing happened,” he said, because nothing had really happened. And Eddie wanted to say it enough times until it was true.

“We’re going to sit here until you tell me what happened,” Dylan said.

Eddie glanced up. He was worried Marty would come outside and start harassing Dylan if they sat there too long, but he was also worried that Dylan would go inside and start harassing Marty if he told him what had happened.

One of those things was bound to happen sooner or later. So, clenched fists and all, Eddie decided to tell Dylan. He told him everything.

“I’m going to kill him.”

“You’re not going to kill him,” Eddie said. “Shut up.”

“Back off, Jergins. Don’t get in my way.”

“What are you going to do? Go inside and hit him? What’s that going to do? It’s just going to get you in trouble.”

Dylan’s lip curled. “He should be in trouble.”

“Why? He didn’t do anything wrong. I’m not a kid. I can make my own choices.”

“That’s bullshit, and you know it. He manipulated you.”

Eddie tightened his jaw. He hated the way it sounded coming out of Dylan’s mouth, like he was a victim or something. “Look, can we just…drive? I just want to drive.”

“Fine,” Dylan replied. “But we’re not letting this go. And I’m not letting Martin fucking Ross walk around with an unbroken nose for much longer.”

Eddie couldn’t help himself. He smiled. “You’re an idiot.”

“Yeah, an idiot with a good right hook.”

“I’ve seen you fight,” Eddie said, thinking back to their grapple on the train. “It’s not that impressive.”

“You haven’t seen me fight someone I want to fight.”

Eddie looked down at his shoes. “Sorry for hitting you on the train that day. I was just so angry… I think it’s because I was obsessed with you.”

“It’s okay,” Dylan smirked, pulling away from the club. “I’ll get you back one day.”

But Eddie knew he wouldn’t. Eddie knew he would never lay a finger on him again, and that he would fight anyone else who tried.

He wondered if this was what it was like to have a boyfriend. Someone who picked you up in the rain and let you put your dirty shoes on the floor of their car. Someone who punched bad people in the face because they deserved it. Someone who made you talk about things even when you didn’t want to.

“You can stay,” Eddie said when they got to his house. “It’s raining pretty bad.”

It wasn’t raining that bad. Eddie just didn’t want him to leave yet. (He never wanted him to leave, not even when he was being a dick—which was most of the time.)

“I should go,” Dylan said.

Eddie went to get out of the car, but he stopped. “Hey,” he said, turning back to Dylan. “What’s the deal with your dad?”

Dylan looked like he wanted to lie, but he was too tired to keep up the ruse any longer. “He’s just not a good guy.”

“And your mum?”

“Why do you care?”

“Don’t,” Eddie said.

Dylan sighed. He pinched the brink of his nose, staring out the window. “She was a prostitute my dad met on holiday. He got stuck with me, and he never left Atlanta because of it. Fell into a depression, became an alcoholic, and was pretty much unbearable to live with. That’s why I was held back a year…” He stared down at his fists. “It was all just too hard, so I moved here to live with his dad.”

Eddie swallowed. There was so much information to process. “And your dad…he was detained today?”

Dylan huffed. “Hasn’t been in the country a month, and he’s already being detained for disorderly conduct.”

Eddie tried to imagine Dylan’s father. A taller version of Dylan, a wider set of shoulders, a deeper pain in his heart.

“You should stay with me,” Eddie said.

“I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because of Marissa. And because my dad can never know about you.”

Eddie sighed. He supposed it made sense that Dylan’s father was homophobic on top of everything else. Go figure.

They’d both gone quiet. Dylan stared down at his lap, and Eddie took that as his queue to get out of the car. He started to walk away, his chest tight, the rain heavy on his back. He almost made it to his front steps when he heard Dylan’s voice ring out.

“Hey, Jergins.”

Eddie looked over his shoulder. “What?”

Dylan sighed. He looked away as he said it, like the words were being punched out of him. “You might not be somebody yet, but you’re somebody to me.”

Eddie didn’t say anything. He just watched Dylan wind up his window and drive away. He could feel the slosh seeping into his Converses, could feel something hard and sharp sliding into his heart.

About an hour after Dylan dropped him home, Eddie got a call from Charlie. And then he got a call from Max and Dan. And then he got a call from Charlie and Max and Dan, together.

“Marty told us what you did, man.”

All the blood rushed to Eddie’s feet. “What?”

“He told us you stole money from the bar,” Dan said. “Why would you do that? He’s banned us from playing at the club.”

“Actually,” Charlie clarified, “he’s just banned Eddie.”

“We don’t know what to do about this, dude. I mean, you’ve given us no choice.”

“What does that mean?” Eddie asked. He knew exactly what it meant.

“We don’t think you can be in the band anymore.”

“But it’s all bullshit!” Eddie yelled.

“Why would he lie?” Max asked him.

Because he’s a pervert, Eddie thought. Because he’s a washed up, balding, arrogant piece of dog shit.

“Look, The Indigo Room is our biggest gig. If we haven’t got that, we’re nobodies.”

Eddie thought that they were always nobodies. Nobodies with a bit of airtime.

“Who will you get to sing?” he asked them.

“My cousin Tom,” Max said.

Eddie wondered if Tom liked singing without a shirt.

“Sounds like you guys have it all figured out.”

“We’re sorry, Ed, it’s been fun.”

Eddie thought that it was fun too, for a time.

“We hope you don’t hate us.”

Eddie didn’t hate them. But he didn’t think that he ever really liked them, either. He thought that he just liked having more movement on stage. Other things for people to look at besides him and his stupid hair. Other things for people to listen to when his voice started to shake.

But his hair wasn’t stupid anymore.

And his voice didn’t shake when he told them, “Good luck,” and hung up the phone.

He had a feeling he’d be better off without them. But it still hurt, because sometimes taking a step forwards felt like taking a step backwards. Sometimes there was no real way to tell the two apart for a while.


Chapter 43

With just over a month left of school, Eddie’s grade (or rather, Josh Dixon) decided that someone should throw a party to celebrate their impending graduation. Given the fact that she had a massive and almost perpetually empty house, that someone ended up being Darcy.

“I can’t believe I agreed to this,” she told Eddie. They were standing in her kitchen drinking her mum’s Midori Splices, and Eddie could hardly hear her over the music blaring from the other room. “I don’t even like half of these people. Now I’m spending every second with them.”

“That’s high school, right?”

“No,” she shook her head, “that’s life.”

Eddie smiled. They stopped talking for a while, and his mind started wandering into bad places.

Darcy soon guessed what he was thinking about. “I hear the Red Rascal guys have changed their name,” she said, stirring her drink.

Eddie shrugged. “I guess it’s over.”

“You can’t give up, Eddie.”

“Why not?”

“Because,” she said, “music is the thing that makes you feel alive.”

“Not lately,” Eddie muttered. “Lately, I just think about all of that stuff, everything that happened with Marty, and it just makes me feel…”

“Like what?”

“Like I’m in over my head. Like I’m stupid for even wanting it, stupid for trying.” He glanced away, his eyes starting to burn. “I mean, I really thought…I really thought that I might have a chance, you know? How stupid is that.”

Darcy made an obscene slurping sound with her straw. Eddie didn’t even try to count how many people looked at them. “You’re not stupid,” she reassured him, touching his arm. “Don’t say that.”

Eddie just closed his eyes. He didn’t want to see that look—not on Darcy’s face. “I just felt like I was finally getting somewhere,” he whispered, “and now I have to start again. Seriously, what the hell am I going to do?”

“You do what you did before you found those guys.”

“Before those guys I was singing on the footpath.”

“Well, how badly do you want it?” she asked him.

Eddie let his head fall forwards. “I’d rather stab myself in the eye.” He started to say something else, but he was cut off by Josh Dixon’s voice blasting throughout the house. Darcy had a karaoke machine, and it was currently being used by the entire football team.

“Oh, God,” Eddie muttered. “Why did you agree to this?”

“I didn’t agree to Josh Dixon murdering an Oasis song in my living room,” Darcy replied. She grabbed her drink and brushed past Eddie’s shoulder. “I’ll be right back.”

Eddie tried not to laugh. He leaned against the kitchen counter and cringed as Josh butchered the lyrics to ‘Wonderwall’. He had just about finished his fifth Midori Splice when he sensed someone behind him. He turned around.

Dylan was walking into the kitchen. He was wearing his Braves cap and he had a beer in his hand. His blue hoodie looked soft and his smile landed somewhere in Eddie’s gut.

“I didn’t think you’d show up,” Eddie said, slurring a little. He tried to hide the empty Midori bottle with his arm.

Dylan shrugged. “You know me. I’m a sucker for Greenview parties.”

“No, I think you’re a sucker for me.”

Dylan’s eyes trailed over Eddie, a smirk on his lips. “Someone’s been drinking.”

“Not Midori,” Eddie lied.

Dylan just raised an eyebrow at him. “You wanna get out of here?”

“I can’t drive. I’m drunk.”

“You also don’t have a licence.”

“Screw you,” Eddie muttered. He couldn’t stop smiling. “Train?”

“Lead the way.”

They snuck out through the laundry room. Everyone else was too distracted by Josh’s slurred singing to pay any attention. By the time they made it out onto the road, Eddie’s brain was rolling around in his head. The streets were slow and illusive, and he felt heavy in his body, like he wanted to lean on Dylan for the rest of the night. (Maybe for the rest of his life.)

They half-stumbled, half-ran to the train station, laughing so hard Eddie’s stomach started to ache. He didn’t know if they got lost on purpose or if they were just drunk. He hoped it was a bit of both.

“You’re going to hurt yourself,” Dylan called out.

Eddie ignored him. He watched the guard rail stretch below him in a blur of silver. He had an orange traffic cone on his head.

“You’re ridiculous,” Dylan told him. “You’re a psycho.”

“You love it.”

Eddie took another step forward, and he felt his balance shift to the right. Warm hands snaked around his torso, catching him. The cone fell off his head and bounced onto the road.

“Careful,” Dylan breathed. His eyes were glassy and he smelled like cigarettes and cheap beer, but he was still impossibly beautiful.

“You got me,” Eddie said. “I know that.”

Dylan looked down at him. “You’re different when you’re drunk.”

“How so?”

“Confident.”

“Oh,” Eddie said. “That’s nice.”

“It is,” Dylan agreed. “But you do know that we just become exaggerated versions of ourselves when we drink, right?”

Eddie squinted at him. Dylan’s hands were still locked around his chest and his back. He was so close they could kiss. “What are you trying to say?”

“That maybe you’re more confident than you think you are.”

“Only with you,” Eddie replied. “Only around my biggest fan.”

“You have a fan?”

Eddie stared at Dylan’s chin. “Come on. No one’s around. You can be nice to me.”

“Maybe I’m just trying to keep you modest. Maybe I want to preserve that Eddie for as long as possible.”

“That Eddie isn’t worth preserving.”

“Of course he is. He’s the best Eddie. He’s the one who likes me.”

You’re wrong, Eddie thought. No word had ever felt more insufficient, more lukewarm. There was simply no place for ‘like’ anymore. Not here. Not now. There was a much stronger word in Eddie’s heart for Dylan Carver.

“I don’t like you,” Eddie corrected him. And maybe it was the Midori, or the moon in the sky or the fact that Eddie never really knew the next time he was going to talk to him again, but he suddenly realised that there were more things that he needed to tell Dylan than there were words, and he felt himself brimming with it—all of the things he had never said—ready to spill out over the footpath.

“That’s a shame,” Dylan said. “A real shame. I like you.”

“Why?” Eddie asked.

“Because you ask dumb questions like that,” Dylan smirked. “Because you ride the train and you smile when you sing drunk.”

Eddie laughed. Dylan finally let him go, and everything around them felt quiet for a moment. The rain bounced off the street lights.

“This doesn’t feel real,” Eddie said.

Dylan stared at him. “I don’t feel real?”

“No, I meant the road. It’s blurry and there’s a fire.”

“That’s a traffic cone.”

“Oh,” Eddie said. ‘Right.” He wanted to say something else. Something…

He looked up at the street lights, a dozen tiny suns dotting the night sky. When he looked back, Dylan was smiling at him. Just that small hint of a smile that reached places Eddie couldn’t touch.

“You do,” Eddie said. “…Feel real.”

Dylan licked his lips. They kept standing there for a moment, and there were little flecks of rain glistening in his hair. And if Eddie had even a morsel of courage, he would have said something more. He would have reached out and brushed the hair back from Dylan’s forehead, just once, just to know what it felt like with his own hands. But his heart was beating so fast, and his hands wouldn’t move except to slide into his pockets. And his legs wouldn’t inch any closer to Dylan; they’d only walk him home.

They were about a block away from the train station when Eddie saw The Indigo Room in the distance—all lit up and coldly familiar. He stopped.

“We can go another way,” Dylan said.

Eddie just stared at it. He felt so removed from that world, so estranged from who he wanted to be. He just wanted to forget about it all. Everything but the lights soaking into his skin and the image of Dylan existing just beyond the crowd, drink in hand, a smirk on his face. He wanted to remember the feeling of being on stage, not the feeling of being used.

“I know you said I was good…” Eddie started to say. He didn’t really know where he was going with it. He was drunk and vomiting up half-baked thoughts all over the footpath.

“You are good,” Dylan told him.

Eddie thought about when Marty had said the same thing. It shouldn’t have cheapened it, but it did.

“Marty told me that, too.”

Dylan scowled at him. “Marty was a prick. I don’t want you thinking about him. I don’t want him in your head.”

Eddie sighed. He stared down at his still dirty Converses. “Are you just telling me that I’m good because you want something from me?”

“What?” Dylan asked.

Eddie didn’t know why he’d said that. He tried to backpedal. “I mean, are you just saying it to make me feel better?”

“Don’t you fucking dare,” Dylan said. “Don’t lump me in with him.”

“I’m sorry.”

Eddie was about to keep walking when he saw the door to The Indigo Room fly open. He heard Marty before he saw him.

“Shit,” he said, grabbing Dylan’s arm. “Let’s go.”

“Hang on.”

“Dylan—”

Dylan shrugged out of Eddie’s grip. “Hey,” he called out.

“Shut the hell up,” Eddie hissed. “I swear to God, Dylan…”

Marty glanced up at them. He looked scruffy—scruffier than usual. And he smelled like sour beer even from a few metres away. “What the hell do you want?” he yelled at them.

Dylan took a step forward. Eddie tried to grab him, but it didn’t help that he was terribly, sloppily drunk.

“I want you to apologise,” Dylan said. He didn’t sound half as drunk as Eddie felt.

“Apologise to who?” Marty replied, his eyes narrowing. “Oh, wait…is this your little boyfriend, Ed? Did I make him jealous?”

Eddie didn’t answer. He watched Dylan grit his teeth and curl his hands.

“You’ve got a lot of balls coming down here,” Marty continued. Eddie couldn’t tell if he was talking to him or Dylan. Or both.

“What are you going to do?” Dylan asked him. “Get me drunk? Make me take off my clothes and sing for you?”

The words sobered Eddie a little. He reached for Dylan and swayed on his feet.

“Fags,” Marty muttered.

It all happened too quickly for Eddie’s drunken mind to comprehend. He saw Dylan’s fist go flying through the air and he heard it connect with Marty’s face. Then he watched Marty swing his fist, and Eddie saw Dylan duck just before he felt a burst of pain in his right cheek. He fell flat on his arse, tasting blood in his mouth.

“Motherfucker,” Dylan said. He tackled Marty, and Eddie scuttled away on the ground, clutching the side of his face.

It wasn’t really a fair match—Dylan was quicker and stronger than the average eighteen-year-old, and Marty was thirty-eight and plastered.

“If you ever come near him again…” Dylan warned, muttering something into Marty’s face. Eddie couldn’t really hear him.

“Come on,” Dylan said as he helped Eddie up. He looped his arm around Eddie’s middle and helped him walk, like he was the one who had just got his face pummelled.

Dylan was still holding onto him when they got to the train station. Eddie wondered if they looked like best friends—or maybe brothers, but he wasn’t that kind to himself. He was still getting used to them boarding the train at the same stop, and actually being able to look into Dylan’s eyes when they sat down instead of glaring at the side of his face. It was a big adjustment.

Dylan frowned at him. “Your mouth is bleeding.”

“I know,” Eddie mumbled. “My tongue tastes like metal.”

Dylan smiled at him.

“How’s your jaw?” Eddie asked.

Dylan touched the bottom of his chin. “Aching,” he replied.

The train grew silent. Dylan breathed quietly, the remnants of his cigarette still hanging loosely in the air. Eddie didn’t think he could look at him anymore without kissing him, so he rested his head on his shoulder—breathless, ready for Dylan to shrug him off.

He didn’t.


Chapter 44

Dylan was probably going to break up with Eddie. Well—not break up with, but he was definitely going to stop whatever had been happening between them for the past few months.

It had been three days since their fight with Marty, three days since Eddie had stupidly put his head on Dylan’s shoulder—on the train, in public. Eddie had probably freaked him out.

Oh well. At least he wouldn’t have to come out to any more people. Not until he was in his fifties and his wife caught him making out with the postman one morning.

He thought that maybe he could marry Darcy. It would make Robert happy, and Darcy would still let him kiss guys. They could live in a big white house and Eddie could teach music while Darcy capered around the hallways in slow motion. They could live a moderately happy life.

Eddie dialled and listened to his phone ring. He could feel himself sweating into the receiver.

“What,” Dylan answered.

“Uh, hi. It’s me.”

“I know. I can read.”

It was awkward for a moment. Eddie slumped down in his seat, watching the horizon outside the train window. “You haven’t been at school for a few days. What have you been doing?”

“Ignoring you, obviously.”

“But…I haven’t tried to contact you.”

“It was pre-emptive.”

Eddie rested his head against the window. “Why?”

Dylan didn’t answer for a while. Eddie listened to him breathe.

“Because I don’t want to talk to you. I think it’s pretty simple, don’t you?”

“Not really,” Eddie said, but his voice was quieter now. He thought that the lady with the blue handbag was listening to him.

“I’m not in the mood to talk, Jergins.”

“That’s okay. I’ll talk instead.”

There was silence. Eddie desperately tried to fill it, but no words seemed to fit. He just said, “I’m sorry.”

Dylan huffed. “What?”

“I’m sorry…for whatever I did. If this is about the train…”

“The train? What are you talking about?”

Eddie closed his eyes. He pressed his face into the cool plexiglass window, hoping to fall through. “I put my head on your shoulder.”

Eddie could practically feel Dylan’s eyes roll. “You think I’m ignoring you because you tried to take a nap on me?”

Eddie shrugged. He hoped that Dylan could interpret it somehow.

“Jergins, I’m not…” Dylan stopped. Eddie heard him pacing. “Why are you even calling me?”

“Because,” Eddie said. I miss hearing your voice. “Darcy’s getting sick of me.”

“Oh, right. I forgot you only have two friends.”

“It shouldn’t be easy to forget. You just take the number of your friends and then double it.”

“Funny,” Dylan replied.

Now that Eddie thought about it, he didn’t think that Dylan had any friends. Eddie would probably be the closest thing—and even then, he was really more of a hesitant crush.

He wondered again if Dylan was lonely. He almost asked him, but he didn’t trust Dylan not to want to reach through the phone and punch him for it.

“Are you okay?” he asked instead.

The pause on Dylan’s end made Eddie sit up.

“Dylan?”

“I’m fine, okay? Just…don’t call anymore.”

Eddie’s heart sank. “What do you mean?”

“I’ve just got a lot going on right now,” Dylan whispered. “I’ll talk to you when I’m ready.”

“When will that be?”

“I don’t know.”

There was another pause. Eddie exhaled, standing up from his chair. “I’m coming to see you.”

“The hell you are,” Dylan growled.

“I’m serious. I’m on the train right now.”

“Jergins, I swear to God, if you get off at my stop—”

At that precise moment, the automated conductor announced, ‘Next stop: Runcorn Station’.

Dylan practically snarled in Eddie’s ear. “Don’t. Get. Off.”

“Don’t tell me what to do.”

“Don’t show up at my house without any fucking warning.”

“I’m giving you a warning right now. I’ll be there in ten minutes.”

“Eddie, I’m serious—”

Eddie sighed. “Fine. Meet me, then.”

“What?”

“If you don’t want me coming to your house, then you have to meet me.”

“Are you kidding me?”

“Just a little,” Eddie told him. “But not really, actually. I’m about to walk off the train…”

“Don’t,” Dylan said. “Fucking hell. Just stay at Runcorn Station, all right? I’ll meet you there in fifteen minutes.”



Eddie could almost see steam rolling out from under his baseball cap when Dylan finally arrived at the station.

“Hi,” Eddie greeted.

Dylan stood a few paces from him. “I’m here. What do you want?”

Eddie squinted at him. The brim of his cap was pulled over his eyes. “Why are you wearing your hat like that?”

“Because it’s sunny.”

It wasn’t that sunny. It was slightly overcast, if anything. All the rain from the last few days had cooled everything down.

Eddie tried to take a step towards him, but Dylan held up a hand. “You got what you wanted. I’m here. You’ve seen me. Will you go home now?”

“Why won’t you come near me?” Eddie asked him.

Dylan didn’t speak.

Eddie tried walking towards him again, and Dylan shoved him backwards.

“What the hell, Dylan?”

Eddie kept a hand on him. He was shaking.

“Dylan…”

“Look, Jergins, I didn’t want to come here. Okay?”

“Dylan.”

Eddie took another step forwards. He slowly reached out a hand, lifting Dylan’s baseball cap.

“What happened?” Eddie asked him. He felt the trains rumbling beneath his feet.

“It was Marty—”

“Marty didn’t hit your eye. He hit your jaw.”

Eddie lifted up Dylan’s chin. Dylan looked like he wanted to flinch, but he didn’t. “Who did this?”

Dylan didn’t speak. Eddie swallowed.

“Was it your dad?”

Dylan shook his head. His hands were balled into fists. “No. My dad’s a piece of shit, but he’s never hit me.”

“Then who?”

“It doesn’t matter, okay?” Dylan shoved Eddie’s hand away. “It was just some of the guys from the team.”

Eddie saw red. “What did they do?”

A muscle jumped in Dylan’s jaw. His skin was turning pink below the bruise, and Eddie realised he was embarrassed. “They just…they didn’t let me leave practice one day. Kept me in the locker room after Coach left.”

Eddie’s entire body was trembling. “Why?”

“One of them saw us in the street the other night. Took a photo.”

Eddie’s gut ached. He looked around, making sure there was no one on the platform. Then he took Dylan’s hand and smoothed his fingertips over his knuckles. They were bare.

“You didn’t fight back.”

“What’s the point?”

Eddie was silent for a moment. His heart was spasming in his chest. “Does it hurt?”

Dylan rubbed his good eye. “It’s days old, Jergins.”

“I know. I’ve just never had a black eye before.”

“I find that hard to believe. Surely someone’s punched you before.”

Eddie wanted to laugh. He wanted to punch Dylan in the arm and let the tension seep out of his bones. But he couldn’t. Everything was frozen.

“Don’t…pity me,” Dylan continued. There was something off in his voice, something withered and cold.

“I’m not. I just—” Eddie looked at him. “I’m upset.”

“Don’t be,” Dylan replied, stepping back slightly. “I’m not.”

“How would you feel if it was the other way around?”

Dylan didn’t answer him. He just locked his jaw, gazing away.

Eddie sighed. “Exactly.”

Dylan was standing further away from Eddie now. “This isn’t going to happen anymore,” he told him.

The words blared in Eddie’s mind. The words he’d always expected, the words he’d never known how to prepare for.

“What’s not going to happen?” he whispered.

“This,” Dylan said, his voice tight. “Us.”

“Shut up,” Eddie said, but there was no heat behind his words. They came out shaky and they broke where they fell. “You’re not pushing me away because of this.”

“Right, okay,” Dylan said. “We’ll just go to school and walk the hallways hand in hand. I’m sure the guys will just get used to it eventually.”

“Screw them. We’re not going to let them ruin this.”

“We?” Dylan said. “We’re a ‘we’ now?”

“We’ve always been a ‘we’.”

Dylan shook his head. “Jesus. You sound like a child sometimes.”

“Don’t let this change things,” Eddie said.

“What am I supposed to do, Eddie?”

“We’ll figure it out. We can tell Reichner—”

“Because that worked so well last time. They’ll have to call our parents, and then my dad will find out why they did it.”

Eddie stared at the ground. His mind was reeling. He wanted to reach out and touch Dylan again. “I hate them,” he said. “I fucking hate them.”

“It’s fine, Eddie.”

“It’s not fine—”

“This is just footy guys—”

“Well it fucking shouldn’t be.”

Eddie watched a bunch of people board the next train, and then he and Dylan were alone again. His hand was shaking as he reached for Dylan’s. He expected to be shoved away, but he wasn’t. Dylan almost seemed to sigh.

“Eddie,” he said.

Eddie traced his thumb over Dylan’s knuckles.

He watched Dylan’s eyes flutter closed, and he saw the little black bruises flowered across his left eyelid.

And he wanted to kill Josh Dixon. Right then, in that moment. He wanted to hurt him so badly that he would never be able to hurt anyone else.

“Here,” Dylan said, shrugging off his jacket.

It was Eddie’s favourite cream corduroy one that was big and warm inside.

“Can we go somewhere?” Eddie asked.

Dylan blinked at him. “Where?”

Eddie shrugged. They both knew there was only one place they could go, if they really wanted to be themselves.


Chapter 45

The drive to the park was quiet. Eddie wanted to ask Dylan more about what had happened in the locker room, but a part of him was too afraid. He was torn between wanting to know everything and wanting to push it all to the back of his mind.

They were parked now, and they weren’t doing anything but staring out the window and listening to music so quietly that Eddie couldn’t even tell what song was playing. He thought it might still be Spacey Jane. He hoped it was. It felt like their band. Eddie liked to think there was at least one thing in this world that he and Dylan could share.

Dylan looked out the window. “I can’t do this anymore,” he whispered.

“Can’t do what?”

“Don’t make me say it, Eddie.”

“Don’t make you say what? What’s happening right now?”

There was silence then—real silence. The kind where you could hear your own heartbeat. “Don’t make this hard,” Dylan pleaded.

Eddie’s insides felt hollow. “How were you planning on making it easy?”

“Don’t get upset.”

“Stop telling me what to do,” Eddie snapped. He was sick of other people telling him what to do—what to drink, who to kiss, what words not to sing. For once, he just wanted to do whatever he wanted without anyone judging him.

He thought he might want to cry.

“So, this is it,” Eddie said.

Dylan shrugged, and Eddie wanted to kick in the window behind his head. He really was so beautiful. The dip in his cheek. The arc of his eyebrows. The way he glared down at his shoes when things got too hard.

“I wasn’t even looking for you,” Eddie said. “That’s the worst part. I didn’t know how good it could be…and now I know.”

Dylan kept his gaze on the window. “My life was never the same after you, either.”

“What would I have if you left? What would be here for me? God, I’m so far from who I want to be.”

“What about music?” Dylan asked.

“What about it?” Eddie said. “What’s the point?”

“What are you talking about?”

Eddie wiped a hand over his eyes. “I used to think about it every day. What it would be like to have my own record. To live overseas and sing in a different place every night. To have a crowd that knows my songs, that likes me.” He looked at Dylan. “I don’t think about that stuff anymore.”

“Why?”

“Because of you,” Eddie told him. “Because you make me so happy that I don’t care if I never make it, because being with you feels like the best thing I could ever do. I’d never sing another word if it meant I got to be with you.”

Eddie didn’t realise he’d said it until he had, until Dylan’s eyes widened and there was no going back anymore. There was nothing left to give.

Dylan’s words were tight. Controlled. “I never want you to stop singing, Eddie.”

“I know that,” Eddie replied. “But that’s the thing. I don’t even want to sing when I’m with you. You make me forget about it. This thing that was always the biggest part of who I am…it’s no longer the biggest thing anymore. It’s you, Dylan. It’s you.” Eddie pressed his knuckles into his eyes. “You are everything to me.”

They sat in silence. Eddie rested his head against his seat, wanting to crumble, wanting to reach over and grab Dylan’s hand just to feel his skin. But it was Dylan who reached for him first, cupping their hands together and intertwining their fingers. And it felt so good. And Eddie closed his eyes against the sun and pretended everything was okay for a while.

Their hands stayed like that on the drive home, and even when they got to Eddie’s. They just sat in the car at the end of the street. The sun was about to go down and everything felt cold outside. Eddie never wanted to get out.

He felt his eyes filling with hot tears. No one had ever hurt him this much without touching him. He felt bruises like the one on Dylan’s eye all over his body, like his skin was littered with purple. It was getting harder and harder to breathe and he thought that there was a good chance that he was going to miss Dylan forever. He’d miss the burning glances and the seat across the aisle. He’d miss the tenderness of his hands and the way he laughed like it was being punched out of his chest. He’d miss the way he cried, the way he drummed his fingers all over Eddie’s heart.

“That day…” Eddie said, “when you hit me in the head with that bloody football. Was that on purpose?”

Dylan looked like he wanted to smile. “Yeah.”

“Bastard,” Eddie muttered.

Before he knew it, Eddie was stepping out of his car. He was still wearing Dylan’s jacket. Don’t say anything. Don’t say anything.

“Hey,” Eddie said. “I’m not saying goodbye.”

“Okay,” Dylan replied. His voice sounded rough and thick.

“I’ll see you around,” Eddie told him.

Dylan rolled up his window and Eddie watched him drive away, a lump in his throat. The Corolla’s engine rattled and thumped and Eddie heard Spacey Jane playing as clear as day.

He shoved his hands in his pockets and sat on his driveway for a while. The sun was shining on the road for the first time in days, and if he squinted at his life—at that particular spot of asphalt—he could pretend that nothing had changed.

He could pretend he never met Dylan Carver at all.


Chapter 46

A lot of things happened over the next couple of weeks. Eddie went back to that hipster restaurant to ask if he could start busking outside again, and the girl with the pink hair still didn’t know who he was. He couldn’t decide if it was poetic or just pathetic. (It felt like a bit of both.) But at least she agreed.

One afternoon, Eddie was lying on his bed when Marissa came in to see him. “Well,” she said, “you can’t possibly feel as pathetic as you look.”

Eddie flipped her off. She smiled and lay down beside him.

“How’s Dylan?”

Eddie looked away. He still felt weird talking about the D word with her, especially now.

“I haven’t seen him in a while,” Marissa said.

“Neither have I.”

“What? Why?”

Eddie sighed, turning his head to face her. “He, uh…he doesn’t want to see me anymore.”

Marissa frowned. “What happened?”

“The guys at school keep giving him shit. He’s also worried about his dad.”

“Is it over for good?”

“I don’t know,” Eddie said. “Probably.”

“I’m sorry,” Marissa told him. It sounded like she meant it.

Eddie was quiet for a moment, and then he asked, “How did you get over him?” He’d wanted to ask her that for weeks, but he’d never had the courage to do it before now.

Marissa laughed. “By realising he was already over me. I think he was over me the day he met me.” She looked at Eddie, her eyes softening. “Sometimes, it’s easier to accept that someone never really cared about you and hurt you, than it is to accept that they loved you and hurt you anyway.”

The room grew quiet. But there was no more tension. Eddie felt like he did after he’d had a cry, like everything inside him had been washed away and replaced.



Eddie wondered a lot about what he would say to Dylan if he ever talked to him again, if one of them ever stopped when they walked by each other in the last couple of weeks of school. He rehearsed hours of conversations in his head, and somewhere along the way, it became too hard to pretend.

He eventually stopped feeling angry. He just took what he wanted to say to him and he turned it into music. It was a Sunday afternoon when he finally got the courage to sing one of his new songs outside the restaurant.

The streets were quiet, like they always were on a Sunday. Time seemed to move slower, and the few people that were out today were all idle wanderers. Some of them seemed so bored that they actually stopped to listen to Eddie. One man even smiled at him and started gently tapping his foot.

Maybe it was because it had been almost a month since he and Dylan had last talked, but he suddenly felt himself brimming with so much emotion that he didn’t know what to do with it. He felt it rushing it to his fingertips—and if he looked down, he imagined they’d be glowing against his guitar.

For some reason, he felt like this was the first time he’d sounded good in a long time. His voice trembled and shook like he had something to say, like he had waged through something—through someone—long and arduous, and now he finally had the licence to sing about it. He finally understood all of his pain and mind-numbing confusion. And he sang for himself. Not for anybody else.

Got a pack of cigarettes

We could share them on the train home

Got a face just like my mother’s

I could kiss it on the train home

You’re gone, so I’ll be my own best friend

I’ll roll over in the morning

Stare out my window instead

I’ll go and make a coffee and I won’t ask you for cream

I’ll play my songs in the evening

And I’ll see you in my dreams

When Eddie opened his eyes, he expected everyone to have left. But they were still there, and now they were smiling at him. There was even a new person—right at the back, with dark skin and darker hair.

“Holy shit,” Eddie breathed, and then slapped a hand over his mouth. “Sorry,” he said into the microphone.

Moe slowly made his way forward, like an apparition or a lazy daydream. He was still smiling that same loopy grin.

“What the hell are you doing here?” Eddie asked.

Moe beamed at him. “I’m back, man! Only for a few days. It’s Marcel’s 21st this weekend. But I might be back for longer once I finish school.”

Eddie didn’t know what to say to him. So much had happened since they’d last been together, even though it had only been a year since Moe had left. He didn’t even know where to begin.

“Why don’t we get something to eat?” Moe suggested.

“Sure,” Eddie replied. “Anywhere but here.”

Moe helped him pack up his gear, and they walked to a nearby Burrito Bar. It had been one of their favourite places before Moe left, and Eddie hoped that hadn’t changed. They sat at their usual booth in the back and ordered their regular meals, and Eddie quickly realised that nothing had changed. Not really.

Moe still talked with his mouth full. He still had sleepy eyes. He still led every conversation with his hands. He still spoke a hundred miles an hour and had the same loud, abrupt laughter. He still talked like he was trying to get out every thought in his head before his next breath.

Then things went quiet. Eddie used to love their silences, the way they’d both ignore each other in favour of demolishing their food or so that Moe could gawk at Emily Braverman. But this silence was different. Unfamiliar. Eddie didn’t know how to fix it. If it were a year ago, he’d try to crack a joke. But he didn’t know if Moe would still find him funny. He seemed more mature, somehow.

“I’m sorry I stopped calling,” Moe eventually said.

Eddie shrugged. He wanted to tell him that it was okay, but he wasn’t sure that it was. “Did I do something?” he asked.

Moe shook his head, looking down at his hands. “You just sounded like you had all your own shit going on. I felt…guilty…that I was so far away.”

“How do you think I felt? Knowing that my best friend didn’t even want to talk to me anymore?”

“I did,” Moe said. “I do. That’s why I’m here.”

“How long are you back for?”

“Just a week. I’m staying at Marcel’s place in Runcorn.”

Eddie’s stomach dropped, but he kept his gaze down. He took another bite of his burrito, willing the subject to change.

“You still taking the train?” Moe asked him.

“Always,” Eddie replied.

“Marissa still pissing you off?”

“Not really, actually. She’s pretty cool now.

Eddie wrapped up the rest of his burrito.

“Anybody you want to tell me about?” Moe asked.

Eddie felt his face grow hot. He saw this coming, and yet he didn’t. His heart started thumping wildly in his chest.

“There was a girl after Lyla,” he said. “Well, there is a girl, but she’s not…you know, she’s my best friend.”

Eddie watched Moe’s face, but it didn’t falter.

“I can’t wait to meet her,” Moe replied.

“You’re probably going to fall in love with her.”

“As if! I’m still reserved for Emily Braverman. The ten-year plan is still in play.”

“Wait until you meet Darcy,” Eddie said.

“Okay, now I really have to meet this girl.”

Eddie laughed, but it came out weird and strained. He looked around at all the empty tables. Time slowed down.

“And…there was somebody. It kind of went on for a while.”

“You dated somebody?”

“Kind of. A little. I don’t really know.”

“Who was it?”

Eddie chewed on his bottom lip. He imagined a million different reactions flashing across Moe’s face before he finally answered. “Dylan.”

“Dylan Carver?”

Eddie couldn’t read Moe’s expression. There didn’t seem to be a single emotion driving it—except for curiosity, maybe. He looked as unaffected as if Eddie had just told him he was about to order a drink.

Finally, he said, “I thought you hated him.”

Eddie exhaled. “Yeah, I thought so too.”

“I’m sure Marissa would have been thrilled about that.”

Eddie smiled. “Yeah… Not really, actually.”

“Well, you’ve got balls,” Moe told him. “You both do.”

“Yeah, I think that’s why we liked each other.”

Moe spat out a laugh. Eddie’s body relaxed into his seat, and the heat in his face began to cool. The world continued on around them.

“So, it’s not happening anymore?” Moe asked him.

“No, it’s not happening anymore. He ended it.”

“Sorry, man.” Moe frowned, and he sounded just like Eddie used to—all those times Moe made a move on Emily and got shut down. “I’m happy for you, though. Happy that you got to feel that for someone, even if it’s over now.”

He looked at Eddie, his eyes soft and clear. It made Eddie feel so normal again, even after a year apart.

“You know, it really sucked without you here,” Eddie told him.

“The whole time?”

“A lot of the time.”

Moe smiled. Eddie couldn’t stop looking at him, couldn’t help noticing all the ways he hadn’t changed. Sure, he was a little taller, and there was a smattering of hairs above his lip that hadn’t been there before. But he was still his best friend, even with all the time they’d lost.

“Well then,” Moe said, “it’s a good thing I’m back.”



After dinner, Eddie didn’t feel like going home, so he and Moe took the train to Runcorn to see Marcel’s place. It was small and rustic and…not very nice.

“A work in progress,” Moe said, noticing the look on Eddie’s face.

“A bit like a half-baked turd,” Marcel chimed in.

Moe punched him in the arm. Eddie managed to slip out about thirty minutes later, when he and Marcel started wrestling over the PlayStation controller.

He walked through the streets of Runcorn. They really were beautiful, but only because of Dylan. He’d given the street a heart and lungs and he’d made it breathe.

Eddie stood there for a while, imagining what kind of house Dylan lived in. Imagining what it would be like to hear his phone ringing and see that it was Dylan calling. He’d probably tell him to get the hell out of his suburb.

Eddie smiled. He realised he would give anything for Dylan to call him. Even if it was only to hear him yell.


Chapter 47

On the way to graduation, Robert and Eddie’s mother took separate cars. The whole thing was a little jarring for Eddie, who’d spent the last twelve months dreading the moment they’d all have to play happy family.

Now that the moment was here, it looked nothing like Eddie had expected it to. It looked like Eddie and his mother in the strange, lonely space right after his dad died. He realised that they weren’t complete without their stepfamily.

“Robert wanted to spend this moment with Marissa,” his mother told him. “I thought it would be nice if we could spend it alone too.”

“That’s cool,” Eddie said.

“He’s really proud of Marissa for how far she’s come,” his mother said. She was nodding to herself, and she sounded suspiciously like she was about to cry.

“She has come a long way.”

“And I know a lot of this year has been spent dealing with Marissa’s struggles… And I know that you’ve had your own struggles, too.”

Oh no. “Mum…”

She started to cry. “And I know I haven’t been the best mother, but—”

Eddie stopped her right there. He squeezed her shoulder, and she started pulling the car over.

“I’m really proud of you,” she told him. They were sitting outside a supermarket now, and it was raining hard.

Eddie looked down at his shaky hands. He flattened them on his lap. “Mum,” he whispered. “I need to tell you something.”

“What is it?” She put her hand on his back. “You can tell me, Eddie. You know you can tell me anything.”

“I…I don’t feel right being with girls.”

She didn’t even flinch. “What do you mean, honey?”

Eddie held his breath. “I was the reason Dylan and Marissa broke up. I did a lot of stupid things. Selfish things. I don’t even know why. I just…” He looked out the window, taking a deep breath. “The way you felt about Dad, and the way you talked about him… Darcy would always say that love should feel like hope. And that’s how I feel with Dylan. Or, felt… I don’t know. It’s over now.”

“Oh, Eddie,” his mother said, and it took Eddie a while to realise that she wasn’t sad about him being with Dylan, she was sad for him. “I know it’s tough when it doesn’t work out.”

Eddie nearly started crying. “You don’t care?”

“Of course I care. I never want to see you heartbroken.”

“No, I mean, about the other thing.” He waved his hand. “About me…”

“Of course not. Why would I? It’s you, Eddie.”

He started crying then. For real. He wasn’t even sure why—an old reflex from Dylan, maybe. His heart reminding him he still cared.

His mother held him, stroking his hair. “I think that we lose parts of ourselves as we fall out of love. But we gain new parts when we meet new people. Different parts… It’s how we survive.” She pulled back, wiping Eddie’s eyes. “I know it doesn’t feel like it, but you’re going to be okay, Eddie. I promise you.”

They drove the rest of the way in silence, holding hands over the console like they used to when Eddie was a kid.



Marissa and Robert were already at the venue when they got there, as well as about three quarters of Eddie’s grade and their respective families. Eddie suddenly felt faint.

He really fucking wished he hadn’t agreed to sing tonight.

The school’s arts department—basically, Lyla—had asked him a few months ago, when Eddie was still in a band. When he was uplifted by a fleeting swell of confidence. When he was still talking to Dylan.

Shit. He really shouldn’t have agreed to sing a song about Dylan, either. But who the hell was he kidding? All of his bloody songs were about Dylan.

Eddie tried to push it to the corner of his mind. He walked inside the auditorium and hugged Marissa, and a few people stared at them. Then he took his seat beside Darcy, and tried (and failed) not to look for Dylan.

He found him instantly. He was sitting in the back row wearing a goddamn tie. His hair was combed behind his ears and his uniform looked like it had been ironed for the first time all year.

Eddie sucked in a breath. The image was scorned into his mind as he turned back towards the stage, and he tried to lose himself in Reichner’s speech. (Right now, he seemed to be telling an anecdote about ballpoint pens.)

“I don’t think I can do this,” Eddie whispered.

Darcy looked at him. “What, listen to Reichner’s Principal’s Address?”

“No. Sing.”

“Oh,” she said. “Um, it’s a little late for that, Eddie.”

“I know. I know. I’m an idiot. I thought I could do it. I thought it would be fine. I fucking killed it in the shower. But now I’m here. And there are all these people—” One of the teachers shushed him. Eddie pursed his lips together. “I can’t do this,” he muttered.

“Yes, you can,” Darcy told him. “It’s a beautiful song.”

“The song is precisely the problem.”

“Why? Because it’s about Dylan? Newsflash, Eddie: so is your entire repertoire.”

Eddie put his head between his knees. “Oh, man, I think I’m going to be sick.”

“Look, it’s fine, okay? I’ll be right here.”

Eddie lifted his head up. “Yeah, and so will my ex…whatever.”

“Oh, don’t be so dramatic,” Darcy said. “Dylan’s not even here, is he?”

“Yes,” Eddie hissed. “Back row, third seat from the right.”

Darcy snorted. The teacher glared at them.

Eddie turned around and saw Dylan watching him. He briefly wondered if Dylan could hear him from seven rows back, but he doubted it. He was just being paranoid.

Eddie’s gaze drifted upwards, to where Moe and everybody’s parents were sitting. He saw Dylan’s father sitting in the fourth row of the balcony, and Eddie felt his back stiffen. He knew it was him because of his Atlanta Braves t-shirt.

Great. Eddie was about to sing about a guy in front of his entire cohort, and a homophobic football team, and Dylan’s alcoholic father who didn’t even know he existed.

Perfect.

“And now,” Reichner said, pulling Eddie’s attention away from Dylan’s father. “We have a special treat for you all.”

One of the stagehands started signalling Eddie and Darcy over, and Eddie froze. He let Darcy take his hand and lead him away from the crowd.

Josh smiled at him as they passed. “Good luck, Eddie. Jerk a leg.”

Eddie swallowed. He made his way up onto the stage, Reichner’s introduction floating in and out of his consciousness. He heard the words Red Rascal in there somewhere and tried not to double over.

It was blinding up there, and it should have been a comfort to Eddie. He should have felt right at home, his skin awash with the golden lights.

But he didn’t.

He had never felt more terrified.

Darcy squeezed his hand as she handed him his guitar. Eddie let the strings ground him in place, let the strum of the first chord ease him into where he needed to be.

I saw you on the platform

Smoke beneath your uniform

You were drumming songs

That no one understood…

Eddie stopped.

His voice stopped. His body stopped.

The words came out garbled. His hand fisted around the microphone.

There was a long, awful silence. A stretch of time wherein nobody understood what was happening—not even Eddie.

He felt a tingling feeling in the lower half of his body, followed by a wave of unsettling numbness. And then everything—every muscle in his body—became fraught with tension.

Eddie felt himself tip forwards, and he heard someone from the audience (probably his mother) start to scream. It felt like he had only closed his eyes for a few seconds, but when he opened them again, he was staring at the ceiling of the auditorium.

The lights were harsh in his eyes. Eddie heard Darcy’s voice in his ears, and he felt someone’s hands on his face. He clutched at them, blinking his eyes into focus, and his stomach dipped when he realised they were Dylan’s.

“You’re okay,” he was saying. “It’s okay. You’re okay. Just relax. Just breathe.”

Eddie tried to talk. His mouth tasted like blood and his jaw was too heavy to move. He looked frantically down at his body, trying to see whether he’d pissed his pants.

“You’re fine,” Dylan said softly. His hands were on Eddie’s neck now, warm and comforting. Eddie wondered if everyone in the auditorium had gone home. But then he rolled his head to this side, and the crowd was still there, watching him. Watching him and Dylan under a bloody spotlight.

He guessed it wasn’t a secret anymore.

Suddenly, Eddie’s mother was there. And she was crying again.

“Get him on his side!”

Darcy was shushing her. “It’s okay, Mrs Doherty. It’s over now. He’s okay.”

Eddie just looked into Dylan’s eyes. At his face, framed by soft light. Nothing was blinding anymore. Nothing scared him.

Dylan put his lips on Eddie’s ear. “I’m sorry for leaving,” he whispered.

And then he was stepping back, his warmth falling away from Eddie’s neck, allowing Eddie’s mother to take his place.

Eddie tried to tell him to stay. But he couldn’t get the word out.

He had a feeling that Dylan heard him anyway.


Chapter 48

Eddie lay in bed staring at his ceiling. He could still see the lights of the auditorium beaming down on him, and he could almost feel their phantom burn in his eyes. Graduation had ended two hours ago, and everybody had gone to Josh’s after party. (Everybody except Darcy. She was downstairs having coffee with Eddie’s mum.)

Dylan was…somewhere. Eddie didn’t know where. One minute, he’d been standing over him, all warm hands and soft eyes. Then he was gone, replaced by Reichner and his reflective bifocals.

“Eddie?”

Eddie turned his head. Robert was standing at his door, his tie loosened around his neck. This was one of the rare times Eddie was seeing him without his suit jacket.

He looked…human.

“Your mother wanted me to bring you this,” Robert said. “It’s decaf…”

He walked into the room and set a cup of coffee on Eddie’s desk, and Eddie frowned. Eddie didn’t drink coffee. His mother knew that.

“Thanks,” Eddie said. He took a sip and tried not to wince. Why the hell was Robert bringing him coffee at 11 p.m.? And why was he lying about it?

Eddie watched Robert as he slowly paced back and forth. He looked so uncomfortable and unlike Robert that it startled Eddie.

“Um…” Eddie said.

Robert stopped. He glanced up at Eddie, his hands on his hips. “Yes?”

“Nothing.”

“Is there something you want to say?” Robert asked.

Eddie frowned. “Is there something you want to say?”

Robert pressed his lips together. He exhaled, taking a seat on the edge of Eddie’s bed. “I heard that you and your mother had a chat earlier today.”

Eddie’s stomach rolled. He didn’t like where this conversation was heading.

“You do know that I love your mother, don’t you? And you mightn’t realise it, but I care a hell of a lot about you too.”

Eddie nodded. He didn’t know what to say. Thanks?

Robert sighed, loosening his tie some more. “Things didn’t really turn out the way we thought they would, did they?”

Eddie shook his head. Of all the places he thought he’d be on the night of his graduation, he’d never imagine he’d be here, with his stepfather of all people.

The room was almost completely silent, except for Eddie’s Déjà Vu record playing softly beside his bed.

Eddie played with the sleeve of his uniform. He felt so deeply unsettled by all of this. Part of him thought he was just loopy after his seizure, that none of this was really happening.

“It’s a shame what happened to you tonight. But I want you to know something.” Robert stared at the wall beyond Eddie’s head. He looked like he was having a brain aneurysm as he said, “You’re very good at what you do, Eddie.”

“I…I only sang the first verse.”

“Yes, but you sang it very well.”

Eddie stared at him. “Why are you saying all of this now? You’ve never supported my music. You’ve never…” You’ve never supported me.

“Yes, well, I suppose I didn’t, did I? I thought I did, but I was just supporting my own agenda.” Robert sighed, scratching his head. “I wanted you to live a good life, Eddie. In my mind, I thought getting good marks so you could get a good job was more important at your age.”

“I’ve always thought that a good job is just anything that makes you happy.”

Robert smiled at him. “And that’s why you’re a smarter man than I am,” he said. “It took me a long time to realise that. Maybe I only truly realised it tonight.”

Eddie stayed silent. He watched Robert as he smoothed out his trouser legs, and he thought about what it must be like to wear a suit every day.

“I spent the first twenty years of my life chasing something I never quite found,” Robert said, “and then at age thirty I found myself still at the starting line while everyone else had already run their own race. I can’t describe to you what that felt like, Eddie. I suppose I just never wanted you to feel that way.”

“I get it,” Eddie whispered. The strangest part was that he did.

“But seeing you, tonight,” Robert said, “hearing you sing… I don’t think you’re at the starting line, Eddie. Even though it may feel like it. I think you’re running your own race. And I think you’re doing just fine.”

Eddie blinked. He couldn’t believe that this was the same man that met his mother all those years ago, the one who scowled at Eddie across his toast every morning.

“And this is a fantastic song,” Robert said.

Eddie gaped at him. “You’re a Neil Young fan?”

Robert hummed. “I remember when I heard this song live. I was sitting stage right and Joni Mitchell came floating out from behind the speakers like a goddamn vision. Ticket prices were unheard of back then, about thirty-five dollars each. It was one of the best nights of my life. The atmosphere, the intimacy, the understanding… It was like family.”

“Sounds incredible,” Eddie replied. What was really incredible was hearing Robert say the words Joni Mitchell with reverence in his eyes. To hear him say he loved Eddie’s mother, and that Eddie’s pipe dreams were actually worth fighting for.

Eddie was about to ask Robert more about his groupie days when he noticed someone lingering in the doorway, and his heart skipped a beat.

Dylan.

“I’ll let you two have some privacy,” Robert said, patting Eddie’s leg.

He left the two of them alone, and Eddie wondered if Robert knew. He’d been in the crowd tonight, after all. He wondered why it even mattered.

All that mattered was right now: Dylan, seeming to glow in his doorway—always backlit by something. Dylan, here.

“Hi,” Eddie said, and he almost gave away everything he’d been holding in for the past few weeks just with that word. He almost told him how much he’d missed him, how lonely the Earth looked without his face.

“Hi,” Dylan said, closing the door behind him.

“I thought you’d be at some asshole’s graduation party.”

“There was only one reason I ever went to those parties. And he’s sitting up in his room feeling sorry for himself.”

“Who said I’m feeling sorry for myself?” Eddie asked.

Dylan cocked his head. “Well, all the lights are dimmed. And you’re playing Neil Young on vinyl.”

“It’s called being alternative.”

“It’s called being pathetic,” Dylan said, but there was no malice in it. He walked inside Eddie’s room in slow motion, and when he sat on the bed, Eddie’s stomach dipped with the mattress.

“What are you doing here?” Eddie asked him.

“I came to laugh at you.”

“Jackass.”

Dylan’s lips quirked. “I came to ask what day it is,” he said.

“What?”

“That’s what the Internet said I should do. Make sure you haven’t lost your mind.”

“Robert just told me he used to be a groupie. I’m pretty sure I’ve gone insane.”

Dylan furrowed his eyebrows, like he was deep in thought. “I’m trying to picture Robert moshing in a suit. Is that even possible?”

Eddie laughed. He watched Dylan’s hand rest on his knee, and something lifted off his chest. “I thought we were done,” he whispered. “I mean, I thought that was the end.”

“I thought so, too.”

“What changed?”

“When I heard you singing tonight…” Dylan shook his head, staring at Eddie’s lips. “I know I’ve heard you sing before, but this was different. You were different.”

“I was having a partial seizure,” Eddie said, deadpan.

Dylan glared at him. “I know that. I could sense that something was happening to you. And fuck, Eddie, I was so scared for you. I just wanted to turn all the lights off. I wanted to make everything dark.” Dylan’s voice was small, unsure. “I wanted to touch you…”

Eddie swallowed. He watched Dylan’s fingers drumming on his knee. It was almost hypnotic, by this point.

“What about the team?” Eddie asked.

“Fuck the team,” Dylan said.

“Really?”

“I’m tired of pretending, Eddie. We’ve only got a few days left, and I don’t want to spend them ignoring the one person I actually care about.”

Eddie stared at him. “Me?”

“Yes, you. You fucker.”

“I’ve just never heard you say that.”

“I’m sorry. I know I’ve been a dickhead to you since I met you, but I…” He shook his head. “I want you, Eddie. I want to watch you sing and not hide at the back of the crowd, and I want to come to your house to see you, and I want to—fuck, I want to hold your hand and not give a shit if some old couple gets turned off their lunch. I’m just…I’m so tired of giving a shit.”

Eddie’s eyes started to burn. “What about your dad?”

Dylan smiled, one of those rare smiles with all teeth. “I turned nineteen last week. I told him I’m moving out.”

“Where are you going to go?”

“Well, I think I’m going to go back to Atlanta for the summer. I’ve saved up enough money. I think I’m going to try and find my mum.”

“That’s amazing,” Eddie said. “Really. That’s great.”

“And I’m going to come back.”

Eddie’s chest loosened. “Yeah?”

“Yeah, of course.”

They went quiet.

“I’m really bummed I didn’t get to hear your song,” Dylan said. “From what I gathered from the first one and a half verses, it was about me.”

Eddie rolled his eyes. “Good guess.”

“Can I hear the rest of it? Now?”

“No. I can’t… It’s too bloody depressing.”

“I’m sure I can handle it.”

“No—I mean, I can’t handle it.”

Dylan frowned at him. “What are you talking about?”

“My seizure…” Eddie said, his voice shaking. “I think it was because of the lights. I’ve never been photosensitive before tonight.”

“You don’t know for sure.”

“No, but I have a good feeling. And as long as it’s happened once, it’s always going to be there, in the back of my mind. Every single time I go on stage from now until I die.”

Dylan’s eyebrows pushed together. Eddie wanted to smooth the crease away with his lips. “You don’t need lights to sing,” he told Eddie. “You can still sing in the dark. In your case, it’s probably a blessing.”

Eddie tried to laugh. He just ended up crying instead.

“Hey,” Dylan said. “Fuck, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that.”

He moved closer, until their knees were touching. He watched Eddie for a long time, his fingers starting to drum again. “I think there’s something you should know,” he whispered.

“What is it?” Eddie asked.

Dylan stared at their knees. “I never hated you,” he said. “Not really.”

“I know.”

“I just…I always had this need to just talk to you. I’d walk up to you and I’d have no idea what to say, so I’d invent something. And yeah, most of it was cruel and pointless, but I didn’t know how else to be. I think I needed to be near you more than I needed you to like me.”

Eddie sniffed. “I still liked you when you were cruel,” he said. “But…you were never that cruel. “

“No. But I was ashamed of you,” Dylan said. Tears filled his eyes, and he blinked them away. “I was ashamed of the part of myself that wanted to be near you, and I didn’t know how to turn it off. For a long time that stuff was all I had inside of me.” He looked back at Eddie. And his fingers finally stilled upon his knee. “I love you,” he whispered. “I know they don’t want us to think it’s that simple, but it is.”

Eddie’s lips stretched into a smile. He felt the walls of their world expanding. He felt everything else drifting in.

“I know you want some big coming out party,” Dylan said, “some big fucking horrible speech, but…”

Eddie looked at him.

“…I don’t know how else to say it.”

Eddie curled his hand around Dylan’s neck. He brought their mouths together, until they were sharing the same breath.

“I love you,” Dylan whispered. “I like girls, too. I’ve always liked girls. But there’s this part of me…this part that I don’t like to think about, because it hurts my head. This part that notices things about people, things like hands and lips and eyes. Things that could belong to anyone… Things that are beautiful no matter who they belong to. I don’t know what that means. I don’t think there’s a word for that yet. And if there is, I don’t want to hear it. I just want to be me, Eddie. I don’t want to have to explain myself to anyone.”

“You don’t have to,” Eddie said, pressing a hand against Dylan’s heart. “I understand.”

They kissed. And kissed and kissed and kissed.

They lay there together, side by side, their bodies pressed together in the dark. They lay there for hours. (Precisely three and half repetitions of Déjà Vu.) The darkness had softened around them and the moon cast a soft light over Dylan’s face. He was so close that he felt like an extension of Eddie’s heart, and Eddie thought about the simplicity of it all—the warmth of Dylan’s body against his ribcage, the way his arm draped over his chest.

“Do you still want to hear my song?” Eddie whispered.

“Always.”

Eddie started to sing. By himself, in the dark. No blinding lights, no boisterous crowds. Just him and his guitar.

And Dylan.

The only person he’d ever really sang for anyway.

I saw you on the platform

Smoke beneath your uniform

You were drumming songs

That no one understood

But I wanted to

And I want to

Honey, I want to…

Riding long, headphones on

Your face beneath a cap

Didn’t notice ’til you were gone

Now the longing’s all I have

’Cause I wanted you

And I want you

Honey, I want you

To want me to

Oh I loved you

And I love you

Honey, I’d love you

To love me too

Oh I’d love you

To love me too


Chapter 49

The next day, at school—the last day of high school forever—Eddie was clearing out his locker.

There were a lot of books that he’d rarely opened, as well as a stack of CDs from grade nine that he’d be ashamed of anyone knowing he ever listened to. There was also a picture of his dad in his footy uniform, smiling with an arm wrapped around his then-girlfriend.

Eddie didn’t think they could have had more contrasting high school experiences. But he thought that maybe that was okay. He knew that he was still proud of him, somewhere, just like his mum.

Eddie felt someone coming up behind him. He was about to turn around when he felt a hand on his shoulder, and he smiled. “Don’t tell me you’ve cleared out your locker already.”

“I did it this morning. Took about three seconds.” Dylan peered into Eddie’s locker, rifling through his abandoned music stash. “Avril Lavigne. Nice.”

Eddie snatched the CD back. “Let me guess, there was just a lonely baseball cap in your locker?”

Dylan smirked. “Two, actually.”

Eddie laughed, and then he noticed Josh Dixon walking down the hall. He felt his knuckles curling.

Dylan put a hand over his fist. “Relax,” he muttered.

Josh sauntered up to them, his eyes tracking their hands. “So, you guys are out and proud now, huh?

Eddie expected Dylan to let go of his hand, but he didn’t. He just turned to Josh and shrugged his shoulders. “Yeah, so what?”

Josh was about to say something, but then Marissa and Darcy were there. They stopped behind Josh, glaring at his back.

“Don’t you have better things to do than antagonise my brother and his boyfriend?” Marissa asked.

Josh held his hands up in mock-defence. “Easy, ladies. I was actually just about to congratulate the happy couple.”

“Bullshit,” Marissa said.

“Look, it was funny when it was a joke,” Josh said. “Now it’s just…insensitive.”

“It was always insensitive,” Darcy said.

“Whatever, Mathers.” Josh swung his gaze back to Dylan. “There is just one more thing I want to know. You’ve like…all been connected at some point, right? Who’s the best lay, Dylan? Eddie, Marissa, or Darcy?”

Dylan never got to answer (not that he was going to, anyway), because Darcy stepped forwards in her black patent Mary Janes and punched Josh right in the face.

She shook her hand out, grinning at Eddie. “I’ve been wanting to do that all year.”



Eddie didn’t have a seizure all summer. He also quit his restaurant job and started working at a record shop down the street. He still did busking, but it wasn’t for that hipster restaurant anymore. He also sang at weddings and a few birthday parties. They weren’t massive jobs, but they were jobs—they were somebody paying Eddie to sing for them, and that thought in itself made him dizzy with happiness.

He and Moe hung out nearly every day—Darcy too, and sometimes Eddie felt breathless at the sight of them together, like his past and his future were merging into one.

Of course, Moe fell in love with Darcy. It took even less time than Eddie thought it would, and Moe wasn’t even subtle about it. Eddie even thought, sometimes, in their stillness, that Darcy might like him back. (He’d never tell Moe that in a million years.)

As for Dylan, well…

The next time Eddie saw him was on a train.

It had been two months since school ended. Dylan had gone back to Atlanta for the summer, and Eddie had become attuned to his absence. Enough that he didn’t think about him every second, enough that his heart didn’t shake when a sudden gust of smoke entered the train.

And then he saw him. And it was as if the last two months of his life came undone. It was like Eddie was himself again. But better. (So much better.)

Dylan didn’t say anything at first. He didn’t look surprised, so Eddie thought that he was probably looking for him. He didn’t think for a moment that either of them had ever stepped on a train since they were in school and not looked for each other.

So, there they were—just looking at each other, the air quiet and static around them. Like they were back in high school. Like they didn’t quite know how to fit together again.

And then Eddie said, “You know, you should really save your durries for a more convenient five-minute window.”

And Dylan laughed. And it was Eddie’s favourite sound. There had never been anything better.

“It’s not that bad,” Dylan said.

“Tell that to my lungs. And to your lungs.”

Dylan ran a hand through his hair, almost instinctively. Eddie wondered if it had been washed in the last eight weeks.

He sat down beside Eddie. Eddie wanted to touch him, wanted to know if it felt like he remembered it, or if he had just exaggerated everything.

“I thought you weren’t coming back until tomorrow,” Eddie said.

Dylan leaned into him. “I thought I’d surprise you. How’d I know you’d still be riding the Beenleigh Line back and forth?”

Eddie shoved him. Their shoulders knocked together and stayed. The silence that washed over them was comfortable, the kind that was only reserved for those you loved.

“I found her,” Dylan said, breathless.

Eddie stared at him. “Found who?”

“My mother. I wanted to tell you over text, but it didn’t seem right. She’s…” Dylan broke off, smiling. Eddie had never seen him smile at somebody’s memory before. It made him smile, too.

“Everyone says I look like her,” he told Eddie.

“I bet you do,” Eddie said. And then he remembered to be mean, so he said, “She must be rough.”

“She’s beautiful.”

Dylan closed his eyes, and Eddie watched him remember. He was still smiling when he opened his eyes again. “Tell me about you,” he said.

Eddie shrugged. “I work at a record store. Moe is back, and I’m pretty sure he and Darcy have fallen in love. I’m a wedding singer like Adam fucking Sandler.” Eddie grinned. “And…I decided I want to get my driver’s licence.”

“You’re going to learn to drive?”

“Maybe one day,” Eddie said, “if I can keep managing my epilepsy like I have been.”

Dylan’s eyes trailed over Eddie’s face. “It’s about bloody time.”

I love you, Eddie thought, but the words melted in his mouth. “You’ve been back in Australia for, what, two minutes? And you’re already talking like Paul Hogan.”

“What can I say? I missed it here.”

Dylan smirked. Eddie had missed the dip in his cheek. He thought about touching it, and then he realised that he could.

He did one better.

He rested his head on Dylan’s shoulder—in comfort, in light-washed love.

He wasn’t everything he wanted to be yet, but he was more than he was yesterday, and that was enough.
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